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Introduction

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 1965 was a central component of President Lyndon Johnson’s war on poverty and one of the key legislative achievements of the Great Society. ESEA marked the first major incursion of the federal government into K-12 education policy, an area that historically had been the domain of states and localities, and initiated a new era of federal involvement in school reform. At the heart of ESEA was a powerful equity rationale for federal government activism to promote greater economic and social opportunity. The moral clarity behind ESEA and the Great Society’s war on poverty, however, was not matched by a clear sense of the means by which the government could alleviate educational disadvantages or poverty, and this would cause many problems in the design and implementation of the program. 

Initially, ESEA was intended to provide additional resources to disadvantaged students with little federal involvement as to how the resources were utilized by state and local education authorities. Over time, however, federal legislative enactments, bureaucratic regulations, and court mandates in education became increasingly numerous and prescriptive, and federal influence over schools grew significantly. As a result, the political debate shifted from whether the federal government had an obligation to promote educational opportunity to the effectiveness of these efforts. By the 1980s, growing skepticism about the orientation and efficacy of federal education programs led to a backlash against ESEA and fueled a reform movement that promoted administrative flexibility, parental choice, and outcome standards. During the 1990s, first Bill Clinton (a New Democrat) and then George W. Bush (a Compassionate Conservative), made education the centerpiece of their efforts to reposition their parties on social welfare policy and to craft new, more appealing public philosophies. These developments culminated in the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002, which fundamentally reconfigured ESEA but also increased the size and scope of the federal role in education in a number of important ways. 
The expansion and reform of ESEA has dominated the politics of education at the national level for the past forty years and an analysis of the Act’s evolution can tell us a great deal about the origins and evolution of the Great Society more generally. How did a popular program originally intended to promote opportunity eventually become viewed as a controversial entitlement? How did the federal role in education become more extensive and prescriptive over time despite strong opposition from many quarters? How did the initial federal focus on expanding resources and opportunity for disadvantaged students get transformed into a federal mandate demanding outcome assessment and improvement for all students? How does education come to play a central role in efforts by the Democratic and Republican parties to adapt to post-Great Society politics? This essay will seek to answer these questions by examining the evolution of ESEA and the federal role in education over the past four decades. The analysis will also shed light on the nature of the Great Society—particularly on the important ways in which it differed from the New Deal—and the struggle between Democrats and Republicans to define the appropriate uses of federal power in pursuit of expanded opportunity for citizens.
I. The Political Context of ESEA
America has a longstanding tradition of local control of schools. The U.S. Constitution is silent on education and the issue was historically deemed the province of state and local governments.
 Prior to the 1950s, federal involvement in education was almost nonexistent; conceptions of equal educational opportunity were less central to political disputes, and broad inequities were not considered problematic. As late as 1930 less than a fifth of adults over 25 had completed high school and education was not perceived by citizens as central to economic success. Progressives had also fought doggedly to convince the public that schooling decisions ought to be entrusted to “non-political” educational professionals.
  When education did emerge as a political issue, it was typically due to religious and ethnic tensions, rather than more abstract concerns about school quality.
 

As a result, the issue of elementary and secondary education was largely absent from the national political agenda until the second half of the twentieth century. As Hugh Davis Graham has noted, “Prior to the 1960s, one of the most distinctive attributes of America’s political culture had been the tenacity with which the United States, unlike other nations, had resisted a national education policy.”
  Even the ambitious legislative agenda of the New Deal contained remarkably little on elementary and secondary education—only impact aid for school districts adversely affected by the presence of non-taxed governmental institutions.
 Education gained new prominence in America after World War II, however, as high school completion became the norm and as the GI Bill spurred a dramatic increase in college enrollment.
  For the first time, education became part of the lexicon of the working class American and a key to economic and social mobility.
  
Education gained additional salience in the aftermath of the Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown ruling on school segregation and the Soviet Union’s 1957 launch of Sputnik, the first orbiting satellite. The Supreme Court’s powerful statement in Brown on the importance of equal educational opportunity, as well as the civil rights struggles of the following decade, gave rise to a public conception of education as the birthright of a free citizenry.
  Educational opportunity was increasingly considered vital to ensuring all Americans the chance to better their circumstances. Sputnik, meanwhile, emphasized the importance of education to national security and the Cold War competition with the USSR. These developments provided the impetus for the passage of the National Defense Education Act (NDEA) of 1958, which provided categorical aid to states to improve math, science, and foreign language instruction in American schools. The NDEA was an important political precedent and psychological breakthrough for advocates of federal aid to education. Even the opponents of federal aid to education recognized the NDEA’s significance, with Barry Goldwater writing during consideration of the bill that it reminded him “of an old Arabian proverb: ‘If the camel once gets his nose in the tent, his body will soon follow.’  If adopted, the legislation will mark the inception of aid, supervision, and ultimately control of education in this country by federal authorities.”
  Even with the NDEA, however, as of 1960 national support for education remained quite small in absolute dollars (less than $1 billion) and as a percentage of total education spending (around 2 percent). It was also fragmented into several categorical grants with little direct federal oversight. Existing federal aid was generally devoted to narrow ends: statistics collection, specialized research and demonstration grants, vocational education assistance, the school lunch program, and impact aid. 
The civil rights movement would create a much greater public awareness of the economic and educational inequalities facing African-Americans and other racial minorities in the U.S. and generate support for a more substantial federal role in schools. A large body of social science research released in the early 1960’s documented the terrible educational conditions facing poor children and the dire consequences that these conditions had on their later life prospects. Work by Michael Harrington (The Other America), James Conant (Slums and Suburbs), and others highlighted the resource and achievement gap between students in poor schools on the one hand and students in middle and upper class schools on the other. Poor children, it was also recognized at the time, were concentrated in the inner cities and were often from racial minority groups. The consequence, as one observer noted, was that “beginning in the 1950’s and continuing through the 1960’s and 1970’s, Americans generally were made keenly aware of the existence of a number of social injustices. Thus, there developed a climate of public opinion favorable to social reform efforts.”
  
Despite increasing public awareness of the unequal opportunities in American schools, however, the political opposition to an expanded federal role in education remained strong. As Graham has written in his classic work on the period, “to propose federal ‘intrusion’ into the sanctity of the state-local-private preserve of education was to stride boldly into a uniquely dangerous political mine field that pitted Democrat against Republican, liberal against conservative, Catholic against Protestant and Jew, federal power against states rights, white against black, and rich constituency against poor in mercurial cross-cutting alliances.”
  This opposition had succeeded in defeating a number of proposals by Democrats for increased federal education spending in the 1940s and 1950s, as well as several by President Kennedy’s administration in the early 1960s.
  
II. The Passage and Content of ESEA
Kennedy’s successor, his Vice-President and the former Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson, would capitalize on the growing public awareness of school inequalities, the political goodwill for Kennedy’s agenda following his assassination, and the large Democratic majority in Congress following the 1964 election to push again for an education bill.
  LBJ declared a “war on poverty” and thrust the quest for civil rights to the center of his domestic agenda. He identified his education bill as a crucial component of the broader anti-discrimination efforts begun with the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and of his antipoverty program, which had rejected an income-transfer strategy in favor of an emphasis on job training and education. Johnson believed that “very often, a lack of jobs and money is not the cause of poverty, but the symptom. The cause may lie deeper—in our failure to give our fellow citizens a fair chance to develop their own capacities in a lack of education and training.”
  If education was the key to economic and social mobility, however, too many schools lacked the resources to provide the necessary skills to students from disadvantaged backgrounds. As one observer noted, “the architects of the Great Society have found the school systems, for the most part, ill-prepared and ill-equipped to meet the educational challenges to be encountered in building the Great Society. Furthermore, they learned that most localities today are hard pressed to finance the schools on which success depends.”
  
When LBJ introduced his education plan in 1965, the former schoolteacher argued that “nothing matters more to the future of our country; not our military preparedness, for armed might is worthless if we lack brainpower to build a world of peace; not our productive economy, for we cannot sustain growth without trained manpower; not our democratic system of government, for freedom is fragile if citizens are ignorant…”
  Johnson also saw federal leadership in education as a logical—and essential—extension of the New Deal. During a “State of Education” address in February of 1968, Johnson remarked that, “On January 6, 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt set forth to Congress and the people four essential freedoms for which America stands…Today, wealthier, more powerful, and more able than ever before in our history, our nation can declare another essential freedom—the fifth freedom is freedom from ignorance.”
  
From the outset, however, Johnson and his advisors were cognizant of the political obstacles—intense opposition to government support for integration, Catholic schools, and centralized administration—that had defeated previous attempts to expand the federal role in education. What had become known as the “three R’s”—race, religion, and the reds—remained a substantial barrier. The passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1964, however—and particularly Title VI which outlawed the allocation of federal funds to segregated programs—would prevent federal education bills from becoming entangled with racial issues as they had in 1956 and 1960.
  Johnson’s Commissioner of Education Francis Keppel warned in a 1964 memo, however, that the other two “R’s” remained. Any plan to provide substantial new federal aid to schools, he observed, would still meet with intense opposition from states-rights and anti-government conservatives, as well as create conflict between two important Democratic constituencies, Catholics and the NEA.
  Catholics opposed any bill that would direct federal money to public but not private schools, while the NEA opposed any diversion of federal education aid to private schools. 
Keppel devised an ingenious compromise solution that provided the basis for the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. His plan was to target federal aid to poor children regardless of the type of school they attended (whether public or private). This plan had the advantage of spreading money around to a majority of congressional districts, to public and private school children, and to state education agencies for implementation purposes, thereby undercutting most of the potential political opposition to the program. Determined to prevent the bill from getting bogged down by endless public debates in congressional committees, the legislation was drafted in secret by a presidential task force and then passed through Congress quickly, with no amendments, and with so little deliberation that it became known as the “Great Railroad Act of 1965.”
  By all accounts, President Johnson’s legislative savvy and active lobbying on the bill’s behalf were crucial to its passage. As Harold Howe (who succeeded Keppel as Commissioner of Education in 1965) remarked: “Johnson asserted a very personal influence…the 89th Congress voted all the new education legislation through, literally pushed by him.”
  The bill was supported by large majorities in both chambers, passing by a vote of 263-153 in the House and 73-18 in the Senate.
 Johnson signed the measure into law in front of his former elementary school in Texas and declared that “I believe deeply no law I have signed or will ever sign means more to the future of America.”

ESEA was intended to be primarily a redistributive bill, to supplement school spending in the nation’s poorest communities and to lend federal muscle to efforts to innovate and improve educational services. The centerpiece of this effort and of the legislation itself was the Title I program, which stated that “the Congress hereby declares it to be the policy of the United States to provide financial assistance…to expand and improve…educational programs by various means…which contribute particularly to meeting the special educational needs of educationally deprived children.”
  Title I was designed to assist communities with a high concentration of low-income families (defined as families earning less than $2,000 annually) by raising per-pupil expenditures. The nature of the legislative process, however, meant that the redistributive edge of ESEA got rubbed off as money was spread around in exchange for political support. In the end, the funding formula was designed to maximize the number of school districts (and thus the number of Congressional districts) that would be eligible and the restrictions on how the money could be spent were loosened considerably. Ninety-four percent of the school districts in America ultimately received ESEA funds and the Act allowed Title I funds to be used for a variety of purposes including hiring additional staff, purchasing classroom equipment, or for classroom instruction.
  The result was that ESEA would, despite Johnson’s initial desire, remain a hybrid program, both distributive and redistributive in its design and impact.
  The political incentives for local school authorities and state policymakers—and at times national politicians—to disperse education funding broadly would lead to a longstanding struggle over its focus on disadvantaged students.
Congress authorized an initial appropriation of $1.3 billion for ESEA and the legislation contained five separate titles, although the vast majority of the funds ($1.06 billion) was directed toward Title I. Title II of the ESEA created a five year program to fund the purchase of library resources, instructional material, and textbooks by state educational agencies (which were then to lend them to local public and private school students.)  Title III created a five year program of matching grants to local educational agencies to finance supplemental education centers and services. (It was also allocated $100 million for the first year.)  Title IV gave the U.S. Commissioner of Education the authority to enter into contracts with universities and state educational agencies to conduct educational research, surveys, and demonstrations. This title received $100 million in funding for the five year period. Finally, Title V provided $25 million over five years to strengthen state departments of education.

The ESEA was the result of widespread agreement among educational policymakers and researchers that the federal government should intervene in what was widely seen as an educational crisis among poor children. There remained, however, a great deal of disagreement over the causes of poverty and educational inequality and what the government should do to address them. Researchers and policymakers disagreed about the most important factors influencing educational achievement and what kind of educational reforms were likely to work for disadvantaged students. In addition, a great ideological rift existed between conservatives and liberals about whether the issue of disadvantaged students should be approached from a deficit perspective, a structural perspective, or something else entirely. Conservatives argued that disadvantaged students suffered from a “culture of poverty” and that they could only succeed if they were taught middle class values.
  Liberals countered that the primary problem facing poor students was that they attended poor schools. In this view, the structure of the American social, political, and economic systems resulted in inequalities that the schools largely served to replicate. In addition to these debates over educational strategy, policymakers disagreed about which level of government (federal, state or local) was best suited to achieve school reform. 

The mix of programs established under ESEA reflected the substantial disagreement over the precise cause of educational inequalities among poor children and over the best strategies for eradicating them. As educational historian Diane Ravitch has noted, “the vigorous advocacy of differing theories obscured the fact that educators did not know how best to educate poor children or even whether it was possible to eliminate the achievement gap between poor and middle-income children.”
  As a result, ESEA funds were allocated to support a wide variety of programs in local school systems including teaching innovations, cultural and social enrichment programs, library improvements, parental involvement activities, nutrition programs, and social and medical services. How best to fight poverty and its effects in schools was thus unclear, and there was no consensus even among child development and educational experts on how government aid might be used most effectively to that end. This uncertainty would prove to be a major obstacle in the implementation of ESEA.

The design as well as the substance of ESEA was to have important consequences for American education policy. One of the most significant features of ESEA was what it did not do: it did not provide general federal aid to public schools in the U.S. Instead, ESEA provided “categorical” aid that was targeted to a specific student population—disadvantaged students. As Paul Peterson and Barry Rabe would later note, “passage of the ESEA…provided for greatly increased support for public education, but it hardly took the form that traditional education interest groups had long advocated. Instead of a program of general aid, the legislation concentrated resources on educationally disadvantaged children living in low-income areas.”
  And, as will be discussed in more detail below, the creation of federal categorical programs required that federal educational institutions shift from what had been largely an information gathering and disseminating role to a more supervisory role in the administration of the new federal funds and programs. Given the political opposition to federal “control” in education, however, it had been impossible to include rigorous compliance provisions in ESEA, or even the kind of administrative requirements that were normally attached to categorical grants. 
Many supporters of expanding federal aid for education and of expanding opportunity for the poor were concerned that ESEA’s failings—poor targeting, conflicting educational philosophies, and ambiguous implementing authority—greatly limited the potential impact of the legislation.  As one liberal Democratic Congressman commented at the time, “in 1965, the issue was not good education policy versus bad. The question Congress had to settle in 1965 was whether there was ever going to be federal aid to the elementary and secondary schools of this nation…The 1965 bill, in all candor, does not make much sense educationally; but it makes a hell of a lot of sense legally, politically, and constitutionally. This was a battle of principle, not substance, and that is the main reason I voted for it. If I could have written a bill that would have included provisions to meet the national interest in the education field it would not have been 89-10 [ESEA].”
  It was thus clear from the start—even to its supporters—that the implementation of ESEA would present many challenges.

Nonetheless, many observers at the time recognized the symbolic significance of ESEA for national education policy—an important threshold had been crossed and an important federal role in education policy cemented. President Johnson remarked at the time that in one year Congress “did more for the wonderful cause of education in America than all the previous 176 regular sessions of Congress did, put together.”
  And as both the supporters and opponents of federal aid to education acknowledged, the federal role in education was likely to expand after ESEA despite continuing opposition on some fronts. Congressman John Williams (R-DE), for example, remarked after the passage of ESEA, “Make no mistake about it, this bill…is merely the beginning. It contains within it the seeds of the first federal education system which will be nurtured by its supporters in the years to come long after the current excuse of aiding the poverty stricken is forgotten…The needy are being used as a wedge to open the floodgates, and you may be absolutely certain that the flood of federal control is ready to sweep the land.”
  Indeed, in his classic study of the Johnson years, James Sundquist comments that with ESEA “the national ‘concern’ for education had become a national ‘responsibility’…The question would be, henceforth, not whether the national government should give aid but how much it should give, for what purposes—and with how much federal control.”
  
The combination of the NDEA and the ESEA dramatically increased federal funding for education both in absolute terms and as a proportion of total education spending. Between 1958 and 1968, for example, federal spending on education multiplied more than ten times, from $375 million to $4.2 billion, and the federal share expanded from less than 3 percent to about 10 percent of all school funding. The beneficiaries of federal aid to education—particularly teachers’ unions, parent groups, and state and local education agencies—quickly became a powerful political force in Washington and fought hard to protect existing programs and to create new ones. As Graham notes, “by the end of the Johnson administration, the very proliferation of Great Society programs…reinforced the growing triangular networks with a vested interest in maximizing their benefits by pressing willing congressional authorizing committees to exceed by large margins the president’s budget requests, especially in education.”
  Although the political survival of ESEA seemed assured by the end of the 1960s, concern was growing in many quarters about the implementation of federal education programs and their effectiveness in promoting equal education opportunity.
III. The Implementation and Expansion of ESEA
Policymaking and implementation in education is inherently difficult given the vagaries, conflicting goals, and ambiguities that characterize schooling. It quickly became clear that the implementation challenges surrounding ESEA were especially difficult and that the compromises required to gain congressional approval of ESEA in many ways compromised the legislation’s original goal of improving educational opportunities for poor children. First, as noted, the legislation itself (as discussed above) incorporated multiple goals and methods, some of which were incompatible with one another. Second, the original ESEA gave federal administrators few tools to force compliance with federal directives and goals in the use of ESEA funds. Third, even if such tools had been available, the agency charged with implementing ESEA, the USOE, was for several years after its passage disinclined or unable to make use of the compliance tools it had. Fourth, lingering opposition to federal control of education ensured that attempts to administer ESEA rigorously would generate a strong political backlash. Fifth, and finally, the politics and implementation of ESEA were greatly complicated by the addition of new purposes and programs to ESEA in the years following 1965.
Though the goal of ESEA—to improve educational opportunity for the poor—was clear, the legislation was vague as to how this goal was to be achieved. The ESEA distributed funds to school districts according to the number of poor children enrolled, but did not specify which services districts should provide to “educationally deprived” children.
  The consequence of ESEA’s initial flexibility was that federal funds were used in a wide variety of ways for a wide variety of purposes, and local districts often diverted funds away from redistributive programs.
  As Graham observed, “the upshot of all this is that when Title I was implemented, it produced not a Title I program, but something more like 30,000 separate and different Title I programs.”
  

The original ESEA legislation gave the USOE little power to coerce states to comply with federal regulations or goals or to punish states and school districts that failed to do so. The large amount of discretion accorded to states and school districts in spending the new federal money ensured that compliance with federal goals would be spotty at best. In his examination of the implementation of ESEA Joel Berke notes that “federal aid is channeled into an existing state political system and pattern of policy, and a blend distilled of federal priorities and the frequently different state priorities emerges…Federal money is a stream that must pass through a state capitol; at the state level, the federal government is rarely able—through its guidelines and regulations—radically to divert the stream or reverse the current.”
  
The wide latitude given to school districts and the lack of compliance mechanisms in ESEA were serious barriers to effective implementation of the Act. The USOE, however, was also ill-suited to a compliance role. It had long been a small, passive organization which focused on collecting and disseminating statistical data on education and did little else. As Jerome Murphy has noted, the passage of ESEA did not change the prevailing organizational culture at the USOE, which was characterized by a reciprocal client relationship with state and local education agencies and was strongly opposed to an enforcement role. He quotes an official at the USOE as stating, “Title I is a service-oriented program with predetermined amounts for the states. This sets the framework where the states are entitled to the money. Other than making sure states got their money and making sure it was spent, there was no role for the Office of Education. I don’t know anyone around here who wants to monitor. The Office of Education is not investigation-oriented, never has been, and never will be.”
  The result, as John and Anne Hughes note, was that, “if USOE had limitations on its policymaking authority and capability—and these have been legion—its ability to enforce its policies has been even more limited. The state agencies and the local districts, by and large, were used to going their own ways, which often meant disregarding federal requirements.”
  Initially the USOE relied on the assurances of state education officials that they were in compliance with federal guidelines. 
Many of the problems at the USOE were visible soon after the passage of ESEA. Indeed, President Johnson and his advisors became very concerned about the ability of the Office to administer federal education programs effectively. As Graham notes, “the crux of the matter was that too much money was being spent too fast in too many places and under too many categorical programs…[ESEA faced] already severe problems of implementation [which were exacerbated by] the chaos of a radically reorganized USOE.”
  These concerns, as well as the budgetary constraints imposed by inflation and the Vietnam War, led Johnson to try to reform and restrain the growth of the Great Society’s education programs that he had done so much to create. Despite many reservations about its effectiveness, however, the new legislation had quickly developed formidable political constituencies and strong allies in Congress.  A growing rift was also developing between LBJ and liberal Democrats in Congress over the Vietnam War and the funding and direction of the Great Society. Fraser and Gerstle have noted that “tensions within the Democratic party over the issues of poverty and race had already become apparent during the halcyon days of 1960s prosperity. They became much more serious as the costs of defending the ‘free world’ and, in particular, fighting the Vietnam War began to force cutbacks in domestic social spending.”
  This situation, and the President’s declining public approval ratings, led many congressional Democrats to ignore their President and push to expand the size and scope of ESEA.

By the 1970s, the additional resources available to the U.S. Office of Education and the agency’s gradual adjustment to its new administrative role led the USOE to begin to take its enforcement responsibilities seriously and to reorganize its enforcement efforts to make them more effective.
  One of the fundamental premises behind the idea of compensatory education, and of ESEA more generally, was that state and local education authorities had failed to ensure equal educational opportunities for their students and that they could not be trusted to do so in the future without federal intervention. The distrust of local education authorities—and mounting evidence that states and localities were diverting federal funds to purposes for which they were not intended—ultimately led federal bureaucrats to increase the regulation and supervision of federal aid. As Ravitch has observed, “in this atmosphere of discord and distrust, those with grievances turned naturally to the courts and the federal government to enforce their rights against local school boards…programs, regulations, and court orders began to reflect the strong suspicion that those in control of American institutions were not to be trusted with any discretion where minorities, women, or other aggrieved groups were concerned.”
  Democrats and their allies in the federal education bureaucracy continued to argue that the best way to help poor students was to direct additional federal money to their schools and to regulate how it was used.

 Continuing opposition to federal micromanagement in education and the lack of consensus on how to measure the effectiveness of school reform efforts, however, led federal administrators (using the substantial discretion given to them in the legislation) to focus on school district spending patterns and administrative compliance. The result was that an enormous amount of bureaucratic red tape was created during the 1970s without any kind of concomitant focus on student or school results—everything was judged by procedure and process. In the 1980s, John Chubb noted that, “in federal programs that are not explicitly regulatory, as well as those that are, policy has come to be carried out by increasingly detailed, prescriptive, legalistic, and authoritative means.”
  Between 1964 and 1976, for example, the number of pages of federal legislation affecting education increased from 80 to 360, while the number of federal regulations increased from 92 in 1965 to nearly 1,000 in 1977.
  

One of the most significant consequences of ESEA was thus the centralization of education policymaking from the local level to the state and federal levels. From 1965 to 1975, federal funds for elementary and secondary education more than doubled.
  In addition, between 1960 and 1985, the percentage of total education spending provided by the national government grew from 8 percent to 16 percent. Over the same period, the share of local spending dipped from 51 percent to 31 percent while the state share increased from 41 percent to 55 percent.
  Eligibility for federal education funds was often conditioned on the provision of state matching funds, the creation of central implementing offices, and the collection of a variety of statistical information which necessitated that state education agencies expand their size and activities and become more institutionalized. This was a clear objective of ESEA, as the original legislation contained funding for the agencies to build up their administrative capacity so that they would be better equipped to handle their new, federally imposed, responsibilities. Due in no small part to the centralization and professionalization of state education agencies mandated by New Deal and Great Society programs, the number of independent school districts in the U.S. dropped from approximately 150,000 in 1900 to 15,000 in 1993.
  Administrative centralization at the state level also ultimately made education more susceptible to federal regulation by reducing the number of decision-making foci. In practice, centralization also meant that local decision-makers had less and less flexibility in how they ran their schools. As Ravitch notes, “During the decade after 1965, political pressures converged on schools…in ways that undermined their authority to direct their own affairs…Congress, the courts, federal agencies, and state legislatures devised burdensome and costly new mandates. In elementary and secondary schools, almost no area of administrative discretion was left uncontested.”
  

As opponents of federal control of education had feared, the passage of ESEA had given a crucial beachhead to those who sought to increase further the federal role in education policy. ESEA had been based on the idea that the federal government had the obligation to assist “disadvantaged” students and that such assistance would be efficacious. Once this rationale had been enshrined in federal law and court precedent, a number of education-related interest groups worked hard to protect it and to expand the number and type of students considered “disadvantaged” and thus eligible to receive federal Title I aid. These groups included the National Advisory Council for the Education of Disadvantaged Children, the National Welfare Rights Organization, the Legal Standards and Education Project of the NAACP, the Lawyers Committee for Civil Rights under Law, and the National Association of Administrators of State and Federally-Assisted Education Programs. 
With the support of these and other organizations, a number of disadvantaged groups were able (often with the assistance of the courts) to secure additional federal spending and protections. Amendments to the ESEA in 1968 provided funding and new federal programs for disadvantaged students in rural areas, for dropout prevention programs, and for the support of bilingual programs. Congress strengthened the Act in 1974 and reauthorized it in 1978 by wide bipartisan margins. (The $50 billion five-year reauthorization of 1978, for example, passed 86-7 in the Senate and 350-20 in the House.)  The education proposals of the Nixon and Carter administrations largely continued in the path established by LBJ by adding over 100 new categorical programs in education. Migrant children, children for whom English was a second language, delinquent and neglected children, and children with mental and physical handicaps would all eventually be added to Title I. Writing in the 1990s, Michelle Fine notes that “the language of ‘risk’ is upon us, piercing daily consciousness, educational practices, and bureaucratic policymaking. We have all been quick to name, identify, and ossify those who presumably suffer at the mercy of ‘risk factors.’”
  

The creation and growth of the special education program within ESEA demonstrates how the scope of the Act was expanded and some of the consequences of this expansion. A 1966 amendment to ESEA created a new title (Title VI) to provide grants to programs for “handicapped” children. This new program—like ESEA itself—continued to expand over time as the definition of “handicapped” was broadened to cover more and more students. In 1970, Title VI was broken off from ESEA and expanded to form a separate Education of the Handicapped Act. This later became the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (1975) and most recently, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Despite a decline in the total public school population between 1968 and 1986, the number of children in special education programs in the U.S. during that period increased from 2.3 million to 4.3 million. The cost of providing special education services has been estimated at between $25 and $30 billon per year, with the federal government contributing only $4 billion of that total. (The remaining amount constituted an enormous unfunded federal mandate that localities and states had to finance on their own.)  Special education programs have become the fastest growing part of the state and local education budget and the second largest federal education program.
  

Some of the expansion of special education programs occurred as a result of direct congressional action, but state and federal courts came to play an increasingly active and expansionist role in education policy during the 1970s. Shep Melnick’s research has shown how generally expansive interpretations of vague federal statutes by the courts contributed to the dramatic growth of federal regulation and spending in the case of special education. He attributes the sizable growth in special education programs, for example, to the vague language contained in the 1975 Education for All Handicapped Children Education Act (EAHCA) and the subsequent broad determinations of eligibility by federal courts and administrators. The EAHCA mandated that all school systems provide a “free appropriate public education” to all handicapped children; that schools develop an “individualized educational program” for each handicapped child; and that schools provide “related services” to handicapped children. The Act did not, however, specify how the crucial terms—“handicapped,” “appropriate,” “individualized,” or “related services”—should be defined. 
As Melnick notes, “legislators talked blithely about providing equal educational opportunity and allowing individuals to maximize their potential, without giving serious thought to what this might mean in practice.”
  Because the legislation also granted parents the right to appeal school decisions to the courts, it ensured that judges would ultimately provide those definitions. And judges tended to interpret the EAHCA broadly in terms of protecting the individual rights of handicapped children. “The courts…insist[ed] on a literal interpretation of some phrases (such as the requirement that states educate all handicapped children) and [gave] a liberal interpretation to others (such as ‘related services’).”
  These interpretations fueled an increase in federal, and particularly state and local, spending on special education—the federal share alone increased from $14 million in 1965 to $4.3 billion in 1999. The growth of spending on programs for the handicapped mirrored the growth of education spending for disadvantaged students more generally.  Grants for the disadvantaged increased from $0 in 1965 to $6.7 billion in 1999; school improvement programs went from $72 million to $1.5 billion; Indian education went from $0 to $65 million; and bilingual education went from $0 to $385 million (all in inflation adjusted dollars).
  
While the design and priorities of some federal programs were questioned, the central idea that the federal government had an obligation to expand the opportunities of the disadvantaged through new programs and resources was widely accepted during the 1970s by politicians and the public alike.
  By 1980 federal spending and influence on schooling had expanded dramatically and ESEA had facilitated the centralization, bureaucratization and judicialization of education policymaking. The case of special education policy (and its many problems) represented an extension of the ESEA logic—that the federal government needed to protect the most vulnerable from local majorities or inequities in the larger state and local systems. The result was a growing federal involvement in education but also increasingly inflexible and copious regulations and more intrusive court involvement. President Carter’s creation of a cabinet-level Department of Education in 1979 was symbolic of the growth of the national presence in educational policy.  By 1980, the Department administered approximately 500 different federal education programs. 
The focus of the federal effort in education at this point was on supplying additional resources to promote equity and ensuring an equitable process of determining how these resources were allocated. There was little effort, however, to measure the educational progress of students covered by federal programs or to evaluate the programs’ effects on student performance.
 This fueled the growing perception in the 1970s that federal education policy—like many other federal policies from the Great Society—had become more about providing entitlements and protecting rights than about enhancing opportunity or demanding responsibility. This situation led to growing discontent among Republicans, states rights advocates and even some Democrats about the nature and effectiveness of federal education aid and set the stage for a backlash against ESEA. 
IV. The Backlash Against ESEA 
Given the difficulties in the design and implementation of ESEA, it was not surprising that researchers and policymakers began to question the effectiveness of federal education aid. During the late 1960s and 1970s a number of prominent studies were published which argued that ESEA funds and programs had largely failed to improve educational opportunity for disadvantaged students.
  Berke and Kirst, for example, analyzed data from over 500 school districts and concluded that ESEA aid had done little to redress the large inequality in per-pupil expenditures between rich and poor districts.
  By dispersing ESEA funds widely across school districts, not only was federal assistance poorly targeted to its intended beneficiaries, but the additional resources that came to any particular school were limited. 
In addition, because ESEA was premised on the provision of additional resources rather than the promotion of school reform, federal education aid generally went to support existing state and local programs. This approach came under fire over time as the additional resources failed to generate improvement in student achievement.  In a September 1970 speech whose themes would be widely repeated in the following years, Republican President Richard Nixon argued that increased spending on education would not improve educational opportunity unless more fundamental changes in schools were required. Congress had been, he noted, “extraordinarily generous in its support of education…[and] much of this activity was based on the familiar premise that if only the resources available for education were increased, the amount youngsters learn would increase.”  It was time, he argued, to recognize that existing education “programs and strategies…are…based on faulty assumptions and inadequate knowledge.”
  
By this point the Great Society was under fire from both conservative and liberal politicians. As Gareth Davies has noted, “the former was increasingly certain that the poor did not deserve the War on Poverty’s largesse, and the latter was equally adamant that they were entitled to far more.”
  As a result of the questionable benefits of ESEA, public support for it and many of the other social welfare programs born during the Great Society began to wane in the 1970s and particularly in the 1980s. There was a growing perception that many programs that had begun as an effort to promote opportunity and self-reliance had morphed into entitlements which encouraged dependency—that opportunity liberalism had transformed into what Davies calls “entitlement liberalism.”
 “Although the very visible War on Poverty program appeared to be aimed at assisting the poor to find a competitive place in the system,” Kaplan and Cuciti note, “the entitlement programs that evolved seemed premised on a commitment to assist a poverty population that could not, should not, or would not compete.”
  
As ESEA continued to expand in size and to cover more and more disadvantaged groups despite its apparent failure to deliver on its promise to enhance educational opportunity, support for a fundamental reconsideration of the federal role in education gained momentum. In the 1980 presidential election, Ronald Reagan took advantage of growing public opposition to federal “interference” in schools and the expansion of the welfare state more generally to defeat Democratic incumbent Jimmy Carter.
 Reagan energized the Republican Party behind a conservative agenda centered on cutting taxes and rolling back the size and scope of the federal government. Once in office, he argued that “it’s time to bury the myth that bigger government brings more opportunity and compassion.”
  As part of his “New Federalism” program, Reagan gained passage in 1981 of the Education Consolidation and Improvement Act (ECIA) which dramatically reformed many of the provisions of ESEA. The changes reduced the amount of federal funding for education by almost 20 percent, simplified eligibility requirements, and increased flexibility for states in the use of federal education funds.
    
States rights advocates celebrated what they thought was the beginning of a new era (or perhaps more accurately a return to an old era) in which the federal government would leave education policy-making to the states. As Graham observed at the time, however, “the Reaganite hostility to a strong federal role in education (beyond defense related R & D) is not shared by a congressional majority that clings with surprising tenacity to the consensus forged during the Kennedy-Johnson years, which survived and even prospered under the Nixon and Ford administrations, and which was strongly reinforced under Carter.”
  By 1980, ESEA and the federal role in education had been institutionalized and were vigorously defended by teachers unions, state education agencies, and parent groups. The result was that, as Ravitch has noted, “the new politics of the schools rotated about a state-federal axis rather than a local-state axis.”
 
Republican efforts to roll back federal influence in education in the 1980s also ran into fresh evidence that American schools were in very poor shape. A widely-publicized 1983 report on the state of American education, A Nation at Risk, painted a dire portrait of the country’s public schools and highlighted how far American students lagged behind their foreign counterparts on academic achievement tests. It emphasized that the dire performance of American students was a matter of national security, both in our Cold War struggle with the Soviet Union and our competition in the global economy. The widespread sense that the country was facing an education crisis enhanced public support for increased federal leadership, despite the Republican argument that the best way to improve our schools was to get the federal government out of education policy.
  

Acknowledging the increased salience of education among voters, Republican George Bush promised during the 1988 campaign to be an “education president” and convened an unprecedented meeting of the nation’s governors in Charlottesville, VA in the fall of 1989 to discuss education reform.
 Despite a great deal of disagreement concerning the proper extent of the federal role, the governors agreed to support the creation of a set of national education goals and to assess the progress of states in meeting them.
 In April 1991 President Bush introduced his America 2000 education reform plan, which called for the development of more detailed standards in the core academic subjects and asked governors to adopt voluntary national testing for 4th, 8th, and 12th graders.
 At this point, however, both Republicans and Democrats opposed federal standards and tests, though for very different reasons. Republicans feared that they would inevitably lead to federal control of education, while Democrats feared that they would lead to the imposition of tough school accountability measures and a de-emphasis on the importance of increasing federal funding for education. As a result of this bi-partisan opposition, Bush’s America 2000 bill ultimately died in Congress.   
V. New Democrats, Compassionate Conservatives and the Battle to Redefine ESEA
The growing salience of education in the electorate and a shifting political environment in the 1990s produced new political pressures and dynamics for both Republicans and Democrats alike.
  The end of the Cold War elevated the profile of domestic policy and in 1992 “New Democrats” successfully shed the party’s tax and spend image by employing a rhetoric that emphasized expanding opportunity and shared responsibility. They argued that a skill- and knowledge-based economy required the workers’ party to shift from a redistributive model toward one that fostered societal investment in workers.
  Democratic efforts to reposition themselves and blunt Republican attacks on federal social welfare policies were evident in the party’s 1992 platform, which proclaimed, “Rather than throwing money at obsolete programs, we will eliminate unnecessary layers of management, [and] cut administrative costs.” On education, the platform argued, “Governments must end the inequalities that create educational ghettos among school districts and provide equal educational opportunity for all” but also that schools must be held accountable to “high standards of educational achievement.”  

Education reform became a centerpiece of Bill Clinton’s New Democrat philosophy and his 1992 and 1996 presidential campaigns.
 Republicans, meanwhile, struggled to answer the challenge posed by the New Democrats without abandoning the party’s historic free market and small government principles. President Clinton capitalized on Republican disagreement on education to seize the initiative on the standards idea. He repackaged the core of Bush’s America 2000 plan into a renamed “Goals 2000,” pushed it through a Democratic Congress, and signed it into law on March 31, 1994.
  The passage of Goals 2000 and its companion, the 1994 Improving America’s Schools Act, marked a significant shift in federal education policy, since for the first time the national government would be involved in influencing the pedagogy and curricular content in mainstream American schools.
  
The broad scope of Goals 2000 rekindled fears of federal micromanagement in education and ESEA remained controversial throughout the remainder of the 1990s.
 Republicans battled the attempts by Clinton and congressional Democrats to secure large increases in federal education spending and create an assortment of new federal education programs.
   Extending Reagan’s argument that government was the problem rather than the solution, Republicans hoped to reduce federal involvement in education by cutting federal spending, by converting it into block grants or vouchers, or by eliminating the Department of Education entirely. These efforts were largely unsuccessful, and while popular with the party’s conservative base, proved unpopular with the general public and particularly with moderate swing voters.
  

Clinton and the Democrats were largely successful during the 1990s in focusing national attention on the problems in America’s schools, in arguing that school improvement should be a federal priority, and in positioning the Democratic Party as the party of education standards and reform. Federal spending on elementary and secondary education increased dramatically during the decade
 and national policy moved beyond the original premise of ESEA—equalizing resources for disadvantaged students—toward a new focus on student performance and accountability for all schools. By the end of the decade there was a growing recognition among many Republicans that the party’s opposition to federal activism in education had been costly in national elections and that it needed to develop a more appealing domestic philosophy and policy agenda to compete with Clinton’s popular “Third Way”. 
The Republican nominee in 2000, George W. Bush, proclaimed that he was a “compassionate conservative” and education became the central issue of his campaign and a symbol of his break with anti-government conservatives.
  Education ranked as one of voters’ highest priorities in the election and Bush developed and disseminated a detailed education reform plan that endorsed a significant expansion of the federal role in schools.
  He and the Democratic nominee Al Gore both called for more federal funding for education, for using tests to allow the federal government to hold all schools accountable for student achievement, and for increased federal support for charter schools.
 This convergence between the Democratic and Republican parties on education would have been unthinkable only five years earlier and set the stage for an historic compromise on the pending ESEA reauthorization.

The “No Child Left Behind Act” became law on January 8, 2002 and the centerpiece of the bill was the requirement, that as a condition of accepting federal funds, states test all of their children in grades 3-8 in reading and math every year.
  States were also required to make the results of their tests publicly available with breakdowns by school, race, and level of poverty and to undertake a series of corrective actions to fix failing schools.
 The law also dramatically increased federal spending on education and provided for greater flexibility in the use of federal funds by allowing states to transfer funds among different federal programs.
  Both supporters and opponents of No Child Left Behind agree that it dramatically increased and reshaped the federal role in education with Richard Elmore calling it “the single largest expansion of federal power over the nation’s education system in history.”

Conclusion:

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act was one of the signal legislative achievements of the Great Society. Its legacy has been enormous and has grown over time as ESEA has come to shape an increasingly ambitious national effort to reform the country’s K-12 schools. ESEA established a statutory federal commitment to equal educational opportunity and created a number of new national education programs and institutions to promote school improvement. Educational opportunity was elevated to the status of a right and emphasis was placed on the “inputs” (process) rather than on the “outputs” (achievement) of schooling. ESEA thus contributed significantly to the dramatic expansion of federal spending, legislation, and regulation in education that has occurred over the past thirty-five years.
  

The Great Society is often portrayed as a linear extension of the New Deal, but it differed from the New Deal in important ways. As Hugh Heclo and Ira Katznelson have demonstrated, the New Deal sought to alleviate the consequences of poverty while the Great Society sought to eliminate the underlying causes of poverty and thereby make redistribution unnecessary.
  This crucial difference between the two reform movements is perhaps most clearly demonstrated in the realm of education policy, which played little role in the New Deal but was central to the Great Society. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act—along with other Great Society legislation such as the Civil Rights and Voting Rights Acts—moved away from redistribution, which lay at the heart of the New Deal, and attempted to place equality and opportunity at the center of the nation’s social welfare policies. 
Indeed, it was when federal education policy became perceived as more concerned with securing procedural rights and providing benefits for certain special interest groups than improving student achievement that it lost its original bipartisan political support. During the 1970s and 1980s, Republicans led an effective assault on ESEA and other Great Society programs by arguing that they had been transformed into entitlements that promoted dependency rather than opportunity and were inconsistent with America’s tradition of individualism. Led by Bill Clinton and the Democratic Leadership Council, Democrats responded in the 1990s by acknowledging the failings and limits of the welfare state and by reemphasizing opportunity over entitlement. In response to the success of these Democratic maneuvers, Republicans shifted from attacking the goals of the Great Society to reforming the means by which these goals should be achieved. It was in this vein that George W. Bush pushed Republicans in 2000 to end their efforts to eliminate the federal role in education and to focus instead on reshaping national education policy to emphasize student performance, school accountability, and parental choice.
These broad political developments have helped launch a new era of education policy in which the alliances, policies, and assumptions of the past forty years are undergoing a fundamental shift. The 2002 No Child Left Behind Act, though it technically “reforms” ESEA, in reality recreates it. The original ESEA was narrowly targeted (to disadvantaged students) and focused on inputs (providing additional resources to schools). The new ESEA embraces a much broader scope (improving education for all students) and is focused on outputs (measuring the academic achievement of students). It is too early to know whether the latest incarnation of ESEA will ensure “freedom from ignorance” as LBJ hoped, or what its long-term effect will be on educational opportunity or school governance in the United States. What is clear is that Johnson’s primary objective—to enlist the federal government permanently in the effort to promote educational opportunity—has been achieved. Elementary and secondary education policy is now widely considered—by the American public and key elements of both major political parties—to be an important national responsibility, a remarkable contrast with the decentralized and even individualistic views of schooling that were dominant before the Great Society and ESEA.
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