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INTRODUCTION 
 
 Federal education spending has increased dramatically since the bipartisan No 
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) was signed into law two years ago – increasing so quickly 
that many sta tes haven’t been able to use the money quickly enough.  While lobbyists 
for the education establishment claim falsely that more money was “promised,” there 
are growing indications more funding has been provided than the system can effectively 
absorb during a limited period of time. 
 

Two years after enactment of NCLB, states are sitting on billions of dollars in 
unspent federal education funds, some of which have been available to those states for 
more than three and a half years – longer than NCLB has even been law.  And despite 
the growing balances of unspent funds being accumulated, states are about to receive 
yet another record increase in federal education dollars via the FY 2004 omnibus 
appropriations bill passed in December 2003 by the U.S. House of Representatives.  
And President Bush’s FY 2005 Budget proposal will include billion-dollar increases for 
the same programs, on top of the funds states are still trying to spend down now. 
  

Fortunately, the money is no longer being spent without accountability for results.  
States are required to demonstrate that the funds are being used to improve student 
achievement and close achievement gaps between disadvantaged students and their 
peers.  Such gaps, hidden from public view for years even as states accepted larger 
and larger amounts of federal education aid, now must be publicly disclosed to parents, 
teachers, and taxpayers. 
 
 Still, the growing state balances of unspent funds, coupled with the increases 
projected for FY 2004 and 2005, beg an obvious question: are we pumping gas into a 
flooded engine?  This analysis provides an overview of the current funding situation for 
the No Child Left Behind Act’s Title I aid program, which provides billions of dollars 
annually in aid to disadvantaged students and schools. 

 
SPENDING MORE THAN EVER, EXPECTING MORE THAN EVER 

 
 Since Republicans took control of the U.S. House nine years ago, federal 
education funding has increased dramatically.  Funding for the U.S. Department of 
Education has increased by 132 percent during that time, from $23 billion in fiscal year 
1996 to more than $53 billion in fiscal year 2003.  In addition, the fiscal year 2004 
omnibus spending measure passed in the U.S. House of Representatives provides 
another boost for education funding, to nearly $56 billion.  President Bush has 
announced he will ask for an additional $2 billion combined increase for two major 
education programs (Title I and IDEA), likely pushing total federal education spending 
even higher. 
 
 Funding for major elementary and secondary education programs has increased 
by an estimated 34 percent since No Child Left Behind was signed into law two years 
ago, a committee analysis of U.S. Department of Education data indicates.  The fiscal 



year 2004 omnibus appropriations bill – passed by the House on December 8, 2003, 
and expected to be passed soon by the Senate – provides yet another boost on top of 
that, and will mark the third consecutive major increase in federal education spending 
since No Child Left Behind was signed into law.   
 

Among the highlights for elementary and secondary education in the FY 2004 
omnibus appropriations bill: 
 

• Title I aid to needy and disadvantaged students is increased to $12.41 
billion.  The $720 million increase in fiscal year 2004 would be the third 
significant increase in Title I funding, as a result of No Child Left Behind.  In 
fiscal year 2003, Title I funding was increased by $1.3 billion, which was on 
top of the $1.6 billion increase provided in fiscal year 2002. 

 
**** To put these increases into perspective, Title I spending was increased 
more during the first two years of President George W. Bush’s administration 
than during the previous eight years combined under President Clinton.  The 
total Title I increase from FY 1993 to FY 2001 under President Clinton was 
$2.7 billion.  The total Title I increase from FY 2001 to FY 2003, the first two 
years under President George W. Bush, was $2.9 billion.   

 
• Teacher Quality Grants to help states recruit, train, and retain highly-

qualified teachers are funded at the historically-high level of $2.95 
billion.   

 
• Reading First and Early Reading First grants to states are increased to 

$1.98 billion to help states ensure every child reads by the third grade.  
Under No Child Left Behind, federal funding has more than tripled for reading 
programs rooted in scientifically-based research. 

 
• Federal funding to help states develop and implement state 

assessments is increased to $391.6 million.  With the fiscal year 2003 
increase, states have already received more than $1.16 billion to develop and 
implement state assessments in reading and math, accounting for 72% of the 
total collective funding needed by fiscal year 2008 to develop and implement 
the basic tests (General Accounting Office Report). 

 
• After-school centers are funded at more than $1 billion.  This represents 

a $6.5 million increase over last year. 
 

• Impact Aid to local school districts to subsidize the education of military 
dependents is increased by $49 million over last year. 

 
 

HISTORIC INCREASES FOR TITLE I AID FOR DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS 
 
 The enactment of the No Child Left Behind education reform legislation has 
resulted in an unprecedented flood of new federal education funds for states.   As a 
result of the historic levels of federal education spending, individual states are receiving 
more federal education funding than ever as well as new flexibility in the use of those 



funds, in exchange for implementing accountability measures, high standards, and 
parental choice in schools. 
 
 States are receiving sharp increases in Title I aid for disadvantaged students, the 
cornerstone of the No Child Left Behind Act and the principal federal funding stream for 
elementary and secondary education.  In fiscal year 2004, states would receive more 
than $12.4 billion in Title I aid from the House-passed omnibus spending bill, 
representing a 40 percent increase ($3.6  billion) since No Child Left Behind was signed 
into law.   
 

Notably, when the FY 2004 omnibus appropriations bill is signed into law this 
year, federal Title I aid will have increased by an average of 42% for each state since 
No Child Left Behind became law.  This figure is based on an analysis of FY 2004 data 
provided by the nonpartisan Congressional Research Service.  State by state 
projections are included in a chart attached to this report. 
 

UNSPENT TITLE I AID FOR DISADVANTAGED STUDENTS 
 
 According to a recent Associated Press article (Ben Feller, “Spend what you 
have first, Bush administration tell state school leaders,” The Associated Press, January 
8, 2004), federal officials estimate states collectively are sitting on more than $5.75 
billion in unspent federal education money from fiscal years 2000 through 2002.  This 
figure includes nearly $2 billion in Title I funding aimed at helping the most 
disadvantaged students.  Some of these Title I funds have been sitting untouched for 
more than three and a half years, even as state officials have complained of “unfunded 
mandates” in elementary and secondary education. 
 
 Notably, these estimates do not include any education funds appropriated for 
states for FY 2003; they concern money that has been available for states to draw down 
for at least a year and a half.  Title I funds for FY 2003 became available to states in 
July 2003.   
 
 A closer analysis of data provided by the Budget Services office at the U.S. 
Department of Education shows an average of more than $36 million in unspent Title I 
funds among the fifty states and the District of Columbia.  These funds do not include 
other major funding programs, such as Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
money and No Child Left Behind “school improvement” funds appropriated to help 
states bring extra help to struggling schools. 
 
 State by state “unspent funding” estimates for Title I, as provided recently by the 
U.S. Department of Education, are included in a chart attached to this report. 
 

THE DEMOCRATS’ “UNDERFUNDING” MYTH 
 

The Democrat Party leadership’s claims that NCLB is "underfunded" are bogus 
and based on a false and hypocritical assumption that “authorized” spending levels are 
equivalent to “promises.”   

 
When Democrats were in charge of both Congress and the White House, 

"authorized" spending levels for education programs routinely exceeded appropriated 
levels, yet not a single Democrat ever accused President Clinton of "underfunding" 
education.   



 
Case in point: prior to NCLB, the last reauthorization of the federal Elementary & 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was in 1994 – under a Democrat Congress and White 
House.  Democrats "authorized" $13 billion for ESEA, but appropriated $10.3 billion.   
 

As a recent Slate story noted: "Congressional Democrats, having originally 
helped write and pass the law, have now decided to oppose it.  Somewhat 
disingenuously, they claim that President Bush reneged on a promise to fund the law at 
its highest possible levels.  Democrats' claims are based on what are called 
'authorization' levels, nonbinding funding targets written into nearly every law that are 
frequently ignored during the annual appropriations process.  In truth, funding for NCLB 
has increased substantially over the past two years, just not as much as it could have."  
(Alexander Russo, "Flunking Out," Slate Magazine, 8/28/03) 

 
It’s also important to note the No Child Left Behind law contains no overall 

authorization levels for the “out years” beyond FY 2002.  A handful of individual 
programs authorized through NCLB – most notably Title I – do have specific 
authorization levels beyond FY 2002.  But other key programs such as teacher quality 
do not have specific authorization levels beyond FY 2002 in the law.  

 
Lastly, it’s important to note authorization levels are not spending “promises,” but 

rather spending caps.  Republicans viewed the authorization levels as what they are, by 
definition – spending limits Congress cannot exceed.  Subsequent Democrat attempts 
to equate spending caps with spending “promises” amount to little more than political 
spin and have no basis in actual law. 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
 Federal education spending has soared in recent years.  States are poised to 
receive not one, but two more large increases in federal Title I funds over the next two 
years despite the fact that many are sitting on unspent Title I funds that have been 
available to them for as long as three and half years. 
 

The growing balances of unspent state funds suggest federal education spending 
is increasing so rapidly that most states cannot spend the money rapidly enough.  At the 
very least, they debunk claims being made by lobbyists, education reform opponents, 
and Democrat Party leaders describing the No Child Left Behind reforms as “unfunded” 
or “underfunded.”  In truth, states are increasingly awash in federal education cash, to 
the point where some have been unable to effectively spend funds they have had 
access to for more than a year and a half.   
 
 At its core, No Child Left Behind is not about changing spending habits, but 
changing attitudes.    
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 
 


