
 W
hen President Donald Trump 
broadly outlined his budget 
priorities for the 2018 federal 
spending year in mid-March, 

he proposed a 13.5 percent ($9.2 
billion) cut in the budget of the U.S. 
Department of Education. These 
proposed cuts to education and other 
domestic programs were seen as 
paving the way for more national 
security and defense-related spending, 
a priority for the administration. 

The choices made on education 
funding also signal a shift in policy 
towards promoting school choice. 
The administration’s budget outline 
called for $1.4 billion in new invest-
ments in charter schools, private 
schools and other school-choice 
initiatives. At the same time, it 
would eliminate a $2.1 billion grant 
program for teacher and principal 
recruitment and development (Title 
II) and a $1.2 billion grant program 
that supports after-school and 
summer programs (the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers 
program). 

Against this backdrop, it was 
somewhat surprising that the deal 
reached by Congress in late April for 

the remainder of the 2017 federal 
spending year included few signifi-
cant cuts to federal K-12 education 
funding.

Even more surprising was that 
the compromise, which funds federal 
programs through Sept. 30 of this 
year when the federal 2017 spending 
year ends, increased funding for 
some of the same K-12 education 
programs Trump aims to cut while 
making cuts in other areas. 

Overall, U.S. Department of 
Education spending in fiscal  
2017 will drop by only $60 million 
from fiscal 2016 and will total  
$71.6 billion. 

In its budget deal, Congress 
increased 2017 funding for the two 
largest federal programs that benefit 
public schools: Title I aid for eco-
nomically disadvantaged students 
and aid for students with disabilities 
(under the Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Act or IDEA). 

b Title I grants received a $100 
million increase to a total of 
$15.5 billion. 

b Special education grants will 
grow by $90 million to a total  
of $12 billion.

Title II funding for teacher and 
principal development dropped  
$294 million from its fiscal 2016 
funding level. While the cut is far 
smaller than the 50 percent reduc-
tion the Trump Administration had 
sought, the administration calls for 
eliminating Title II funding entirely 
in fiscal year 2018. 

Another program on the chop-
ping block in fiscal 2018 that 
received a reprieve in the 2017 
spending year is the 21st Century 
Community Learning Centers 
program, which funds after-school 
and other enrichment activities.  
The fiscal 2017 budget increases its 
funding above fiscal 2016 levels by 
$25 million although the President 
has called for eliminating the 
program in fiscal 2018.

The 21st Century Community 
Learning Centers program is a rela-
tively small ($1.2 billion) appropria-
tion in the big scheme of things, but 
it helps foster community partner-
ships between schools and non-profit 
organizations and greatly benefits 
communities that are implementing 
the “community schools” concept 
with “wraparound” services. 

Federal Education Spending Up in Air
Congressional deal on 2017 federal budget  
postpones fights over education funding until 2018

The relative lack of K-12 funding cuts in Congress’ 2017 spending year deal likely means 
the big fight over education spending will occur when negotiations over the fiscal 2018 
budget get serious this summer. That debate will mark the first full budget year over which 
President Trump and the Republican-controlled Congress will have complete say. No school 
leader should view the 2017 spending year agreement as a sign that education and other 
domestic programs will be protected against across-the-board cuts in 2018 and beyond.

Editor’s note: The state Legislature’s budget-writing Joint Finance Committee had not yet taken up the education-related portion of the 
state budget in time for us to write about their actions in this issue. So, rather than speculate, we are going to update you on what’s 
happening at the federal level. To stay updated on the state budget debate and other state issues, please follow the WASB Legislative 
Update blog at wasblegupdate.wasb.org.

C A P I TOL  WATCH DAn RossmilleR

22   |  Wisconsin school neWs



| Some Education Budget 
Details Released

As of this writing, Trump’s first full 
education budget has not yet been 
released — that is set to occur on 
May 23 — but some additional 
details are emerging. Among them is 
that federal grants for career and 
technical education are slated to be 
cut by $168 million (15 percent). 

Further, the administration will 
propose no funding for a new 
Student Support and Academic 
Enrichment grant program created 
in the Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA). Congress has authorized as 
much as $1.65 billion for the grants, 
but the administration’s budget for 
them in fiscal 2018 is zero. 

These grants are meant to help 
schools: a) provide all students with 
access to a well-rounded education; 
b) improve school conditions for 
student learning (e.g., mental health 
services, anti-bullying initiatives, 
more physical education, etc.); and  
c) improve the use of educational tech-
nology. They were funded at $400 
million in federal spending year 2017. 

These proposed cuts help clear the 
way for an additional $500 million in 
proposed spending on charter schools, 
up 50 percent over current funding 
levels, and a new $250 million federal 
investment in “Education Innovation 
and Research Grants,” which would 
fund expanding and studying the 
impacts of vouchers for private and 
religious schools. As of this writing, 
it is unclear how much of this  
$250 million would be spent on 
research versus how much might be 
spent on vouchers.

The Trump Administration will 
also propose allocating $1 billion in 
Title I dollars meant for low-income 
children to a new grant program — 
called Furthering Options for Chil-
dren to Unlock Success or FOCUS 
— for school districts that agree to 
allow students to choose which 
public school they wish to attend 
— and allow those students to take 
their federal, state and local dollars 
with them. The goal is to do away 
with neighborhood attendance zones.

| Medicaid Cuts Loom for 
Schools?

Significant cuts in federal Medicaid 
funding are also likely to affect 
schools in coming years. Medicaid,  
a joint federal-state partnership, 
provides assistance to low-income 
persons and persons with disabili-
ties, through a combination of 
federal and state funding. 

Public schools currently rely on 
Medicaid to fund certain medically 
related services and screenings, 
including services to students with 
disabilities. Nationwide, schools 
receive approximately $4 billion in 
Medicaid funding each year. 

Unlike the potential cuts 
described above, cuts to Medicaid 
likely will not be enacted through 
the normal budget process, but as 
part of Congress’ efforts to repeal 
and replace the Affordable Care Act 
also known as “Obamacare.” Cur-
rently, Medicaid payments to states 
are based on a matching formula 
with the federal government paying 
states a share of their costs. 

In early May, the U.S. House 
passed its version of the “repeal and 
replace” legislation, known as the 
American Health Care Act. That bill 
caps annual payments to states 
beginning in 2020 with different 
amounts going to different catego-
ries of recipients — children, the 
elderly and people with disabilities. 
A state that exceeds its spending cap 
would face reduced federal funding 
in the following year. 

The Congressional Budget Office 
estimated those changes would 
reduce federal Medicaid funding by 
$880 billion over 10 years. 

Advocates for students with 
disabilities worry that the caps will 
deprive schools of funding for an 
array of required services and harm 
the ability of schools to employ 
nurses and therapists.

The Senate is expected to take its 
time as it develops its own proposal 
to “repeal and replace” Obamacare. 
Whether that proposal will keep the 
same Medicaid cuts as the House 
bill, scale them back or provide 

protections for school-based Medicaid 
services remains to be seen. 

| Movement Underway to 
Revamp Key Federal Career 
and Technical Education Law

On a lighter note, bipartisan legisla-
tion to modernize the nation’s career 
and technical education framework 
appears poised to move through 
Congress. The “Strengthening 
Career and Technical Education for 
the 21st Century Act” was approved 
by the House Committee on Educa-
tion and the Workforce. 

First enacted in 1984, the Carl D. 
Perkins Career and Technical Educa-
tion Act, which authorizes federal 
support to state and local career and 
technical education (CTE) programs, 
has not been updated in more than a 
decade. The bill approved by the 
House committee largely mirrors 
CTE reauthorization legislation 
approved by the full U.S. House last 
September on a vote of 405 to 5. 

Regardless of party, lawmakers 
seem to be more eager to support 
measures to help students gain the 
knowledge, skills and experience 
they need to succeed after high 
school than they have been in many 
years. This is especially evident in 
renewed support for career and 
technical education programs.

| Contact Your Congressper-
son and Senators

Both the House and Senate will also 
take a brief Independence Day recess 
during the first week in July and will 
take the full month of August as a 
recess period. This is a great time to 
contact your congressional representa-
tive, Senator Tammy Baldwin and 
Senator Ron Johnson, to share any 
concerns you may have or to thank 
them for actions they have taken. 
Neither the House nor Senate will be 
in session during the August recess. If 
you would like to schedule a meeting 
with your member of Congress or U.S. 
Senator during that time, now would 
be a good time to make that request. n

Dan Rossmiller is the WASB Government 
Relations director. 
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