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Thank you to Chairman Rokita, Ranking Member Fudge, and members of the U.S. House 
of Representatives Subcommittee on Early Childhood, Elementary, and Secondary 
Education for inviting me to speak on the important topic of the supplement-not-supplant 
provision within the Every Student Succeeds Act, or ESSA. My name is Scott Sargrad, and I 
am the Managing Director of K-12 Education Policy at the Center for American Progress.

Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was designed to provide additional 
resources to the most disadvantaged students in poor schools. But within years, it was clear 
that poor kids did not receive their fair share of education dollars.1

To address this inequity, Congress approved the first supplement-not-supplant provision 
in 1970 to ensure that districts did not use federal money to replace state and local dollars. 
On September 6 of this year, the U.S. Department of Education issued draft regulations on 
ESSA’s updated supplement-not-supplant provision and in so doing, took another impor-
tant step forward toward fulfilling the law’s intent.

Before I dive into the research and policy, I want to step back and note that we are not 
considering dry academic questions. Even as we sit here today, too many low-income 
students across the country sit in crumbling schools without access to the experienced 
and effective teachers, rigorous courses, and wraparound services that they need to have 
a chance at success. In fact, just two weeks ago, on an unseasonably hot September day, 
every school in Baltimore closed early because so many of them had no air conditioning, 
depriving these students of valuable learning time.2
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Money matters in education. And it matters particularly for students from low-income 
families. This is common sense—and it’s supported by a growing body of research. 
For low-income students, a 10 percent increase in per-student spending increased 
adult wages by almost 10 percent, according to a 2015 study.3 Similarly, a 2016 study 
found that greater state spending on low-income students dramatically improved 
student learning in reading and math.4

Students in poorer schools, however, continue to receive less than their richer peers. 
In approximately 1,500 school districts across the country, there are about 5,700 Title 
I—or poor—schools that receive, on average, $440,000 less per year than wealthier 
schools.5 That’s a lot of money. With $440,000, a school could hire eight new guidance 
counselors, or give a $10,000 bonus to more than 40 teachers.6

This inequity also happens across districts. While there is significant variation across 
states, high-poverty districts spend an average of 15 percent less per student than low-
poverty districts. In Pennsylvania, poorer school districts spend 33 percent less per pupil 
than wealthier districts in the state.7

As a result of these policies, children of color often suffer the most. Indeed, compared 
with high-poverty schools and schools with high percentages of students of color, 
wealthier schools and schools with lower percentages of students of color offer more 
rigorous core programs. Wealthier schools are twice as likely to offer a full range of math 
and science courses, offer three times as many Advanced Placement classes, and are 
twice as likely to offer dual enrollment opportunities.8

But these are not just facts and figures. Every day, real students walk into schools with 
so few resources that every one of us would say they are unacceptable for our own child. 
In one Detroit elementary and middle school, black mold covers the gym floor, and 
the ceilings are full of exposed wires, wrote Lakia Wilson, a counselor at Detroit’s Spain 
Elementary-Middle School, earlier this year.9 And in the William Penn School District 
in Pennsylvania, students such as Jameria Miller “race to class to get the best blankets” to 
stay warm within the school’s uninsulated metal walls.10

From the passage of the original Elementary and Secondary Education Act in 1965, the 
federal government’s role has been to protect historically disadvantaged students and 
ensure that they have the same opportunities as their more advantaged peers. Beginning 
with the original supplement-not-supplant provision in 1970, the federal government has 
had a responsibility to enforce this requirement of the law. Today’s ESSA is no different.

Districts have historically shown compliance with the supplement-not-supplant 
requirement by showing that every service purchased with Title I funds was supple-
mental and would not have been provided absent the Title I funds. This means that 
districts often limited their spending to programs that they could easily show were 
supplemental, such as pulling kids out of class for additional instruction, but that were 
not necessarily the most impactful.11
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The new law stops the short-sighted practice of making districts justify every purchase. 
Now districts must demonstrate that their methods of funding make sure that poor 
schools get their fair share.

Recognizing that historical funding inequities are a problem without an easy solution, 
the U.S. Department of Education provides in its proposed regulation multiple options 
for districts to demonstrate compliance, including allowing states to develop their 
own compliance test. The proposal also includes additional flexibility for districts with 
schools serving a lot of students with disabilities or English learners, those with small 
schools, and those with a single school. What’s more, the proposed regulations give 
districts additional time to comply, so they can phase in any changes needed to ensure 
that poor schools are getting their fair share.

While this change will require extra efforts, it does not mean districts must use com-
pletely new strategies to distribute school funding. Under the proposal, more than 90 
percent of districts would already be in compliance with supplement not supplant.12 
However, we cannot rest on our laurels. Those remaining 10 percent or so of districts 
must do the hard work of showing that they are fairly supporting poor schools with state 
and local funds before the addition of federal dollars.

But it’s worth it. Funding inequities for vulnerable children remain, and we must close 
this gap because money matters, especially to students from low-income families. The 
department’s regulations, which provide flexible options and time to comply, give 
districts the opportunity to be thoughtful about investing as part of a broader plan to 
support students who are most in need.

Scott Sargrad is the Managing Director of the K-12 Education Policy team at the Center for 
American Progress.
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