Date: March 6, 2004 
To:  Governor's Renewal Commission - Please forward to all Commissioners 
From:  Carmen McSpadden and Tonia Bloom (Montana School Boards Association) 
Re: Request for funding recommendations, in writing. 

Commissioners: 

Funding K-12 education will be a critical piece to our discussions over the next serveral months. It will certainly be the cornerstone of our recommendations to the legislature next year.  As requested at the end of the last meeting, below please find some of our general thoughts on school funding in Montana. Please note that the first item is directly from the School Finance Reform Guideline, which has been endorsed by school boards across Montana.
We believe it has been very positive that the Renewal Commission has been moving towards general agreement on the kinds of services that make a difference in our children's education.  The time may also be right for the Renewal Commission to think about basing funding on the known educational needs of children.  If we move towards a funding system based on needs, it would be based on the fact that not every child requires the same educational services.
Funding our educational system should be a discussion priority for the Renewal Commission.  Given its importance, it may be appropriate to look at our meeting schedule now to assure that we will provide enough time in our calendar.  In addition, we recommend that the Renewal Commission ask Lance Melton of MTSBA and Jim Standard of the Legislative Fiscal Division to report to the Commission on the relative percentage allocations in the Augenblick and Myers funding study.  By looking at the percentages, rather than the dollar amounts, we would be able to discuss the weight given to specific programs by the experts.  It would also allow for some recognition in the current formula to address the needs of the individual child (rural setting, Native American, technology, at risk, etc.).
1.      MTSBA School Finance Reform Guideline 

The following are criteria by which proposals for school finance reform should be evaluated: 

  

· The state's funding of public education should provide for a stable, reliable and predictable commitment of revenue. 

· State funding levels for public education should be a function of the actual cost of providing an appropriate education. 

· Adequate funding should be sought through the addition of new state revenues for public education. 

· Any funding formula developed by the Montana Legislature shall place high priority upon achieving the goal of equity in providing financial resources to local school districts. 

· Increased state funding for public education should not reduce the access of school districts to the local property tax base. 

2.      Equity and Adequacy Linked Together 

It is time to think beyond equity in the context of district by district comparisons, and to start looking at this concept in the context of each student's rights to equality of educational opportunity.

If we understand, for example, that children raised in poverty need additional resources to "level the playing field" for example, are we are violating the constitutional rights of those children by ignoring these needs and simply funding "on the average?" Tailoring the funding system to meet the individual needs of each student to whatever extent possible, and focusing on evidence of what works in narrowing the gap of student achievement is a start in this regard.

The Renewal Commission should commit to approaching the issues of equity and adequacy by use of an evidence-based approach.  That is, the conscientious, explicit and judicious use of current best evidence regarding student achievement should be our guide in making decisions about the desired level of funding and the methods for distribution.

There are several techniques, programs and services that have been well researched and which have been documented to be effective in raising student achievement for students at risk for failing.  Those services include, but are not necessarily limited to:    

A quality teacher in every classroom

The single most important factor in student achievement is quality teaching. Teacher effectiveness is overwhelmingly stronger than any other variable in predicting student achievement levels.  It predicts better than how much money a child's family earns, even better than the education level the parents achieved.  In order to achieve this goal, schools must be able to employ teachers with appropriate training in the subject they teach.  They must also be able to provide high quality professional development for their staff, and provide competitive pay and benefits.  Without sufficient funding, school districts lose their ability to recruit and retain the best and brightest for our children.    

3.
How do We Get There? 

High quality professional development for all of our educators 
Ongoing professional development for administrators and teachers is a crucial ingredient in helping all children learn. What we demand of teachers and administrators often exceeds what they learned in college - even more so than in most professions. As a result, it is imperative that educators continue to gain new skills and strategies throughout their professional careers. 

Competitive Pay and Benefits 
Montana must do better by its teachers and administrators in order to recruit and retain the kind of professionals from whom our state's children have benefited over the last 20 years.  With a large percentage of our workforce qualified to retire and fewer and fewer Montana graduates willing to take their place in education, increasing teacher and administrator pay is not a convenience, but a necessity.   

Pre-School for At Risk

One study found that when children from poor families attend quality pre-school, their high school graduation rate is 10 percentage points higher than their peers who do not have access to early childhood education. They are also arrested for violent crimes at a significantly lower rate and are 29 percent more likely to complete college. The nationally recognized RAND Corporation concluded that early childhood education produces gains in emotional and cognitive development and ultimately leads to "increased economic self-sufficiency" for the parent and child.

Full-Day Kindergarten

One study found that "when compared to half-day kindergarteners, full-day kindergarteners exhibited more independent learning, classroom involvement, productivity in work with peers and reflectiveness." Research indicates that full-day kindergarten is most beneficial for at-risk children, and that its effects are still measurable years later. One investigation looked at 1,000 second-graders. Its authors found that children who had been in full-day kindergarten instead of half-day kindergarten performed significantly better in both reading and mathematics. 

Small class size 

By keeping classes limited in size, particularly during the early years, teachers are able to provide more personal attention to students during a crucial developmental period - when it is most important, for example, that they learn to read.  Small class sizes allow the teacher to identify the abilities and needs of each student as an individual learner. Teachers have more opportunities to work one-on-one with the children and to carefully analyze their work.  Children in smaller class sizes perform at significantly higher levels than their peers.  Without sufficient funding, however, increasing class size is one of the unfortunate but logical ways to save money.

Up-to-date instructional materials and technologies

In our rapidly changing world, we expect our children not only to understand and know how to use technology but also to be lifelong learners - able to employ what they know to figure out what they don't.  Without sufficient funding, school districts are unable to adequately develop and plan curriculum, update textbooks and replace and purchase technology.  A lack of technology deprives children of innovative ways to learn in all subjects.  In fact, students perform worse on the math section of the National Assessment of Educational Progress - "the nation's report card" - when they do not have access to computers as part of regular classroom instruction. 

Adequate facilities

 Adequately built and maintained facilities are a basic prerequisite for educational success. We cannot expect students to learn, or administrators and teachers to do their jobs, until we can guarantee four solid walls, a roof that does not leak, and a decent floor.  Without sufficient funding, districts put off needed maintenance in facilities, which, over the long run, can end up costing taxpayers even more for replacement of a building that has fallen into a state of disrepair.

The body of research on disparities in performance is abundant.  The entire No Child Left Behind Act is premised upon the fact that children who are raised in poverty tend to perform at lower levels than students not raised in poverty.  Montana's own data confirms this fact, with significant disparities existing in performance on all standardized tests when poverty or minority status is factored into the equation.  

Once we have a system that is designed to specifically deliver the costs associated with providing an equal opportunity to an education to each child, we will also achieve adequacy, because the individual needs of each student will be addressed through such process.

The key to any funding formula, if it is to work, has been long identified in Montana.  Our Constitutional Delegates themselves articulated what is needed:

 "Once the needs for a basic quality system of elementary and secondary schools have been realistically assessed, the state has the obligation to guarantee that this minimum basic program be fully funded. This requirement would substitute rationality and equity for the confusion and injustice which have often plagued school finance systems in the past."  

The Renewal Commission must consider and recommend a rational manner of determining the level of funding, and it cannot be simply based on historical spending that does not address the needs of a significant percentage of our school-aged children.  

We are pleased that members of the Renewal Commission have consistently endorsed the concept of "everything on the table" to assure that we are considering every aspect of our current system.  Certainly, the best way to move forward on this path is to start with the documented evidence of what specific services and programs can make the difference in student achievement that we all need.  The Augenblick & Myers Adequacy Study commissioned by MTSBA and others did just that, and its recommendations should form the starting point of the Renewal Commission's work.  After all, the study involved the participation of several members of the Renewal Commission itself, including almost 80 Montana educators, parents, and elected trustees.  The findings of the A&M Study provide us with the most recent professional judgment of people educating our children today, and identifying the gaps in student achievement that must be addressed.
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