SUMMARY OF SHAME, SHAME, WHO’S TO BLAME—

THE FUNDING PROBLEM IN OHIO’SCHOOLS

Sponsored by the League of Women Voters:  April 14, 2007
Panel:  Charles Parsons, President of Life Skills Education Center (Ohio charter school)


Dr. Edwin Holland, Superintendent of Cuyahoga Falls Public Schools


Brian Williams, State Representative


Tom Sawyer, State Senator

The panel started out with an opening statement regarding the main problem facing public school funding:


Parsons:  We are spending too much time blaming others, and not enough time fixing the problem.  One model of education is not right for everyone.  Charter schools are part of the solution.  Life Skills pull kids who dropped out of the public schools and form individual programs to help these students earn a high school diploma.  One problem in public schools is that superintendents and administrators move quickly from district to district, so the community doesn’t trust them.


Holland:  Public school funding is based on residual budgeting, which means that the rest of the budget is formed first, and schools get whatever is left, therefore funding is inadequate.  Special interest groups claim funds such as prison education, early childhood education, and universities also compete for education funding.  Throwing more money into education is not the answer.  It has to be used appropriately.  Lastly, since business property tax exemptions, homeowners get an increased tax burden.


Williams:  He took an oath to uphold the constitution of Ohio.  The Supreme Court of Ohio has ruled 4 times that education funding in Ohio is unconstitutional. The legislature must correct this.  Also, since we are not properly funding public schools, we cannot afford to continue funding experimental programs such as charter schools, many of which have not shown to be working.


Sawyer:  No one is to blame.  The economy in Ohio has changed in the last 100 years (from agricultural to industrial to technical work).  Many corporations have left our state and with it, the tax base. We are in the middle of another societal change, and we need to find a solution for this set of circumstances.  Because some of the legislation hasn’t adapted over time, local school districts find themselves having to ask for tax levies every 2-3 years. 


The proposed constitutional amendment is a start.  It doesn’t put in funding dollar amounts, and that’s a good idea, since that can change over time.  It’s not a perfect plan, but may stimulate the legislature to improve the funding situation.  Governor Strictland’s plan makes steps in the right direction, but doesn’t solve the DeRolf decision.


The Gates Foundation studied the problem in Ohio and concluded that Ohio’s funding is broken.  The formula used to decide the cost of educating each student should be simplified, then appropriate the taxes to accommodate this. We must increase the state’s portion and decrease local property taxes. We must decrease the unequal distribution to various districts.

Who determines the policy standards in Ohio?


The Legislators, State Board of Education, Local School Boards, and Federal government all have input in policy and standards.  Sometimes they are in conflict with one another.  There are thousands of rules and regulations.  Charter schools are exempt from 520 or 12 pages of regulations. (Mr. Parsons refuted this claim.  Charter schools have many regulations to follow.)  


A joint council of university regents and the state board of education came up with standards.  These are now some of the best in the nation.  Instead of the proficiency tests, now students must pass an Ohio Graduation Test.  This is based on the standards that should be taught.  

Does the state give a school a set amount per pupil that is the same across the state?


Holland, Williams, Sawyer:  NO.


Parsons:  YES.  This year it is $5403.  


Holland:  There’s more to the formula.  This is based on state and local share.  For instance, Woodridge School District gets no state funding because the millage is so high. Another district gets 34% of the $5403, and the local property tax pays the rest. The state share goes to the charter school, as does the local share.  The Ohio Supreme Court has ruled this is unconstitutional.

What percent of the education fund goes to the charter schools and what percent of students are in charter schools?  


No one knew this answer.  $25 billion is the school budget each year.  $1/2 billion goes to charter schools.

Are the requirements for teachers the same for public and charter schools?


Yes.  All must be licensed in the state of Ohio.

Are both public and charter school students required to take the Ohio Graduation Test? What about Proficiency tests?


Yes. All students must pass the OGT to earn a diploma.  All students must take achievement tests.  There are no more proficiency tests.

Why can’t charter schools be “public charter schools” and have oversight by school boards? 


Parsons:  Charter schools are public schools.  They have Sponsors that have their oversight.


Williams:  There was a Legislative Service Commission and Legislative Office of Educational Oversight which was to determine if charter schools were working in Ohio.  The schools were all to have students take achievement tests, and send the results to this board.  Only 39% of charter schools turned in the results.  Williams sponsored a bill to make sure all schools turned in the results.  The bill died in committee, and the Office of Oversight was eliminated. Governor Strictland is recommending to improve accountability.

What can be done to reduce the cost of education?


Williams:  a performance audit was done.  This should be done in all aspects of state government.  Fringe benefits for educators and retirees should join the state health consortium for better rates.


Holland:  Cuyahoga Falls joins with 5 other districts to share costs.  This takes a lot of effort.


Sawyer:  Consolidation of school districts sounds good, but would cause state warfare.  Sharing costs should be done on larger scales to reduce costs.

Why won’t the State Board of Education force consolidation of school districts? 


They don’t have the authority.  The state legislature would have to pass a law that gives this authority to the board.

What’s a parent to do if the public school can’t teach a child with special needs and charter schools are no longer available?


Holland:  public schools are responsible for all.  The community expects this.  Special needs children have higher expenses and may not have enough funds.


Williams:  The state has a responsibility to educate all special ed children.  An IEP (Independent Education Program) should be written for all.  If there’s a dispute, there is due process which may have to be followed.

How much money is needed to properly educate students?


There can be formulas to calculate this.  But, we should remember, not all children are the same, such as special needs children, so that has to be taken into account.

Do teachers unions help or hurt education?



Holland:  It’s a delicate situation.  Unions help protect employees.  At times there are different opinions, and these have to be resolved.


Williams:  He used to be a member of the teacher’s union, and as superintendent, he had a good relationship with them.  The teachers are mostly concerned about the students.  Unions for decades, in all types of jobs, have been proven to work all across the country.


Sawyer:  Unions are always better, because rules are established, and should be followed.  If they are not, they can help resolve the differences.

Please comment on the proposed constitutional amendment:


Parsons:  He is frustrated that the cost of education is not specified in this, but he’s also frustrated that the DeRolf decision has not been followed in Ohio.  


Holland:  This is the best opportunity we’ve had to improve funding in Ohio.  This is not a blank check.  He agrees that a specific amount should not be spelled out in a constitutional amendment.  He hopes the signatures will help and pressure the legislature to correct this problem without an amendment.


Williams:  This is what happens when the public and educators get frustrated and don’t know what else to do.  The timing is questionable, since the governor promises to address this and has put some issues on table.  Williams suggests we circulate the petitions and get the signatures, but give the governor the opportunity to see what he would do before putting it on the ballot.


Sawyer:  It has the right concepts.  It moves the responsibility to the state from the local districts and relieves property taxes.  He agrees there should not be dollar amounts in this amendment, but there should be a companion bill to explain how it will be funded.  Every signature will help the governor and legislature to act.  It’s not a perfect amendment, but school funding is broken, and we need to fix it.

What much does it cost a school district to pass a levy?


Holland: About $50,000 for Cuyahoga Falls.  This would be for the $800,000 gain.


Williams:  $200-220,000 was the cost for Akron when he was superintendent. 

Please explain how it is moral to make a profit from a child’s education:


Parsons:  What he does for children is moral and ethical.  They are not cutting corners.  They do try to cut the other costs.

How should we fund the schools:


Sawyer:  He had no input in the amendment.  He wishes the legislature and Board of Education were consulted in the drafting of the amendment.  School funding should be a legislative process.

How does the Commercial Activity Tax make Ohio more competitive with other states?


Williams:  The Commercial Activity Tax (CAT Tax) has replaced the tangible personal property tax (of which the proceeds went to schools) and the corporate franchise tax, which has been abused for years. The CAT is supposed to pay for another 5 years, and then be phased out by 2017, and then gone.  At that point, local property tax will again have to pick up the difference.  HB 114 will permanently keep the CAT, although replacing the tangible personal property tax would be better.

What is you position on teacher buy backs?


There are some teachers who have retired, and then are rehired by the school district.  They are collecting their pension, and still working.  A lot of teachers don’t endorse it.  There are some teachers who haven’t been able to be replaced, and are needed.  By 2009,  If this happens, they will not receive their retirement during their employment.

Since U.S. students are at the bottom of the industrial counties in education, What about a national test?  Would it be more valid? Especially since a high school is no longer valid to succeed in this world.


Parsons:  He’s a strong advocate for accountability, but testing is not the only thing.  He is also a proponent of early education.


Holland:  No Child Left Behind has made great strides to equalize education throughout the country.  Ohio has made the most improvement in this.  The Gates plan would require $2-2.4 billion more dollars.


Williams:  We need to do a better job in early childhood education.  Many children are not ready for Kindergarten.  


Sawyer:  There is no substitute for high expectations in curriculum.  We’re not competing with other states, we’re competing with the entire world. High expectations have made America great.  Gate’s plan is a great model.  

