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By Iris Rotberg

A Title I Researcher Talks About

Reexamining Federal Education Programs
The following are excerpts from re­

marks by Iris Roberg at the United
States-Israel Colloquium on Educa­
tion of the Disadvantaged in Wash­
ington, D.C.. Dec. 9, 1980.

Roberg is director of the Office of
Planning and Program Development
of the National Institute of Educa­
tion. She was depury director ofa re­
cent NIE study of Tile I.

The change in administrations. as
well as federal budget constraints.
make this a particularly appropriate
time to discuss federal education
policy for elementary and secondary
education.

During the next few years. there
is likely to be a reexamination of the
assumptions and structure of federal
aid to education. This reexamination
will come at a time when there is op­
timism, on the one hand, about the
effectiveness of some of the pro­
grams, and growing concern, on the
other, about the regulatory. fiscal
and coordination problems they cre­
ate for state and local governments.

This article considers accomplish­
ments and problems.

Generally. experience during the
past I years suggests that federal ed­
ucation programs can be effectively
designed and implemented and that
they can make a significant contribu­
tion. More important, there is greater
realism about what programs can and
cannot accomplish. A considerable
amount is known about effective pro­
gram designs. about problems and
limitations, and about possible im­
provements.

Our expectations and assessments
of federal financial aid have changed
substantially since the programs be­
gan in 1965.

These programs at first were over­
sold. Many expected-perhaps
hoped is a fairer word-that the pro­
grams would substantially reduce
poverty and remove the constraints
on political and social access by dra­
mnatically raising children's achieve­
ment and subsequent success in high­
er education and employement.

Not unexpectedly. the early eval­
uations produced negative findings-­
in part because. at the time the re­
search was conducted. the programs
were not yet fully operational. and in
part because the measures of effec­
tiveness were based upon unrealistic
standards for the success of the pro­
gram.

Current expectations are more re­
alistuc.

Federal programs cannot change a
child's overall educational experi­
ence. They cannot, by themselves.

solve educational problems whose
fundamental causes are rooted in ba­
sic social and economic disparities
within the country.

They cn, however, if well de­
signed, provide educational experi­
ences which can produce measurable
educational achievement gains.

Program Effectiveness

Federal education programs are
too diverse to permit a general state­
ment about theireffectiveness.

Some programs are too small, or
the control over funds is too weak.
to make a significant improvement in
the educational services children re­
ceive.

Evaluations of certain programs-­
for example. Bilingual Education and
Vocational Education-are inconclu­
sive primarily because the character­
istics of the services proivded are so
unclear that even the most careful
study cannot tell whether the target

groups are better off and; if so,
whether the program is the reason.

Further. federal funds accountfor
only a small proportion of total ex­
penditures in these areasand are not
clearty used to provide supplemental
services?

However. other programs like Ti­
le I ESEA. the largest elementary
and secondary program, have been
thoroughly and carefully studied and
have produced clear-and positive
results.

+ The NIE evaluatuon of Title I in­
dicated that the program has been
highly successful in meeting the pur­
poses intended by Congress.

Title I directs substantial federal
aidto areas with the highest propor­
tion of low-income children. Care is
taken to assure that the funds are
used to provide special additional
services to low-achieving children in
the poorest schools.

Not unexpectedly. under these
conditions. the program enhances the
educational achievement of partici­
pating students.
Thus. the NIE study found that

firsrgrade students made percentile
gains of 12 toI points in reading and
mathematics between fall and spring
testing. Third grade students made
percentile gains of between 7 and 15

points during the same time period.
Both of these gains were higher than
would be expected without the spe­
cial instruction proivded by the pro­
gram.

While we cannot conclude from
the results that all compensatory ed­
ucation students are gaining as much
as those who participated in the
study. the results indicate that school
districts can and do create the con-

ditions necessary to make compen­
satory instructional services effec­
tive.

The NIE results are consistent
with findings of other studies. For ex­
ample, Arthur Wise noted in a recent
RAND study that the National as­
sessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) has shown increases in read­
ing scores for precisely those groups
who have been the primary recipients
of federal education programs-the
poor, the young and the Black.

Design And Implementation Issues

The design of Title I--in particular.
the fact that it has realistuc goals and
is clearly targeted to specific schools
and students-has a lot to do with its
Success.

The federal government can meet
its.funds allocation. objectives effec­
tively without inappropriate interfer­
ence in how subject matter is taught.
It can direct resources to specific
school districts and schools. It can
fund supplemental services for spe­
cific population groups.

Given the difficulties faced by
some federal programs. getting funds
to the right places and the right peo­
ple is no small accomplishment.

In addition to meeting funding ob­
jectives, it is important that programs
contain provisions to ensure that
funds supplement and do not substi­
tute forstate and local expenditures.

Local school districts faced with
recurrent fiscal problems are under
considerable pressure to use federal
funds to replace state or local re-
sources. Without provisions requir­
ing supplementation, there is little
reason to. believe that the federal
funds would add to total spending for
education.

Similarly. provisions are needed to
ensure that federal programs in fact
provide extra services and that the
target children receive them.

These outcomes are not obvious
results of statements of federal in­
tent. The require specific provisions
and careful management.

The point is made by the local of­
icials themselves. In interviews con­
ducted by NIE to determine whether
districts would direct funds and serv­
ices to the target population if there
were no restrictions in the form of
funds allocation requirements, two
comments reflected a general con­
sensus among the administrators in­
terviewed:

"Historically," said one state Title
I director, "the educationally de­
prived in poor areas do not have the
political ctout to require the provi­
sion of equal resources, and certainly
not extra resources. Title I ensures

that these children will not be ig­
nored. Most LEAs in my state, if left
to their own devices. would not use
federal funds for compensatory edu­
cation in poor areas; they would be
used to counter the current fiscal cri-
sis, whatever the crisis might be."

A local district Tile I director put
it this way: "Without strong language
in the Title I regulations [about in­
tended beneficiaries and the supple­
mentary nature of the progam], there
is no question that Title I dollars
would be used essentially as general
aid. I don't think the superintendent
could avoid that."

Although federal programs can en­
sure that the intended beneficiaries
receive suppimentai educational
services, it is not at all clear that the
programs should attempt to intervene
in local decisions about instructional
techniques or planning methods.

I suggest that the failure to make
a distinction between identifying tar­
get groups and ensuring suppiemen­
tal services. on the one hand. and in­
terfering with local planning or in­
structional methods, on the other.
has resulted in cumbersome and
time-consuming regulations that at
best have limited positive effects on
program quality and may in fact de­
tract from more appropriate and rea­
sonable federal objectives.

It is the federal involvement in lo­
cal planning or instructional methods
which has overshadowed the funda­
mental gains which have been
acheived by cerain carefully de­
signed programs.

It has also weakened the basic po­
liticai support of even high quality
programs.

Problems Ot Federal Programs
The most signfiicant problems of

federal programs stem from the lack
of coordination among multiple pro­
grams.

The combination of requirements
from different programs-both feder­
al and state-often places trying ad­
ministrative and financial burdens on
school districts. These problems are
summanzed from a briefing given by
Paul Hill describing research he con­
ducted at RAND.

The problem basically results from
a lack of coordination and clarity in
the present system. Students, teach­
ers and principals must cope with the
combined effects of programs that
legislators and higher level admits­
trators deal with separately and in a
rather distant setting.

The result is that the point of sup­
plementary instruction-to give stu­
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Bill Would Encourage Elementary School Guidance Counseling

Left to right: Cynthia Terres, president, American School Counselors Assn.; Patricia Harden, elementary counselor,
Fayette County, Ky., schools; Rep. Cari Perkins, D-Ky.; Hazel Dunnings, ASCA elementary vice president; Thomas
Sweeney, president, Arerican Personnel and Guidance Assn.; Clemmie Solomon, chairperson, APGA Government Re
lations. Committee; and Charles Lewis, APGA executive vice president.

Proposed legislation to give
schools a federal incentive for ele­
mentary-level guidance and counsel­
ing programs was introduced in the
U.S. Congress last week by Rep.
Carl Perkins. D-Ky.

The existing federal guidance and
counseling program. part of Title IV
of ESEA. has withered on the vine
in recent years. getting no appropri­
ation at all in fiscal 1981 and no re­
quest for funding from President Car­
ter for fiscal 1982.

Nothing daunted, the American
Personnel and Guidance Association
and its member American School
Counselor Association, with Perkins.
are back with a new proposal to au­
thorize SI5 million in 1983 "to as­
sure the accessibility of developmen­
tal guidance and counseling to all
children of elementary school age."

Money would be allocated to
states, on a population basis with 50
50 matching of federal and state
funds.

At the local level, the money
would be used to "employ one or
more new/and or additional elemen­
tary school guidance counselor per
school district."

Justifying the request for a new
federal program. Perkins' bill notes
that 'The elementary school today is
no longer protected and isolated from

society's problems.",
"Elementary school children. are.

therefore, increasingly vulnerable to
these external pressures as they at­
tempt to acquire personal and social,
in addition to academic, skulls."' the­
bill says.

Early symptoms of those pressures

are underachievement, lack of inter­
est in school, classroom disruption
and truancy. Without early and ap­
propriate intervention, the bill warns.
the problems are manifested as juve­
nile delinquency, drugabuse, vandal­
ism· and "the loss to society of fully
functioning and capable adults."

For information about APGA's
elementary guidance and counseling
legislative activities, contact Patricia
Hooper. Coordinator of Guidance
Services, Orange County Depart­
ment of Education, 1230 South
Grand Ave.. P.O. Box 11846, Santa
Ana CA 92711.

Options
lt may be useful, however, to note

a few examples of options which
should be examined.

The simplest and probably most re­
alistic suggestions propose . incre­
mental changes in the current system
to make programs more efficient.

For example, the RAND studies
suggest that we recognize the perma-
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dents extra help in specific areas
without replacing the basic ed­
ucational curriculum-is often lost
when students are assigned to several
special programs rather than to one
or two which best meet their needs.

In addition. school districts must
respond to a large number of new
federal and state regulatory require­
mnents that must be financed from lo­
cal revenues rather than from cate­
goncat federal or state funds.

Since 1975, the federal government
has published several major new sets
of requirements in areas such as ed­
ucation for the handicapped. teacher
training, students' rights to privacy
and due process. sex equity. and ed­
ucation for the gifted. One of these
requirements-the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act-pro­
vides federal subsidies for only about
I? percent of the services it requires
school districts to deliver. Require­
ments of the other Acts are totally
without federal financial support.

Further, most state governments
have added their own regulations. In
California, school districts can be re­
quired to implement as many as 33
state categorical programs.

The combination of regulations
which are not supported by funds for
their implementation and decreased

local fiscal capacity has created se­
vere financial difficulties for school
districts.

Not unexpectedly., districts have nence of multiple programs and im-
responded by reducing the level of prove their management.
the basic instructional programs and Under this proposal, both local and
by using grant funds imtended for one federal action is needed.
purpose orbeneficiary group to pro- Local districts can limit the num-
vide services for another benficiary ber of programs offered in each
group. .- • school, and give the responsibility for

The temptation of course is to go program coordination to district of-
one step further and to seek funding ficials, who have more time to spend
which is without any restriction and on administrative matters, rather
which may be used, in effect--par- than to principals and teachers.
ticularly during periods of fiscal dif- Federal officials can help by not
ficultiescompletely outside the adding new programs. by recognizing
field of education. the problems resulting from require­

ments which do not provide funding.Alternatives For The Future and by helping muiti-program
Ideally, any changes in the current schools integrate their federal pro-

system would build on the positive grams.
outcomes of existing programs. Aother suggestion for simplifying

What'we'need is more clarity and program management is to exrempr
simplicity, in the current system, from certain federal regulations
while ensuring that federal funds are those states with high expenditurer
used to provide supplemental serv- for disadvantagedchildres. .
ices for target populations. Finally, thereare a set of proposals

There are a wide variety of alter- for various types.of federal.program
native proposals which are being dis- consolidation aimed at reducing ad-
cussed by government and profes- ministrative burdens.
sional communities. These include, for example. con-

Although several of these propos- solidation of categorical programs
als may have some merit, there is in- with similar purposes into a single
sufficient information about their im- broad category serving the same tar-
plications to advocate one over an- get population; and making block
other. grants to states without regulations

as to how the funds should be used.
Depending on how the programs

are designed, it may be feasible to im­
plement the first proposal for consoli­
dation and continue to provide sup­
plemental services for needy stu­
dents.

However, the second proposal­
the proposal for block grants-would
threaten the considerable progress
that has been achieved in designing

effective federal education programs.
Programs without funding control

typically provide general purpose
government support rather than in­
creasing overall educational expendi­
tures or providing extra services for
the chidlren who need them the most.

If federal subsidies are needed to
relieve the financial problems of
states, that issue should be argued on
its merits.

We should not assume, however,
that under such circumstances the
funds are likely to increase the qual­
ity of education or to go to population
groups that need them the most.

In short, experience during the
past IS years indicates that federal
programs can make an important
contribution to educational achieve­
ment. The federal government can
provide funds to needy areas of the
country and to specific population
groups.

There aresome unintended out-­
cones and a problem of multiple pro­
grams; the most signficant problems
stem from lack of clarity snf coordi­
nation and from requirements with­
out financial support.

There is a need to make the current
system more efficient without chang­
ing the basic objectives of providing
supplemental services to tne neediest
students.

For information, contact Iris Rot­
berg, Room 700, National Irstitute
of Education, 1200 9th St. NW

• Washington, DC 20208.
Views expressed are those of the

author and do not necessarily reflect
the positions or policies ofNIE or the
U.S. Department of Education.


