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Federal Aid to Education:
Support or Control?

Barbara E. Keating

During the past decade the United States Federal
Governmenl initiated several measures which brought it
more strongly into the business of financing education than
ever before. AL the outset of these new acts the legality of
massive federal involvement in education was questioned
and federal aid was viewed with alarm. Federal control was
feared.

The need was greal, however, and federally-assisted
programs offered unprecedented gains in education for the
people of the nation. As programs were accepled and
implemented, apprehensions subsided somewhat. Some
skepticism continued however, particularly as demands for
compliance to federal regulations became more imposing.
The appropriateness of federal involvement in education
continued Lo be questionable.

Recent actions by the federal administration which have
resulted in instability of federal funding in education and
uncertainty of program continuation have again brought
altention Lo this issue. The place of education among the
federal interests is insecure. What is the role of the [ederal
government in education? What should it be? How much
power should the federal government have in education?
Should it take responsibility or offer assistance? Should it
provide support or conlrol?

Historical Perspective

From ils inception, the federal government has sup-
ported public education. Most present Stale school systems
for example, were initialed by the federal government as
Congress provided for public school systems in territories
which later became States. Land grants to supporl general
cducation began as early as the Land Ordinance of 1785,

and the Morrill Act of 1862 provided land for colleges
teaching specified curricula, Federal subsidies, particularly
for agriculture and vocational education, continued Lthrough
the late 1800% and carly 19007,

Federal participation in educational programs grew to
such an extent that in March of 1867, Congress eslablished
a Department of Education—a non-cabinet-ranking depart-
ment o serve the States and Territories. The title and
location of the department were subject o occasional
change until it became the Office of Education and was
operated under the Federal Security Ageney. In 1953, as
growth in federal aid to education aceelerated, the Office of
Education became part of the newly-created Department of
Health, Education and Welfare.

The rise in federal spending in education which began in
the mid-twentieth century can be illustrated by reviewing
federal expenditures over the past twenly-odd years.
Sample years in round figures show the following expendi-
tures: L1945 - §292,000,000; 1955 - $1,525,000,000; 1960 -
$2,325,000,000; and 1965 - §6,100,000,000.

In 1953, when the National Defense Education Act bill
was passed, {ederul spending for education hegan Lo mount,
In 1964-65 a sudden increase occurred. At that time six
important Acts were passed—among them a new NDEA, the
Economic Opportunity Act and the Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education Act. Passage of these bills, particularly
the ESEA, brought major changes in the federal role in
education.

Federal Participation in Education

National supporl of cducation has always existed as an
elfort Lo mect the demands of an open sociely, to extend



education to the general populace in order lo ensure
effective participation in democratic life. Historically, the
federal government has protested the notion that basic
education was Lo be available only Lo a seleet few, and has
offered opportunities throughout the States for education
to larger numbers. The U.S. Government and the American
people have always held certain general expectations of
national interest regarding the schools. Schools are expect-
ed to transmit knowledge and skills needed by educated
citizens, to uphold democratic ideals and Leach structure of
government, loyally to the nation, and more recently to
promote international understanding.

Early federal funding attempted to overcome cducation
lags in schools by cncouraging promotion of cducational
activities and reforms Lo meet these expectations. General
support was given to public schools, and though States did
not have to aceept federal programs, all of them did. The
development of initiative for program operation and re-
sponsibility for public education rested with the States.

The federal government was involved in a greal many of
these general support programs prior to 1965. The USOE
conducted approximately sixteen major programs, and at
least fourteen other departments of government also
operated educational programs. Among these were the
Department of Agriculture, the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion, the Department of Commerce, the Federal Security
Agency, the Department of the Interior, the Department of
Justice, the Department of Labor, the Military, and the
Department of State.

The new programs established under ESEA alone were
many limes larger than the sum of the previously existing
programs. They were also less general. Allocations of funds
were specified for such purposes as innovation and improve-
ment, personnel training, cducation of the underprivileged
and handicapped, colleges and universities, ete. The federal
role in education was changing. Previous State leadership
and responsibility for operation of federally funded pro-
grams became dissipaled. The federal government through
the USOE took on a discretionary role.

The USOE

The Congressional Act which established the USOE also
set up its basic purposes. These were to collect facts and
slalistics to show the condition and progress of education,
to diffuse information lo aid in the establishment and
maintenance of clficient school systems, and otherwise to
promote the cause of education throughout the country.
The purposes were to be attained through rescarch, serviee

and leadership activities. These original purposes and
activities are slill considered the primary mission of the
1.8, Office of Education today.

By 1960, however, it could be seen that the functions of
the USOE had expanded and changed. USOE had become
an authorizing ageney with regulatory functions. It was
given the responsibility of granting funds and supervising
expenditures for specific programs. The specificity of the
programs and the expanded role of the USOL have hecome
the bases for concern which have grown into an unresolved
issue.

The Coniroversy

The development of federal involvement in education
has brought us to the present point of controversy. Does
the federal government have the right to determine and
regulate specific educational programs to be carried on in
the States? On the other hand, ean the States conduct
adequate educational programs without direction and assist-
ance from the federal government? How much federal
direction should there be?

As one educator writes: “The stupendous amount of
federal support for education is indeed both a threal and a
promise Lo good education . .. The threat: federal control;
the promise: federal support.

The Case for Federal Support

Federal participation in education for the most part has
been in response lo urgent action-wide needs and has
encouraged aclivities in areas where these needs were not
being met at the loeal level. This federal involvement must
be carried oul in such a way that it falls within the law,
however. The United States Constitulion makes no refer-
ence to education. Responsibility is therelore allocated to
the States under the Tenth Amendment. It reads: “The
powers nol delegated to the United States by the Constitu-
tion, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the
States respectively, or to the people.” Any authorily of the
federal government to finance or regulate education must
be found in the implied powers delegated Lo the central
governmenl in one or more clauses of the Conslitution. The
Constitution is a very broad statement ol principles. It has
received numerous judicial interpretations since its adop-
tion, and the scope of the implied powers has been
extended.

In carrying on educational activities with the States, the
federal government uses the term “cooperation,” and it
encourages the Stales to assume responsibility for carrying
out the federallysubsidized programs. Usually the States
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accept federal requirements for program qualification and
outline detailed plans for condueting the programs. The
USOE administers the federal funds when the appropriate
Acts provide the authority for it to do so, and il supervises
federally funded programs. The degree to which this
administration of funds and program supervision might
overshadow the original functions of the USOE and the
responsibility for education in the States has given rise to
considerable question.

The government is aware of possibly overstepping ils
limit of responsibility and has attempted to avoid the
accusation of federal control in education. Federal control
is specifically prohibited under ESEA, for example. The
development of operating procedures and guidelines for
determining the course of a proposed project and the
utilization of federal funds were carefully formulated by
the USOE. The U.S. Office of Education attempted to
ensure its being regarded as an advisory and consulting
agency rather than a controlling body.

Harold Howe, 1Il, Chairman of the President’s National
Advisory Council on Title 11 of ESEA, emphasized the
leadership and service aspects of the federal role in stating
the goal of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.
He said: “That goal was and is to improve the quality of
education in America by encouraging, in the most produc-
tive ways possible, the widespread adoption of constructive
new ideas and practices in education. The problem was that
our schools, and our school systems, needed a stimulant Lo
seck oul new ideas, to risk the failure, the controversy, the
difficulty that must inevitably accompany the new and the
different, the untried and the untested. Our schools
naturally hesitated to take the chances that real and radical
change required. They lacked resources to take risks in new
programs. Sometimes they lacked ideas and leadership.”

The leadership function of the USOE is emphasized by
some of its members who maintain that the USOE has the
responsibility for determining areas of major thrust for
funding. “We are not passive recipients to the proposals
that are senl to us. Ours is a role of leadership. Through our
guidelines we are giving preference to such proposals as
relate specifically to the educational and socictal goals
which we have aceepted ™ (4:60).

Most educators agree that federal aid has provided
service and support Lo education. It is generally agreed that
recent programs have provided a general upsurge of revival
of State enterprise in education. Some note that recent
federal aid has done much to equate educational opportu-
nities among poorer as opposed Lo wealthier States, and has
also served Lo equalize educational opportunities within

State boundaries. Because more money has been made
available, programs not feasible on State funding have
become possible. Interest in new as well as established
programs has been stimulated, and urgent needs have been
recognized. The desire {or equality of educational oppor-
tunity has been demonstrated and national concern for
education has been fostered.

Federal supporl to education cannol be denied in light
of the assistance available to education in the States
through the use of federal funds. The controversy over
federal support versus federal control still exists, however.
Statements substantiating federal support are refuted on
the grounds that supportive plans become controlling
pressures in actual practice. Specificity of programs and
USOE directives are seen lo exerl pressures which are
inlerpreted as control.

Possible Federal Control

Some people may claim that federal control in education
began as carly as the Morrill Act of 1862, when lands were
granted for use in generally specified ways. Over the years
federal programs hecame more and more specific. During
World War 11, for example, programs were aimed at defense,
education of veterans, inservice training, and military
schools. Military rescarch through universitics was intro-
duced. In the promotion of curriculum development,
traditionally considered a function for State and local
jurisdictions, the federal government has promoted readily
identifiable areas such as vocational education and science.

One protestor of federal control in education, Barry
Goldwater, strongly states that the U.S. Government, in
taking over any of the traditional State funclions in
education, is usurping control and breaking the law. “There
can be no question but that federal intervention in our
educational system through aid programs is unconstitu-
tional. It is the fashion these days to say that responsibility
for education ‘traditionally” rests with the tocal communi-
ty as a prelude 1o proposing an exception lo the tradi-
tional in the form of federal aid. This ‘tradition,” let us
remember, is also the law. Education is one of the powers
reserved Lo the States by the Tenth Amendment to the
Conslitution. Therefore any federal aid program, however
desirable it might appear, must be regarded as illegal until
the Constitution is amended.” Admittedly Goldwaters
stand is an inflexible one, but il does illustrate that
the lack of specific determination of education in the
Constitution can be legally argued from the conservative
standpoint as well as the more liberal interpretation.

Although most educators will probably not agree that all



federal aid lo education means control, many do contend
that the expanded federal role in education has created
demands and restrictions which can only be interpreted as
control. Federal aid to education has nol always been
considercd objectionable. Under general aid federal discre-
tion and local justification were minimized and allotments
could be made on the basis of equalizing formulas or
indexes of need. The new laws raised objections because
they violated the longstanding principle of the education
profession which opposed categorical aid. It has been said
that “he who pays the piper calls the tune,” and the
concern over federal control is undoubtedly based on the
fear that this may be true.

Under categorical aid a possibility exists that [(unds
could be assigned to make cducation a potent tool for
promotion of federal interests rather than a means of
cstablishing individual and social competency. Up to now,
the federal interest appears to have been basically cduca-
tional,

Clear-cut classifications of purpese would be difficult,
but federal programs such as those of World War Il and the
present operation ol separate educational programs by
approximately forty different federal departments and
agencies besides the USOE certainly points toward special
federal interests in education.

The Elementary and Secondary Education Act is cited
particularly as containing federal control, in spite of its
specific prohibition of control. Guidelines and operating
procedures established for allocating the funds are consid-
cred restrictive regardless of the care with which they were
developed. They limit the kinds of projects that will be
accepted, as well as the range of discretion which may be
exercised by USOE personuel in project aceeptance. This,
in effect, tells school administrators the specific conditions
under which their districts may participate in federal
programs. One writer in describing these exact conditions
stated succinetly: “If this isn’t Federal Control, | don™
know what Federal Control is!™

An example of the ESEA program restriction can be
found in its Title 11, The Title as originally established was
intended to fund innovative programs designed to meet
critical educational needs. Programs designed by the States
under federal guidelines were submitted to the USOE for
approval and funding. Originally, funding was made directly
from the U.S. Office of Education. In subsequent years the
funds were released to State departments of education for
local allotment. In 1968, States were given responsibility
for awarding 75% of allocated funds, with the USOL
directly awarding the remainder. In 1969, States were

allowed Lo administer 100% of the funds. This year 15% is
being withheld for direct award at USOE discretion to
ensure local opportunity for program participation and Lo
encourage operative projects which can prove they hold
national interest.

As Title HI funds were turned over to the States for
local allocation, federal guidelines became more stringent.
Opt_mlm procedures and program requirements increased
in specificity. A plan outlining the proposed use of Title 111
in the State and meeting rigid federal requirements was
necessary before funds could be released. State departments
of education could allot funds Lo local programs under their
approved State plan. Among other requirements, a State
Advisory Council for Title I, whose membership was
strictly outlined, was established Lo ensure compliance with
Titde HI requirements in the State and o review project
proposals for recommendation to the State Department of
Education. Detailed program reports and evaluations were
also required.

In addition, the purposes of the Title Il program also
became more restrictive. Percentages of the State allot-
ments were specifically designated for such categories as
handicapped, guidance and counseling, testing, and State
administration of Title 1.

This kind of rigidity in federal guidelines and program
acceptancee is considered to be beyond the USOE functions
of leadership and service, and is viewed as control. A recent
polling of a group of UL.S. school superintendents revealed
federal control to be a major concern among issues and
problems which they perceive in educational administration
today. The superintendents agreed that categorical aid
definitely led to control ("It gets districts to do certain
things in cerlain areas™), and they voiced objections to
restrictive guidelines accompanying categorical aid. “When
a lederal agency develops crileria for the allocation of funds
other than on a formulary basis, when it develops guidelines
for the making of proposals and the distributions of
authorizations, and when it exercises discretion on the basis
of value Judgmt,nts, it is certainly engaging in acts of
control.”

Further, some superintendents saw the availability of
specified funds as containing pressure for aceeptance. They
viewed the funds as “local money coming back, and il we
don’t spend it, it’s lost.” These administrators maintained
that districts comply with specific requests il they wish to
receive aid, and the (ear of funds being withheld is 2 means
of control. The threatened withholding of funds by
the USOE under the Civil Rights Act to ensure that
cerlain conditions be met suggests that this may be a very
valid concern.



Effects on the States

One of the major concerns aboul categorical federal aid
is the cffect which it may have upon the States and local
cducational districts. With increasing federal control a
corresponding lack of local control is feared. Where
educational leadership and service could help strengthen
State programs and solve local problems, federal control
could weaken local administration. As federal judgment
increasingly becomes substituted for local judgment, even
in areas where local judgment would be desirable, and as
local needs and desires are overlooked and overruled, local
districts become weakened. Local responsibility lessens as it
becomes more involved and dependent on government
decision.

A corresponding effect, the loss of local interest, is also a
concern. As support and control of education increases
from oulside the community, local interest and concern for
education decline. As community resources begin to repre-
sent a smaller percentage of local expenditures, arcas open
to local concern and decision are narrowed and interest
wanes. Community indifference to local educational mat-
ters and apathy toward mecling local needs and problems
may develop. Educators themselves may lose interest. Even
though greater funds may be available for education than
ever before, the rigidity of categorical aid may stifle
discovery and invention of educational programs suited to
local needs.

Another effect of categorical aid upon States and local
districts concerns their lunding and budgeting. Even though
federal aid o education has been cited as an equalizer of
opportunity, categorical aid makes it difficult 1o provide
educationally balanced budgets. Federally-specified pro-
grams operate on budgets out of proportion with those
funded locally. The superintendents polled reported the
opinion thal too many restrictions and directives in the
controlling guidelines for federal funding resulted in in-
equalities among local instructional programs.

Categorical aid can also create greater financial burdens
upon poorer Stales than upon the wealthier ones. This is
particularly evidenl where federal funding calls for match-
ing State funds. States must allot money for specific
purposes equal to that available from the federal govern-
ment in order to qualify for the federal lunds. This creates
an uncqual financial burden on poorer States because a
higher percentage of their already lower budgets must be
invested to qualify for federal spending, and already less
well developed local programs may in turn be curtailed.
Categorical aid in this case does not seem to be in the best

interest of equalizing either the tax burden or educational
opportunily.

The effect on State and local districts of administering
federal education programs should not be overlooked.
Guidelines and report requirements are so complex and
detailed that they require considerable administrative staff
and time. The USOE specifications are not conducive Lo
fostering educational leadership or State initiative, and
local problems are not considered, according to the
concerned superintendents, They identily some specific
problems in administering the federal programs as: the
elaborate application procedures and disproportionate
amount of time spenl in preparing proposals, endless delays
and inappropriate timing of funding, instability of funds,
deadlines and requirements for reporl making, lack of
coordination between federal requirements and local school
operation, staffing and salary difficulties, and inconsisten-
cies in federal attitudes,

The effects of categorical aid on the States suggest that
the original USOE functions of service and leadership have
been overlooked and the regulatory functions have become
the major role. It has even been suggested that, considering
the demand {or compliance to federal stipulations, the roles
have been reversed and the States are now serving the
USOE.

Some measure of federal control in education must be
recognized as justifiable, however. Because it is generaily
accepted that the federal government has a legitimate
interest in equal educational opportunily and a concern for
the effectiveness of education in the States and that the
abundant resources of the federal government should be
allocated for just such national concemns, it scems reason-
able that State programs and expenditures should be
evaluated Lo ensure that federal money be used for its
intended purposes. This does not mean that control must
be so stringent as to threaten State and local autonomy.

The Need to Take a Stand

Authoritarian federal control of education is antagonis-
tic to our form of democracy. Education remains essential-
ly a function of the States. Federal activities which
strengthen initiative and responsibility for education in the
States are considered good, but if they diminish these they
are considered undesirable. In spite of disdain for federal
control expressed on all sides, there is some evidence that it
is a reality.

The present dilemma has undoubtedly arisen because the
federal government has never adopted an over-all policy
regarding its educational aclivilies. Legislation has been



picce-meal, programs uncoordinated, activilies sponsored
by special interests, funding somelimes general and other
times highly specific. No relationship between federal
financing and federal control is evident. Grants have been
made with litile or no control and more recently with a
great amount of federal control. Congress wriles the Act
according Lo whether or not it desires particular controls. A
consistent policy has not been established. In carrying out
the Congressional Acts and selecting programs for large
funding allocations, the USOE is drawn into establishing its
own and federal educational policies. This policy-making
{function is not an established role for the USOE and no
general federal stance on education exisls o provide
direclion.

The need for a federal policy on education has been
evident for many years. A report on educational aclivities
included in a federal government study conductied by the
Hoover Commission and published twenty years ago in-
cludes this statement in its preface: “Certainly most of the
difficulties regarding federal education stem {rom our
failure Lo recognize that a properly developed policy should
be Lhe keystone to the organization of its educational
activities™ (1).

It is clear that a comprehensive federsl policy in
education should be formulated. A workable and accepi-
able agreement is needed whereby federal funds could be
used as effectively and efficiently as possible for the
maximum benefit of education for the people of the
nation. This is a tall order, which may explain why it has
never been accomplished. Suggestions have been made for a
federal policy in education; however, they have not been
thoroughly prepared for implementation. Ramifications
and complexities of such a policy undoubtedly preclude
acceplabifity. Any plan requires decisions for enforcement,
and whenever decisions are made control is exercised.
General agreement is seen in some areas:

1. The control of and responsibility for education in the
nation are State and local functions.

2. The assurance of equal opportunity for education at
public expense is a federal {unction.

3. A working partnership and sharing of responsibility
should be established hetween the federal government and
the States Lo provide for these functions.

4. State and local agencies should determine local
educational purposes and assess local needs and should plan
and administer educational programs and school operations
accordingly.

5. The federal government should maintain the role of
leadership and service to the Stales by carrying oul such
activities as:

a. centralizing all educational programs under one
federal agency and coordinating available resources to
cnsure elfectiveness of educational development and Lo
saleguard against authoritarian or partisan domination of
cducational programs,

b. carrying on wide-spread professional services such
as rescarch and planning to determine areas of need and
methods for mecting identified needs, and making
research data available,

c. making reliable fiscal assistance available o States
on a broad, general basis to provide equal educational
opportunity and growth throughout the nation,

d. supporting leadership and initiative in States to
promote balance of strength and development of re-
sponsibility,

e. providing opporlunities for States to make changes
in educational activities where inadequate or neglected
areas are defined,

The problem of establishing a Tederal education policy is
one of baluncing legitimate federal coneern with that of
maximum development of initiative and leadership at the
State and local level. Education must be disencumbered
from the controversy and allowed to proceed toward urgent
needs. The role of the federal government in education
musl be established and education’s proper place secured. If
controlling tendencies are objectionable, Congress must be
made aware. 1T it can be assumed that Congress represents
the people, it can also be assumed that appropriate federal
involvement in edueation can be established at the will of
the people.

We must keep in mind that Jehn Q. Public is interested
in having every dollar of his heavy federal tax burden
accounted for, as rightly he should be. But he also desires
to reserve his right of local leadership. He has the power to
make a choice. What does he want in education—federal
support or federal control?
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gon College of Education and has taught in the schools of
Vancouver, British Columbia, and Oregon, Her extensive
experience with federally funded programs in the State of
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