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Public Education:  The Price of Success for Pennsylvania

As Good Schools Pennsylvania noted in a November 14, 2007 e-mail, “After years of theories, guesses and estimates, Pennsylvanians finally have an answer to the question of what it takes to provide a high quality education to every student…” It was on this day that the Pennsylvania State Board of Education released the results of a statewide costing out study (http://www.pde.state.pa.us/stateboard_ed/site/default.asp; contains links to final report and revised appendices) on Pennsylvania’s public education system.  This was an exciting development for public education community, to be sure, but also for those of us in the faith community that have long contended that students throughout Pennsylvania have not been receiving what they need to ensure that they receive a high quality education.

This issue of The Ecu-Advocate turns to take a closer look at public education in Pennsylvania:  past problems/issues, what a costing out study is and what it was intended to do, a summary of the results, and next steps.  You have probably heard lots about school funding reform and the costing out study, but probably not much about what it all means.  We hope to clarify some of the issues as we enter a critical time when the General Assembly is making decisions that may determine the course of this essential reform.

Completing the costing out study was a necessary and important first step toward repairing the public education system in Pennsylvania.  Now that we are able to speak with some confidence about what is needed from a funding standpoint, we stand a much improved chance of determining constructive ways of addressing public education funding—both from the standpoints of adequacy and equity.
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WHY ADEQUATE AND EQUITABLE PUBLIC EDUCATION/FUNDING IS IMPORTANT TO PENNSYLVANIA COUNCIL OF CHURCHES
For a position statement from the Pennsylvania Council of Churches, go to http://www.pachurches.org/What/Advocacy/Policies/Policies.htm and click on the “Public Education” link.

A statement on public education from the United Church of Christ says:

As we think about whether American society embodies Jesus' teaching that we should love our neighbors as ourselves, we need to be concerned about public schools, the primary institution where we have agreed to nurture and shape God's precious children.

Public education has long been a concern for Christians from many standpoints, including economic security, responsible stewardship of God’s gifts, wholeness, and nurture, to name a few.  Here are two representative statements from the Presbyterian Church (USA) and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America:

From the Presbyterians:

…a responsible stewardship of God's gifts to all persons requires the provision of concern, attention, skills, and talents as well as material resources necessary to education of high quality for children and youth in our society.


Presbyterians see support of education as a calling, characterized by these words:

As God's people we are enjoined in Scripture to feed the hungry, clothe the naked, and give care to the imprisoned.  In our time, the needs of children and youth for new services that will provide wholeness in their education, growth, and development are especially evident.  They are needs of life-giving or life-denying proportions. 

From the Lutherans:

Vocation involves God’s saving call to us in baptism and life lived in joyful response to this call.  In Jesus Christ we are loved by a gracious God who frees us to love our neighbor and promote the common good; in gratitude for God’s love, we live out our vocation in our places of responsibility in daily life—home, congregation, work place, neighborhood, nation, and global society.

Education belongs to our baptismal vocation. Out particular calling in education is two-fold: to educate people in the Christian faith for their vocation and to strive with others to ensure that all have access to high quality education that develops personal gifts and abilities and serves the common good. This calling embraces all people in both Church and society.

Jan Resseger, Minister for Public Education and Witness for the United Church of Christ, in her 2008 “Message on Public Education,” said that the UCC has interpreted Jesus’ words in Matthew 25 (“Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of the least of these…”) to be about “the community’s responsibility for guaranteeing basic human needs.”  Basic needs in our own time include many things that were not anticipated in the society of Jesus’ time, including full employment, decent wages, access to affordable housing and other things that make it possible to survive in today’s society.  Public education is essential to equip persons with the necessary tools that help them to access those basic needs.

The Council’s Principles for Public Advocacy (10/05) says:

The whole of society is strengthened as its members participate in and contribute to the common good. We affirm the need to eliminate poverty for it destroys and degrades human lives.  All people should be educated and empowered, to the extent possible, so that they can enjoy the benefits of economic opportunity. It is the Commonwealth’s responsibility to provide a thorough and efficient education to every child. The failure of a society to provide adequate educational opportunities for children and youth and opportunities for gainful employment condemns some people to poverty and weakens the fabric of community life. When people have no hope for a better future, crime increases and society suffers.
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INTRODUCTION:  PUBLIC EDUCATION IN PENNSYLVANIA 

Laura Sadler Olin, Executive Director of the Lancaster Foundation for Educational Enrichment, says:

The health and strength of our nation depends on the ability of its citizens to understand issues and to treat each other with respect.  The single entity that is broad and deep enough to assure that ability is our public schools.  Children must have every opportunity to develop the skills, both academic and personal, that will ensure a prosperous, equitable, and free society.

Most Pennsylvanians would agree that effective public schools are vital for the success of communities and individuals.  They help to prepare young persons to become successful citizens, life-long learners and productive, taxpaying workers.  They are needed for economic development to draw more employers to Pennsylvania by providing a well-prepared workforce.  An effective workforce employed in well-paying jobs generates more tax dollars that help to support important public needs like roads, bridges and other infrastructures, libraries, parks, and other amenities, and many other goods and services that we consider important to support a just society that provides for the needs of all.  The consequences of inadequate public education present both financial and environmental costs to society—higher crimes and incarceration rates, unemployment, greater need for public assistance, and poorer health due to poor diet, substandard living conditions and lack of health insurance—and these costs are passed on to other citizens in the form of higher taxes and health care premiums and costs. Because the quality of our education system affects so many aspects of life in this Commonwealth, everyone—families, employers, homeowners, and the elderly, not to mention our children—has a stake in ensuring the effectiveness of our public schools.

Pennsylvania’s public education system has failed on many levels, and much of the failure can be attributed to inequities and insufficiencies in the Commonwealth’s school funding system.  Good Schools Pennsylvania has identified a number of problems with the current funding system
:

· The current funding system fails…

· on generally accepted principles of equity, adequacy, efficiency, accountability and predictability.

· because there is no connection between the allocation of state funds and the actual costs associated with educating students to meet standards, especially students in poverty, with disabilities, learning English, or in growing districts.

· because Pennsylvania distributes its school aid in a haphazard, jerrybuilt fashion that bears little relationship to the real needs of children in a district or the capacity of the district to raise funds itself.

· Because of inadequate state funding support for local districts.  On average, states contribute about half of what it costs to educate their children.  Pennsylvania contributes just slightly more than a third.

· As a result, Pennsylvania has a public education funding system that is excessively dependent upon local wealth—primarily local property taxes—that accounts for 44 percent of the revenues to support Pennsylvania’s public education system, as compared to the national average of 29 percent.

· The current system fails because some communities are taxing themselves at four times the rate of other communities, yet still unable because of low community wealth to raise adequate funds to support their schools.  Consequently, in Pennsylvania, some students are supported by as much as $17,000 per year, and some in other districts by as little as $6,000 per year.

Educators and policymakers understand what schools need in order to be successful, but have failed to take responsibility for providing the resources and tools to achieve success.  Good Schools Pennsylvania has identified some of the needs
:


Successful schools…

· start with high expectations, measured by rigorous standards for all students.

· have qualified teachers and administrators, a curriculum designed to meet the agreed upon standards, enough up-to-date books, computers and other teaching resources for all students, safe facilities, appropriate class sizes, early childhood education, and resources for at-risk families.

· have appropriate assessments of student learning.

· are accountable for wise use of resources and demonstrating student success/improvement.

· have adequate financial resources to support all these needs.

Local districts alone cannot address the needs of students.  The governor and General Assembly have a constitutional responsibility and authority to ensure effective and sufficient school funding based on the principles of equity, adequacy, efficiency, accountability and predictability.  Other states have already led the way, which means that potential models already exist to make the task easier.

Given the issues noted above, and finally acknowledging (we hope) the Commonwealth’s responsibility to provide quality education that meets all the principles stated in the previous paragraph, the General Assembly commissioned and provided funding for a statewide costing out study in June 2006 to determine the cost of providing quality education that prepares students to meet the state’s standards for academic achievement.  Late in 2006, the State Board of Education (responsible for supervising the study) selected the national consulting firm of Augenblick, Palaich and Associates (APA) of Denver, CO.  APA has done similar studies for several other states, so was seen as qualified to complete Pennsylvania’s study.

The purpose of this study is to help elected officials and policy makers to understand what it costs to educate all students in Pennsylvania’s public schools, no matter where they live and what barriers they face.  Once the necessary costs are understood and acknowledged, the potential exists for the state to adjust its funding system to close the spending gap between districts, with the goal of easing local tax pressures in many districts.
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WHAT IS A COSTING OUT STUDY?

Good Schools Pennsylvania describes costing out as:

…a rational, objective approach to determining what level of education funding is needed so that all students have a genuine opportunity to meet state learning standards.

A costing out study attempts to examine on a student-by-student basis the resources and conditions that would ensure what is needed in any given context to enable a student to meet state standards, as well as the funding required to pay for the necessary resources.  Some costing-out studies also attempt to address the question of the kind of funding system that would best meet the funding requirement.  Pennsylvania’s study considered the cost per student and overall funding needed, but did not address the funding system.

Such studies have been undertaken (completed or in process) in 38 states.  Most have been state-initiated, but a handful have been court-ordered or initiated by other parties.  They have varied in scope from comprehensive analyses that involve cost and financing systems to the costs of implementing No Child Left Behind (NLCB), costs to educate special needs students, or geographic variations in costs.  Some have appointed special commissions to study their states’ funding systems and make recommendations for reform.

For a fact sheet that provides greater detail on costing out studies, go to http://www.goodschoolspa.org/pdf/learn_factsheets/CostingOut_KeyFacts.pdf.
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SO WHAT DID PENNSYLVANIA’S COSTING OUT STUDY TELL US?
The study, entitled “Costing Out the Resources Needed to Meet Pennsylvania’s Public Education Goals,” was released on November 14, 2007.  The study was fairly detailed and contained over 70 pages of text and tables.  Rather than trying to describe the results in exhaustive detail, here is a brief summary of findings:

· The average funding needed per student in Pennsylvania is $11,926, approximately $2,400 more than the actual average per student spent in 2005-2006 (the most recent data available), which was $9,512.  In other words, an average increase of around $2,400 is what is considered necessary for all Pennsylvania students to reach Pennsylvania’s academic proficiency and performance standards.

· Of Pennsylvania’s 501 school districts, only 30 are spending at or above the number recommended by the study.  The remaining 471 districts, comprising 1.67 million students, are below the estimated funding level—some as much as $6,000 per student below the level considered necessary to provide a quality education to meet state standards.

· In order to provide sufficient education funding to meet the state’s performance standards, Pennsylvania will need to increase spending by about $4.38 billion per year over current levels—a 25.4 percent increase.  (NOTE:  Pennsylvania’s state contribution currently averages only around 36 percent of district budgets, far below the national average of 50 percent.  Pennsylvania ranks near the bottom on state contributions nationally, so there is significant room—and justification—for improvement.)

· Pennsylvania’s current funding system is inequitable.  Because of the heavy reliance on local property taxes, districts with higher wealth and lower student needs collect and are able to spend more per student than lower wealth districts with higher student needs.  The “tax effort” in the higher wealth districts—i.e. percentage of income required in local taxes for school districts—is much lower than in lower wealth districts.

The consultant, APA, employed a variety of analytic methods to complete the study, and followed a number of assumptions established by the General Assembly and the State Board of Education.

Some other highlights:

· About two thirds of the total spending is needed to provide adequate funding for the “average” student in the “average” district with a quality education.  This amount, the “base cost,” is estimated at $8,003 per student.  The other third, adding up to $11,926, is necessary to address other cost factors such as enrollment changes, district size, regional cost differences, and educating students that face certain barriers such as disabilities, poverty, English as a Second Language, and gifted students.

· While an average is provided, the study provides an estimated cost per student for each district.

· Spending in often lowest in the districts with the greatest need.

· The costing out process could be used by the state as the basis for a new education funding system.  (NOTE:  Currently there is no set formula to guide education spending in Pennsylvania.  The only “rule” appears to be that no district will get less funding than the previous year.)
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SO, WHAT’S NEXT?
The ball is now in two courts—the General Assembly and the Governor.  In January, the House passed House Resolution 460 (http://www.legis.state.pa.us/CFDOCS/Legis/PN/Public/btCheck.cfm?txtType=PDF&sessYr=2007&sessInd=0&billBody=H&billTyp=R&billNbr=0460&pn=3010), to create the Joint Legislative Commission on Public School Finance to analyze the results of the costing out study and make recommendations for how to allocate funding adequately and equitably.  There is a similar bill in the Senate, Senate Resolution 210 (http://www.legis.state.pa.us/CFDOCS/Legis/PN/Public/btCheck.cfm?txtType=PDF&sessYr=2007&sessInd=0&billBody=S&billTyp=R&billNbr=0210&pn=1552).

The Council joined Good Schools Pennsylvania in supporting the creation of a commission to create a more independent body to consider funding options.  The hope is that this commission would have as its members stakeholders and experts like parents, educators, school board members, college professors, local elected officials, business persons, financial analysts, economists, and faith based groups, reflecting the diversity of Pennsylvania communities.  It is also hoped that the commission would hold meetings and public hearings throughout the state to hear from many more persons and groups with an interest in public education. 

Since then, Governor Rendell spelled out his spending priorities around education in the state budget released in early February, and the Pennsylvania Council of Churches has become part of the Pennsylvania School Funding Campaign (http://www.paschoolfunding.org/), described on the website as “a statewide coalition of individuals and organizations representing hundreds of thousands of parents, students, educators, school board members, administrators and other concerned citizens advocating for comprehensive, systemic reform of Pennsylvania’s public education funding system.”  The Campaign believes:

There is no more important priority this spring than for the Pennsylvania General Assembly to enact a permanent school funding formula and fully fund it in no more than six years.

· Action on school funding should be guided by the General Assembly’s 2007 “Costing-Out Study” which provides the evidence and information needed to determine what it costs to educate every student so he or she can meet the state’s academic standards. There is no time to waste. 

· The Pennsylvania School Funding Campaign supports the Governor’s 2008-2009 basic education budget proposal because it makes the critical step to fix our education finance system and fund it in six years. The state has no greater responsibility than to assure that every child has a high quality public education. 

· The Pennsylvania School Funding Campaign recommends that the Governor’s proposal be strengthened by: paying a higher state share of funding per pupil to districts with limited local wealth; including a plan to address special education; assuring transition funding for all districts of at least 2%; and applying additional accountability provisions only to districts that fail to make adequate yearly progress (AYP).

The Campaign speaks for Pennsylvania voters and organizations that feel the time has come to change how we fund public education. According to a 2007 Center for Opinion Research Survey, 85 percent of Pennsylvanians support increasing the state share of education funding (which, as noted earlier, provides only a little over one third of the needed funding, compared to an average of 50 percent in other states).

All partners are reaching out to legislators to encourage them to support school financing reform guided by the Costing Out Study, and to support the Governor’s basic education budget with the recommended improvements.
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WHAT CAN YOU DO TO HELP?

There are several ways that you can help promote reform of our broken public education funding system.  Look for information in BLUE below.  In every case, we ask that you let your legislators know that it is your faith that guides you to act.

From an alert from the Pennsylvania School Funding Campaign: (PSFC)

There is no more important priority this spring than for the Pennsylvania General Assembly to enact a permanent school funding formula and fully fund it in no more than six years.
But it will not happen unless legislators hear from people like you.
Take action today by letting your local legislators know how important public education funding is to you and your community and that you want them to help make a permanent fix to our broken education funding system this spring. (NOTE:  For a form to send a note to your legislators sharing your support, go to http://capwiz.com/paschoolfunding/issues/alert/?alertid=11216011&PROCESS=Take+Action). 
Legislators…are beginning to focus on the issues of greatest importance this spring. There is competition for their attention, and many other important issues are slated to be considered. 
Now is the time to put public education funding front and center and we need your help!
We must spread the message about how important it is for the General Assembly to enact a permanent school funding formula this spring and to fully fund it over the next six years. Legislators are not yet convinced that fixing the state's inadequate and inequitable funding system should be a top priority. They need to hear from you - their local constituents - to help them understand that this is very important to you. You can help by contacting your member of the Pennsylvania House of Representatives and Senate today.

Even better—you can also contact your senator, representative, and Governor Rendell directly with a personal letter, fax, e-mail, call, or visit—an even more effective means of reaching out!  For information about how to reach your legislators:

· For the Governor:


Governor Edward G. Rendell's Office
225 Main Capitol Building

Harrisburg, Pennsylvania 17120 
(717) 787-2500



e-mail:
http://sites.state.pa.us/PA_Exec/Governor/govmail.html
· If you know the name of your senator, go to http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/senators_alpha.cfm and click on the name of your senator.  For e-mail addresses of the senators, go to http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/email_list.cfm?body=S
· If you know the name of your representative, go to http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/representatives_alpha.cfm and click on the name of your representative.  For e-mail addresses of the representatives, go to http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/home/member_information/email_list.cfm?body=H
· If you do not know the names of your legislators, go to http://www.legis.state.pa.us/index.cfm and enter your zip code in the box labeled “Find Members By” in the upper right hand corner.

You can join with other people of faith to visit legislators as a group in order to deliver the message of public education funding reform.  THIS IS CRITICAL!  For help, e-mail s.strauss@pachurches.org.  

And DON’T FORGET TO VOTE!  Also, learn about your candidates’ views and endorse the Campaign.  From the PSFC:

The Pennsylvania School Funding Campaign (PSFC) conducted a candidate survey earlier this year. Before you head out to the polls next week, please be sure to take a minute and review the positions of those running for office in your community on public education by visiting our website. Go to http://www.paschoolfunding.org/2008primary/index.shtml to see the results of the candidates' survey.
While you are at it, tell a friend about the Pennsylvania School Funding Campaign and suggest that they review the candidate survey as well and take a moment to endorse the campaign by going to http://www.paschoolfunding.org/take_action.shtml. 

Election Day is critical to the future of public education and we urge you to support candidates who make a commitment to a high quality public education for every child.
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PENNSYLVANIA COUNCIL OF CHURCHES RESOURCES

· Principles for Public Advocacy (http://www.pachurches.org/What/Advocacy/Policies/Principles%20for%20Legislative%20Advocacy.htm)

· Public Education Position Statement (http://www.pachurches.org/What/Advocacy/Policies/Position%20Paper-Education%20Policy.pdf)

OTHER PUBLIC EDUCATION RESOURCES

· Pennsylvania School Funding Campaign (http://www.paschoolfunding.org/index.shtml)

· Good Schools Pennsylvania (http://www.goodschoolspa.org)
· Education Policy and Leadership Center (http://www.eplc.org)

· Education Law Center (http://www.elc-pa.org)

· Pennsylvania State Board of Education (http://www.pde.state.pa.us/stateboard_ed/site/default.asp; includes links to Costing Out Study)
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� PC(USA) 1987 Statement on Public Education, �HYPERLINK "http://index.pcusa.org/NXT/gateway.dll/socialpolicy/chapter00000.htm?fn=default.htm$f=templates$vid=default$3.0"��http://index.pcusa.org/NXT/gateway.dll/socialpolicy/chapter00000.htm?fn=default.htm$f=templates$vid=default$3.0�


� “Our Calling in Education,” Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, �HYPERLINK "http://www.elca.org/socialstatements/education/pdf/Our_Calling_in_Education_Web_Version.pdf"��http://www.elca.org/socialstatements/education/pdf/Our_Calling_in_Education_Web_Version.pdf�, p. 1.


� Good Schools Pennsylvania, “Core Messages, Education Finance Reform Campaign.”


� Ibid.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.goodschoolspa.org/pdf/learn_factsheets/CostingOut_KeyFacts.pdf" ��http://www.goodschoolspa.org/pdf/learn_factsheets/CostingOut_KeyFacts.pdf�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.paschoolfunding.org/about_the_campaign.shtml" ��http://www.paschoolfunding.org/about_the_campaign.shtml�.  This page contains greater detail on the specific improvement sought for the Governor’s budget.





