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Congress finally passed and the President signed the FY 2015, education budget/omnibus 

appropriations through September 30, 2015.  A review of initial important documents provides 

general funding levels for USED discretionary funding of interest to TechMIS subscribers, such 

as Title I and School Improvement Grants.  As displayed in the House Manager’s Report and the 

overall Conference Report provided later, the final exact numbers have yet to be published by 

USED, but will probably be published within the next few weeks.  More critical than the funding 

amounts included in the following narrative is the language in the various reports telling USED 

Congressional intent for certain programs such as Title I, School Improvement Grants, among 

others.   In many cases, the language admonishes the Administration for not implementing the 

Congressionally-mandated provisions in last year’s 2014 appropriations bill passed earlier this 

year.  This language expresses Congressional dissatisfaction with USED implementation earlier 

this year of the new School Improvement Grant provisions, which have the most far-reaching 

implications for some subscribers.   

 

The House Manager’s report on the initial House-passed version stated that the draft SIG 

guidance (see September TechMIS report) “falls short of Congressional intent, which was to 

provide LEAs greater flexibility in selecting three alternatives to the four pre-determined SIG 

intervention models.”  As the report states, “However, the Department’s notice of proposed 

requirements would require a state-determined intervention strategy to be aligned with 

turnaround principles, as well as impose seven additional requirements on state-determined 

strategies.  The Department shall ensure that any final regulations for the SIG program strictly 

adhere to bill language which stipulates that LEAs may implement an alternative state-

determined school improvement strategy that has been established by a State Education Agency 

(SEA) with the approval of the Secretary.”   

 

Another alternative model was the whole school reform strategy.  The accompanying 

Congressional reports also chided USED for weakening Congressional intent to allow districts 

receiving SIG funds to partner with eligible groups to implement whole school reform models 

that had at least two high-quality research studies supporting their effectiveness.  The draft 
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regulations would require only one high-quality research study finding.  While groups such as 

the Council of Great City Schools, the CCSSO and Knowledge Alliance (see October TechMIS 

report) supported USED’s interpretation, Congress once again called for USED’s final SIG 

guidance to reflect its original intent, which obviously supports only a limited number of existing 

organizations which qualify as having two or more high-quality research studies supporting the 

effectiveness of their whole school reform approach.   

 

To ensure USED adheres to a strict language interpretation, the Conference Report states that 

“The Department shall brief the House and Senate committees on appropriations, Committee on 

Education and the Workforce, and the Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions 

(HELP)  of the final notice inviting applications.”  Moreover, it states that this briefing occur not 

later than 15 days prior to the publication of a notice inviting applications to submit state-

determined school improvement strategies.”  In a discussion with Assistant Secretary Deb 

Delisle on December 10
th

 (before the bill passed), she indicated that the final SIG regs would be 

out “very shortly.”  It is now clear that the final SIG regs will be published later than expected 

and should reflect Congressional intent and the notice of applications for states will be submitted 

later than previously expected next year.  Thus far, the reports have not addressed the impact of 

the FY 2015 budget language on the application and review process, which has already occurred 

for groups seeking approval for their school reform strategies in order to get on the official 

USED approved list.  Also, the impact on the proposed SIG pre-K development alternative 

model, which the Administration has proposed and supported in the draft regs, as well as new 

ways of identifying schools “in greatest need,” which was supported by the Council of Great 

City Schools and the Senate HELP Committee is unclear.   

 

While Title I would receive a small $25 million increase this year, and no specific language 

changes have been found thus far, the Committee for Education Funding Report (the umbrella 

Education funding lobbyists for all education programs) includes a description of important 

changes, which the Obama Administration had proposed in changing the SEA 4% set-aside, 

which also was supported by the Senate HELP Committee.  In continuing its pattern of “robbing 

Peter to pay Paul,” the Administration had proposed to have the approximate $500 million SEA 

4% set-aside fund some of its priorities that Congress would not fund and support, including:  

 coordinating early learning programs to improve school readiness; 

 carrying out effective family engagement strategies; 

 allowing non-waiver states to use the 20% set-aside for SES and choice be used for funds 

to implement other intervention strategies and ensure equitable distribution of teachers; 

and 

 requiring LEAs to use 2% of Title I funds to develop family engagement plans. 

 

As noted in our November TechMIS Special Report, the new state waiver approval guidance 

now includes an option to use the Title I SEA 4% set-aside not only for Priority and Focus 

schools, but now also for other lowest-performing Title I schools once the Priority and Focus 

schools have been sufficiently funded.  In addition .5 percent of state Title I funds would be 

allocated to implement the above, along with up to 1.5 percent of the appropriations for all other 

ESEA programs, which would be about $300 million and would be added to the estimated $500 

million for the 4% set-aside.  Even though the new appropriations bill did not include such 

language nor additional funding, it is very likely that the states, which desire to implement some 
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of the above encouraged uses of the SEA 4% set-aside, could request additional waivers and 

would likely be approved.  These approved waivers would go into effect in FY 2015, or USED 

could incorporate the above into additional state waiver approval guidance early in 2015. 

 

Another substantive change included in the new appropriations bill focused on the Investment in 

Innovation (i
3
) program which, according to the House Manager’s Report, directs USED: “to 

establish an absolute priority in the investing and innovation notice inviting applications for 

funds available for this act for implementation of comprehensive high school reform strategies 

that will increase the number and percentage of students who graduate from high school and 

enroll in post-secondary education without the need for remediation and with ability to think 

critically, solve complex problems, evaluate arguments on the basis of evidence, and 

communicate effectively.  This competition would target schools where not less than 40 percent 

of the students to be served are from low-income families…”  While most TechMIS subscribers 

cannot apply directly for these i
3
 program funds, since most clients are for profit organizations, 

there may be opportunities to promote appropriate products that meet the needs of eligible, non-

profit applicants, who would apply for the i
3
 program grants. 

 

In addition to the above, other programs with either significant increases or cuts, along with 

language changes include: 

 Title III English Language Acquisition would require the $14 million increase for next 

year be provided to districts “that have experienced a significant increase during the 

2014-15 school year as determined by the SEA, receiving an increase in the number or 

percentage of immigrant children and youth in their schools, and that such funds be used 

for ‘supplemental academic and supplemental non-academic services and supports’ to 

immigrant children and youth,” as reported by the Center for Education Funding (CEF). 

 The 21
st
 Century Community Learning Centers (21

st
 CCLC) program would include new 

language that gives LEAs the option of using such funds for extended learning time 

programs which would be similar to the options, which most states with waiver 

approvals, have already exercised under state waiver flexibility.  On the other hand, the 

House Manager’s Report states that the 21
st
 CCLC “initiative is the only Federal funding 

source authorized specifically for before and after-school and summer learning programs 

for students attending high-poverty, low-performing schools; moreover, data demonstrate 

that quality after-school programs have a positive impact on a number of measures of 

student academic achievement, positively affecting behavior and discipline in helping 

relieve parents’ worries about their children’s safety during hours when school is out.”  

The two sets of language clearly illustrate the ongoing battle between groups supporting 

the use of such funds for extended learning time in school versus those supporting before- 

and after-school programs.   

 Like Title I, IDEA would receive an increase of about $25 million and no specific 

language changes are apparent.  In several Congressional Reports, USED is encouraged 

to continue R&D and other support for new uses of technology to provide students with 

disabilities access to math and chemistry courses, and “ensure accessibility for interactive 

education content for students with visual disabilities and the need for useful tools and 

standards or guidelines in this vast emerging area,” according to the Manager’s Report.  

This could suggest a new direction in R&D under the Small Business Innovation 

Research Program in which some Tech MIS subscribers participate. 
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 Under the State Assessments Grants program, $370 million would be allocated under 

existing formula, but about $9 million would be awarded through a new competitive 

program to develop enhanced assessment instruments. 

 Under Teacher Quality State Grants funded at $2.3 billion, up to 2.3 percent could be 

used for staff development for teachers.  The House Manager’s Report also calls for a 

higher priority for funding civic education training for teachers conducted by national 

non-profit organizations.   

 Charter schools are funded at about $253 million, which reflects a $5 million increase.  

Slightly over a quarter of such funds could be provided through competitive grants to 

Charter Management Organizations (CMOs) to “replicate and expand models.” Also, 

states must tighten up rules on auditing and ensuring charter schools operate under some 

types of performance contracts, among other new requirements. 

 

Regarding funding, Title I and IDEA both would receive increases of about $25 million, while 

Race to the Top would be de-funded; School Improvement Grants would be level-funded at 

about $505 million; i
3
 would drop from $141 million to $120 million, with a change in priorities 

noted earlier (only serving high schools) and Safe and Drug-Free Schools would also receive a 

funding decrease, but its impact on specific program elements has not been clearly specified thus 

far.  Teacher Incentive Funds, which have been supported by new Senate HELP Committee 

Chairman Lamar Alexander would also be reduced from about $290 million to $230 million. 

 

It’s too early to display the final individual program funding levels, as some changes have 

occurred between the passage of the initial House version and the Senate vote.  USED will have 

the responsibility of publishing the final budget based on its interpretation of the numbers and 

the language in several reports.  Regarding some of the language changes or reiterations, as in 

the case of School Improvement Grants, USED will continue to have limited discretion to make 

their own interpretations.  Under the period 2002-2008, President Bush not only signed 

appropriations bills when they were passed, but also signed so-called “signing documents.”  

These documents included the Bush interpretation of what Congressional language stated and in 

several controversial programs such as Reading First, supplemental educational services (SES), 

and other set-asides, there remain serious discrepancies from what Congress stated and the 

Administration’s regulation and guidance.  It is not clear whether the Obama Administration will 

revert to such “signing documents;” however, the results will be known within the next few 

months after the Congress convenes and applications and regulations are submitted. 


