
 

 

House Budget Committee Hearing on “First Principles of Congressional 
Budgeting” on July 28, 2015 

 
Question for the Record from Rep. Chris Van Hollen 

 
Question for Carmel Martin: 
 
At the hearing, you highlighted the effect of the sequester on education programs, 
testimony which then led to a claim that although federal education spending has increased 
300 percent, test scores have remained flat and that therefore more education funding is 
not the way to solve the problem. Because you did not have an opportunity to respond 
fully, I’d like to ask you to elaborate on how educational outcomes have improved in the 
last 35 years, and how federal education programs have helped. 

 
Improvements in U.S. Student Achievement 

 American students have been making steady and significant academic achievement gains 
over the past two decades. Since 1995, the performance of U.S. students in fourth and eighth 
grade National Assessment of Educational Progress in math, reading, and science has grown the 
equivalent of a grade level.1 High school graduation rates have also improved dramatically. 
Currently, the graduation rate is 81 percent,2 the highest point in history, and is expected to climb 
to 90 percent by 2020.3  

 Over the past decade, overall achievement has continued to grow across all grades and 
subjects. The gains have been particularly pronounced among students of color and economically 
disadvantaged students. Between 2003 and 2013, the black-white achievement gap has narrowed 
significantly.4 For example, the gap has closed by over 16 percent in fourth grade reading and by 
14 percent in eighth grade math5. Overall, reading scores among African American and Latino 
fourth grade students have risen twice as rapidly as those of white students since No Child Left 
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Behind was enacted.6 Also, the achievement growth of students eligible for free and reduced 
priced lunch outpaced the average growth of all students over the past decade.7 

 Although we have made progress in education, there is much more that needs to be done, 
particularly with respect to closing achievement gaps and ensuring that we remain globally 
competitive.  Despite progress made in recent years, the bar for what our children need to know 
and be able to do to succeed in the 21st century global economy has been raised substantially.  
And countries around the world that have historically not invested in their nation’s human capital 
have begun to do so.  Many of these countries also do a much better job at directing resources 
towards the students who need them the most.  In the United States, we do a poor job ensuring 
that our schools are equitably funded and that the students with the greatest needs have the 
resources needed for success.   

 On average, low-income school districts receive about 15 percent less per pupil than the 
state’s most affluent districts. This amounts to an average difference of nearly $1,500 per 
student.8 In a school of only 200 students, that difference could fund 5 teachers at $60,000 each.  

 Across the country, 23 states9 fund their schools regressively, sending less money to 
poorer schools.10 On the other hand, only 7 states spend 5 percent more per pupil in their poorest 
school districts than in their affluent school districts.11 Other research makes similar conclusions: 
more money is spent in richer school districts.12 

 Low-income schools are short changed at the district-level as well. In other words, poor 
school districts –	  typically already underfunded –	  in turn under fund their schools with the 
highest percentage of low-income students. In fact, more than 4.5 million low-income students 
attend schools eligible for federal funds but that are inequitably funded.13 On average, these 
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schools receive around $1,200 less per student.14 Overall, there is an approximately $8.5 billion 
gap between low-income schools and affluent schools within school districts across the 
country.15  

 High-quality early childhood education is critical for all students, but particularly for 
students from a low-income background. Despite the well-known benefits of early childhood 
education, national and state commitment to invest in these programs for low-income students is 
severely lacking. All states save for 5, enroll less low-income students than affluent ones in early 
childhood education programs.16 In Nevada, an affluent child is twice as likely to participate in 
early childhood education as low-income child.17 	  
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