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From historic coastal towns to our nation’s sprawling rural heartlands and 
U.S. territories, a quiet crisis is destabilizing our most sacred democratic 
anchor: public education. This is not a failure of teacher passion, board 
vision or student ambition. It is the inevitable result of an obsolete funding 
architecture. For decades, the federal government has imposed sweeping 



mandates and lofty national goals while structurally refusing to fund the 
infrastructure required to meet them. 

As local school board leaders, we are tasked with guarding the gates of 
opportunity. Yet, we are trapped in a cycle of structural starvation. Our 
funding model relies on a flawed hand-off from federal policy to state 
legislatures, ultimately dumping the financial burden onto municipal 
property taxpayers. This forces communities to pit the needs of their 
children against the survival of fixed-income homeowners. It is time to look 
past the rhetoric and confront the systemic architecture that is hollowing 
out our districts and exhausting our workforce. 

Federal mandate gap  

In national discourse, states are often siloed as “donors” or “recipients,” but 
in K-12 education, these distinctions are irrelevant. The structural failures 
of federal policy are indifferent to state wealth. Whether in a high-cost 
district in Connecticut or a rural system in the Midwest, the equalizer is a 
persistent deficiency in foundational federal support. 

While Washington asserts massive regulatory authority over standards and 
civil rights, its actual fiscal contribution to K-12 education hovers at a 
meager 7-9%. This leaves local authorities to shoulder more than 90% of 
the burden. When federal mandates are underfunded, they act as an 
extractive tax on local communities. We are left holding the bag for a 
national commitment that the federal government refuses to finance, 
leading to chronic staff vacancies, soaring health care premiums and aging 
school infrastructure that compromises student health and cognitive 
performance. 

The IDEA problem  

Nowhere is this failure more evident than in the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Passed in 1975, IDEA promised that 
every child with a disability would receive a free, appropriate public 
education. To ensure this, Congress pledged to fund 40% of the excess 
costs. 



For half a century, the federal government has flagrantly broken that 
promise, with funding currently languishing between 13-15%. This multi-
billion-dollar annual deficit forces local districts to reallocate funds away 
from general classrooms, defer maintenance and cut essential 
programming. By failing to meet its statutory obligation, the federal 
government forces an artificial competition: districts must choose between 
the legal mandate of special education and the holistic needs of the broader 
student body. 

A path to sustainable reform  

We cannot fix a systemic crisis with temporary local stopgaps. Bailing out a 
school budget with one-time municipal allocations is like applying a 
bandage to a deep structural fracture. We must build a unified national 
coalition to demand comprehensive federal reform, starting with the full, 
mandatory funding of IDEA. 

Congress must stop treating special education as a discretionary political 
chip. By transitioning IDEA to permanent, mandatory spending, 
Washington could inject tens of billions of dollars directly into local 
districts. This shift would relieve the pressure on property taxpayers, allow 
for smaller class sizes, and restore the elective and mental health programs 
that are the first to be cut under our current austerity model. 

The structural starvation of our schools is a choice — one made by federal 
policymakers who have grown comfortable passing the buck. But school 
board members across this country are done being quiet. Education is a 
collective national investment and an economic necessity. It is time for our 
federal policies to finally reflect that truth, honor our commitments and 
secure the future for every child in this nation. 
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