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Learning to bridge
‘the funding gap

With a lawsuit aiming to force a restructured formula for school
allocations, Missouri's next governor will face a financial challenge
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- news@columbiamissourian.com

JEFFERSON CITY — Bill Hodge read in the
newspaper that some school districts in Missouri
could afford to install rockclimbing walls in
their schools. Those districts seem a world away
from his in rural Jasper County:. .

"I'm not asking for a rock-climbing wail; I'm
asking for a suitable place where our elementary
and junior high kids can
have adequate instruc-
tion,” said Hodge, principal
of Jasper High Schoaol.

Hodge's district illus-
trates the central issue in a
lawsuit challenging the
state’s system of funding
schools — as well as a major issue for Missouri's
next governor. At issue is an under-funded state
funding formula that disburses money ta school
districts in a way many say is inequitable and
those who have filed suit say is illegal.

The Jasper County district spends about $5,500
less per student compared to the state’s highest
spending district. Yet Hodge's district is relative-
ty well off, compared to most schonl districts.

A 2003 state audit report found more than 470
of the state's 522 school districts were spending
even fess per student than the Jasper County dis-
trict. Statewide, the audit found the Clavton
school district spends the most, ar more than
$13,700 per - student, while McDonald County
spends the least, at less than $4,560 per student
— adiscrepancy of more than 89,000 per student.

More than 250 of Missouri's schooi districts
have cited that kind of disparity in a lawsuit
against the School Foundation Formuls — the
formula that takes into account local property
taxes and enrollment, among other criteria, to de-
termine the state’s allocation of

Growth and funding
issues chaflenge
Hallsville’s schools.

person WHo “gccupigs ithe
governior’s mausion l§-gojng 10
have their hands full,” said Tvier
Laney, superintendent of Crane
R-IIT school district and chair of
the Committee for Fducational
Equality which is representing the
more than 250 Missouri school dis-
tricts in court. “As a Missouri edu-
cator who speaks.to a lot of othey
Missouri educators, we are tired of
taking no for an answer. That's just
not going to cut it anymore.”

Democratic candidate Claire Me-
Caskill and Republican candidate
Matt Blunt agree that the formula
15 flawed.

“Everybody knows it’s broken.
We know that it won’t meet a con-
stitutional court challenge when it
comes to equity, so the next governor's going to
have to adopt anew formula,” Blunt said.

MecCaskilt agreed that the foundation formula
will not meet constitutional standards in court.
And in 2003, her office issued an audit that indi-
cated the state had not made calculations to de-
termine if its fimiding was in compliance with the
Missouri Consfitution.

“Not only is it not equitable, .it’s illegal. There's
no question-about that,” McCaskill said.
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+ You can walk
across district
boundaries — you
can take one step,
and your child will
be worth three,

four or five
thousand dollars
more”

TYLER LANEY
Committee for Educational
Equality chairman

Blunt is proposing a new formula be crafted and
said he wants o bring the parties together on the
issue. McCaskill is Jooking for a formula that Is
easier to understand and implement and is hopeful
about an increase in state revenues to fund it

Both propose they can adequately fund a school
foundation formula without increasing the tax
burden on Missourians.

Blunt said crafting 4 new formula would_ be &
process, providing no specifics. He mentioned
forming a group to collect input from school dis-
tricts, concérned citizens and experts. ‘

“We have to recognize there are school dis-
tricts with vastly different strengths and vastly
different weaknesses,” Blunt said. “We're going
to need a lot of input.” ‘ .

McCaskill expressed hope that an increase~in
state revenues would provide school funding with
the money it needs. Her proposed plan to mend
the formula locks forward to future growth in the
state budget. There was a growth of abour $300
million in budget revenues last year, she salq.

“We're going to have to designate growth in the
budget for education, and were going to have 10
rezlize cost savings in other areas that will need
to go to education,” McCaskill said.

“If we're getting good, heaithy growth o_f a half
a billion a year now, I think we can lock forward
to growth of ‘a billion or more. I think we can

begin to get back to the situation. where the for-
mula is fully funded” - .

The Jlegislature’s leading education expert
questions whether the Blunt-McCaskill no-tax ap-
proach will work.

“I'd love to debate either one of them on it be-
cause I don't know how.they think they can im-
prove funding for education without new taxes,” -
said Sen. Wayne Goode, D-St. Louis County, one:
of the leaders in education finance in Missouri's
legislature. Goode wrote the 1977 version of the
school funding law and has been involved in edu-
cation funding since the mid-1960s,

Laney, the chair of the committee, estimates .
the current formula is under-funded by $600 mil-
lion to $700 miltion.

“You can walk across district boundarics —
you can take one step, and vour child will be
worth three, four or five thousand dollars more,
and that is just an indictment of conscience to
me,” Laney said.

Laney's Crane R-II schoo! distric! is ranked
314 out of 522, making it the ninth poorest school
district in the state with respect to the assessed -
value of the property tax, one of the numbers
used in the foundation equation,

_ “We just have a very, very difficult time rajs-
Ing any amount of significant funds locally out of
property taxes,” Laney said.

The formula ideally supplements local funding -
from the district’s property tax revenue. Howev-
er, with low property values and the lack of in-
dustries contributing significant taxes in rural
areas, local tax revenye rarely matches that of
suburban and urban school districts,

Alex Bartlett, the committee’s attorney in the
Cole Couaty Circuit Court case, said, “We're not
asking that money be taken away from the weslth-
ler districts because those districts are efficient,

“It's a matter of leveling up the (state) spending
to be equitable.”

Missouri's next governor — Blunt or McCagkill
could end up facing the same situation as Gov.
Mel Carnahan did when. he took office in 1993, In

that year, he found himself facin g

a cireult court decision declaring .
the schoal's fubliing &stery un.:
constitutionality ifiequitablé " a |
lawsuit: similar o this year's and -
fled by Bartlett, the Same artor-

ney.




In response, Carnahan pushed
through the legislature a $315 mil-
lion package of tax increases o
revise the funding formuia.
Since then, however, the formu-
lu’s effectiveness has diminished
‘greatly in the area of equitv. And
the formula has not been fully
funded for nearly five vears.
However, in 1993, when the cur-
rent lormula was written, some
school districts were designated
as “hold harmless,” meaning they
would he guaranteed to receive
————— the same amount of monev they
were given with the old formula, annther conrri-
bution to the inequity of the formula.

“Every 10 years, it needs to be re-evaluated; we
knew that at the time we passed it in 1993 said
the sponsor of the 1993 bill, Sen. Harold Caskey,
D-Bates County. “We tried o do it last vear and
the year before, but the will was not there in the
present leadership.”

With the General Assembly having failed to
substantially fix the formula, it will be that much
easier to prove unconstitutional, said Gene Oak-
ley, a former Carter County principal and school
superintendent who led the group whose lawsuit
led to the 1993 decision.

“The folks in the legislature have claimed they
-have cur wasie and streamlined government, and
they've under-funded the public schoals by about
$600 million,” Oakley said. “The new budget,
which began July 1, is a billion doHars more than
last vear. I don’t know what mprovemsnis have
been made here” . '

Using the current formula, the state gave $22
hillion to the Missouri Department of Elemen- -
tary and Secondary Education for the 2004-05
school year. Writing a new formula. an option the
legislature might have to address if the case wins
in court, comes with its own set of complications.

“Every time you write a new formula, vou have
to put quite a bit of new money in because you
need to make sure there are almost no losers,”
{roode said.

Sen. Charlie Shields, R-8t. Joseph, who heads a
legistative committee to re-cvaluate the formula,
said it would have to be approached ditferently,

“The biggest adoption by the committee was
the realization that we wanted to go 10 what they

+ call a student-need-based formula, where the
amount of state aid relares to the cost of educat-
ing students in your district,” Shields said. adding
that taxes would not have to be raised 1o fully
fund an eftective formula.

“When we started dealing with this, we wore
stil in the perfod of declining state revenues.

Well, that has started to change.”
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How does iﬁe Schoof Foundation Formula violate the Missouri Constitution?

The Missouri Constitution mandates that state revenue be used in a specific order, as outlined in'Art\de I, Sec-
tion 36. The fist of state funding starts with the payment of debts owed by the stateflnd ends with the ex- ‘
pense of the General Assembly. Listed as priority No. 2, state revenue mlust_be used “for the purpose c_)f pubiic
education.” Iff the' petition filed by the Committee for Edutational Equality, i says that untjf education is fprop—
erly and adequately funded, the state may not disburse money forany reason listed after the payment for
public education.”- B

Among other constitutional provisions the committee has claimed have been‘violated are the basic rig hts olfl
equal opportunities and equal protection of citizens outlined by Artidie [, Secticn 2. Th"e clause states “that all .
constitutional government is intended to promote the gener_al welf are of the_ peo_ple. The committee also
cites Artide I, Section 10, which protects Missourians from being deprived of life, liberty or property without

_due process of law.



