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U.S. Department of Education: 

The Ohio Legislature is considering an important resolution to support returning education 
to the states and restricting the U.S. Department of Education. This resolution is part of an 
important policy debate over the effectiveness of American education and how we can 
improve educational performance.  

The average American would expect that the Department would be heavily involved in 
curriculum, textbooks, teaching methodology, teacher training, school facilities, and so on. 
But that’s not the case. 

State governments and local school districts provide almost all funding for K-12 and public 
institutions of higher education. In most state budgets, K-12 education and public higher 
education is the single largest expenditure, comprising roughly 40% of outlays in the 
average state. Roughly 90-92% of all education funding in the country comes from state 
and local sources, and less than 10% comes from the federal government. 

That federal funding is the primary task of the U.S. Department of Education. Most of what 
we do is act as a pass through for federal funding. Some of that is discretionary or 
competitive grants, but much of it is statutory funding like Title 1 that is authorized by 
Congress.  

Although federal funding is only a small part of the overall education picture, federal funds 
are used to support important programs. For example, there’s IDEA funds to support 
special education programs. There is funding to support tribal schools and historically 
black colleges and universities. And the department oversees a $1.7 trillion student loan 
program for 44 million Americans. It also has an important office of civil rights, that 
investigates and takes legal action in cases where federal law has been violated, such as 
Title IX.  

How is American Education Doing? 

A key question for all Americans is how effective and successful is the American education 
system? 

Answer: Generally, not great. According to the data we have, American students are still 
suffering a decline in performance due to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

Data from the 2024 national report card, which is based on the NAEP test scores 
(nationsreportcard.gov) show that test scores in 2024 are below 2019 scores in all tested 
grades and in all subjects. 



Reading test scores are down nationally in both 4th and 8th grades. No state had any gains in 
either grade compared to 2022.  

33% of 8th graders are not reading at a basic comprehension level – a greater percentage 
than ever before. That means they couldn’t identify basic elements in a text such as the 
order of events, character traits, and the main idea.  

Math scores in 8th grade are flat. This is very concerning because in 2022 there was a 
historic 8-point decline in 8th grade math scores.   

Overall, roughly 70% of American students are not proficient at math or reading at grade 
level. Many businesses are struggling to find skilled and trained workers to fill important 
jobs. These poor test scores mean not only are we not producing students with the skills 
and capabilities to grow our economy, but we’re not preparing our young people to be 
successful in the world and find a career, support a family, and reach their potential.  

This is a vital issue for the country, that is a major concern for my colleagues at the 
Department, for Secretary McMahon, and for President Trump.  

State Initiatives 

With that in mind, let me quickly run through some of our important state initiatives: 

1) Waivers: ED is working with several states on waivers that will allow states more 
flexibility in how they spend their federal funding. Right now, the law tells states you 
have to spend 10% on teacher instruction, 30% on literacy, 18% on special education, 
and so on. A waiver grants states flexibility to prioritize certain areas over others and 
shift funds accordingly.   

2) Science of Reading: ED generally supports state legislation that promotes the science 
of reading to improve literacy by sounding out words through phonics, improving 
comprehension and fluency. The Massachusetts House recently passed an early 
literacy reform bill by a vote of 155-0 and several other states like Louisiana and 
Mississippi have adopted this approach and seen dramatic improvements.   

3) School Choice: We also want to promote greater school choice, which empowers 
parents to choose schools that best educate their children. Tennessee recently enacted 
school choice and I know several states have been looking at that policy.  

Changes at the Department of Education 

Many of ED’s key tasks overlaps with what other federal agencies do. For instance, Labor 
has an important workforce development and career technical and adult education office. 
We have two offices in two agencies with two staffs doing very similar work, who only talk 
to each other occasionally.  



We’ve created a partnership with Labor to see about integrating these offices. That’s better 
for the American people – one agency, one office – and we gain the strength and experience 
of the education side with the labor and workforce side.  

We are looking to do that at several other agencies, such as working with Interior on tribal 
education, with the State Department on foreign language instruction, and so on.  

We want to right-size the role and function of the federal government in education. This 
includes continuing important funding streams which are appropriated by Congress. 

But we also want to empower and strengthen the capacity of states to effectively teach our 
children reading, math, writing, history, science and the skills to succeed in life.  

If we don’t make substantive changes, we are unlikely to see substantive improvements 

Every day, my colleagues and I, and Secretary McMahon come to the office focused on 
ways to help our students and parents, to empower our teachers to teach the 
fundamentals and to teach them effectively, and to help our principals, administrators, and 
state leaders to effectively support them.  

 

 


