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Federal Priorities Impacting K-12 Education in South Dakota

INTRODUCTION

Associated School Boards of South Dakota is a private, non-profit organization representing more than 880 school board members, the 155 South Dakota school districts they govern and the students they serve. As a federation member of the National School Boards Association, we support many of the recommendations NSBA has set forth to impact federal education policy. 

This document outlines ASBSD’s support for federal policy initiatives that would improve public education in South Dakota. 

THE JOBS FOR MAIN STREET ACT
In December, the U.S. House of Representatives passed the Job for Main Street Act, a new initiative aimed at addressing the nation’s high unemployment rate. In its House-approved form, the legislation provides $23 billion to an Education Jobs fund to assist with job retention and training for K-12 education. ASBSD supports the legislation, and encourages the Senate to adopt a similar measure. 

While South Dakota’s state budget is not as dire as some states, the deepening national recession and the increased costs of federal entitlements is stressing the state budget and causing financial hardships in South Dakota’s schools. 

Though the American Recovery and Reinvestment act provided more than $100 million to South Dakota to prevent cuts to K-12 education, education programs were not left off the chopping block. In fact, two programs – the Teacher Compensation Assistance Program and Education Service Agencies – that delivered expanded opportunities for teacher training were among the only programs actually cut from South Dakota’s budget. Because of a lack of state funding, federal funds allocated to local school districts from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act were used to keep some of these programs afloat during the state’s financial downturn, and their survival could well depend on additional funding contained in the Jobs for Main Street Act. 

FULL FUNDING OF FEDERAL MANDATES
As federal policymakers enacted laws intended to foster higher levels of school performance and academic achievement, Congress has failed to fund both IDEA and NCLB to the levels authorized when they created the programs, causing local school boards to shift local resources to meet the demands of federal education policies. 

With the passage of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, Congress has made significant strides forward in fulfilling the promises made with passage of No Child Left Behind and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. With ARRA investments, funding for Title I now represents 75 percent of the level originally authorized under NCLB and the federal share of IDEA funding has risen to 26 percent, short of the 40 percent originally promised. ASBSD encourages Congress to continue to make progress toward its commitment to federal investments in education. 

In addition, we are pleased that Rep. Herseth Sandlin has signed on to co-sponsor H.R. 3578, also known as the EDUCATE Act. This legislation would ensure that the federal government’s investment in special education continues to escalate to the 40 percent originally intended when IDEA was adopted. Similar legislation introduced in the Senate, S.1652, accomplishes the same goal. We encourage South Dakota’s Senators to join the bi-partisan effort to fulfill promises made by IDEA. 

REAUTHORIZATION OF NCLB/ESEA
ASBSD supports the key goals of NCLB, and particularly the need to set high expectations for our students and our school districts. However, South Dakota school board members believe the law can be improved while keeping the core beliefs intact. ASBSD supports the reauthorization of NCLB, provided reauthorization: 

· Offers expanded flexibility in measuring student achievement, including using performance growth models and additional options for testing students with disabilities and limited English proficiencies; and

· Grants greater flexibility to states in altering the federal framework of NCLB; and

· Imposes fair sanctions for not meeting NCLB goals. 
ASBSD supports many of NSBA’s recommendations for improving ESEA/NCLB upon reauthorization and looks forward to continued dialogue as serious discussions about renewing the law begin. 

RESPONDING TO THE NEEDS OF RURAL STATES
ASBSD shares the concerns of several rural state education officials and education advocates that President Obama’s federal education policy is overly focused on reform for American’s struggling urban schools. 

The impact of federal policy decisions can impact rural states in different ways. For example, we share concerns outlined in a September 2009 GAO report on NCLB that highlights, among other things, that the relative cost to develop and administer federally mandated assessments are higher for rural states. Federal subsidy for assessments have generally fallen short of the resources needed to administer the tests, placing a financial burden on South Dakota’s already stressed state budget. 
A host of federal priorities – from teacher quality to school accountability – look different when examined from a rural perspective. For example, the designation of highly qualified teachers may be more difficult in a rural setting, where schools may need to require multiple-subject teaching assignments to meet standards curricular demands. Accountability provisions, including school choice and supplemental services requirements, are also challenging for rural schools.   
As Congress examines federal education policy, we encourage the South Dakota Congressional delegation to collaborate with rural state lawmakers, rural state education officials and local school board members to ensure that rural states are provided with the flexibility to operate under the law and compete for competitive grants with rural-state solutions. We also encourage the U.S. Department of Education to continue to assess and provide for the needs of rural states. 

ACCESS TO QUALITY PRE-K PROGRAMS
ASBSD supports voluntary access to pre-k programs, and South Dakota school board members urge Congress to increase federal support for Head Start programs and to provide incentives for states to develop, expand and enhance the quality of voluntary pre-k programs, similar to the incentives contained in H.R. 3221, the Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act of 2009. 

Research proves that quality early childhood education programs help improve school readiness and can help close achievement gaps that exist among children even before they enter school. Providing additional funding for Head Start would move children off waiting lists and into classrooms. 

Creating incentives for states to develop and enhance the quality of pre-k programs would forward the cause of pre-k public policy in South Dakota and would hopefully allow South Dakota to join 38 states around the country who have adopted quality standards for voluntary pre-k programs – standards that could provide alignment with existing K-12 curriculum and start students on the right path. 

ASBSD RESOLUTIONS
Built in to ASBSD’s representative process is a mechanism to give local board members input on the direction ASBSD should take in seeking education policy change. In November of 2009, school board members passed resolutions relating to federal education funding. 

· ASBSD supports full funding for all federal mandates, including the Individuals with Disability Education Improvement Act (IDEA) and the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). 

· ASBSD supports a fully funded federal education policy for elementary and secondary education that focuses on improving learning outcomes for every child, provides for public school accountability and gives local school boards flexibility to develop education programs reflective of the local student population and community.

· ASBSD supports the continuation of federal Medicaid Service provided to K-12 for providing health services to Medicaid-eligible students.

· ASBSD supports legislation to develop guidelines for disbursements of PILT (payment in lieu of taxes) funds from the county level to the school districts within the counties. 
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