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Mr. Chairman and members of the committee, I am Dr. Wayne J. Lueders, Executive Director for Associated School Boards of South Dakota, a private, non-profit organization representing more than 950 South Dakota school board members, the school districts they govern and the children they serve. I appreciate the opportunity to participate on this hearing on SB 88, an Act to rescind the repeal on funding for sparse school districts. 
I. STANDING POSITIONS OF SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS 

South Dakota school board members, the locally elected officials charged with upholding federal and state laws and providing governance leadership for local K-12 school districts, have adopted standing positions on school finance and school district reorganization – both of these topics are relevant to SB 88. 
Your state’s school board members believe that school finance decisions should build the capacity of South Dakota’s public education system and that the state’s school funding formula should provide adequate, equitable, predictable and timely funding. School board members also believe the state’s K-12 finance formula should be equitable to students and taxpayers irrespective of their school district of residence. 

With respect to school district reorganization, local school board members believe that school district consolidations should be voluntary, initiated and voted upon by the citizens of the school districts involved.  

II. BACKGROUND  

The state’s sparsity formula was adopted in 2006 when lawmakers passed SB 198 by a margin of 67-2 in the House of Representatives and 34-1 in the Senate. The legislation added SDCL § 13-13-78 and SDCL § 13-13-79 to state law, providing for additional state aid payments to South Dakota’s most rural school districts – schools that can not realistically consolidate. 
Senate Bill 198 also contained several other components, including a three year sunset on SDCL § 13-13-78 and SDCL § 13-13-79. In addition, SB 198 also included a directive to introduce sparsity legislation following a two-year study on school finance ordered by the Legislature in 2005, commonly referred to as the State Aid Study Task Force. 

The intent of the sunset, we believe, was to give the State Aid Study Task Force time to review sparsity, and make adjustments the following session. According to the State Aid Study Task Force Final report, “When asked, 89.5 percent of the task force members said that the sparsity formula should be continued.” The following session, and in subsequent sessions, sparsity funding has been adjusted, but remained in existence. 

In addition to providing funding for the state’s most rural schools, SDCL § 13-13-78 is referenced in SDCL § 13-6-97, the statute that mandates consolidation plans for school districts with enrollment below 100 students. The state’s minimum size enrollment law contains an exemption for the state’s most sparsely populated schools based on SDCL § 13-13-78  – removing SDCL § 13-13-78 from South Dakota code eliminates the exemption, meaning sparse schools may now be subject to forced consolidation. 
III. CONCLUSION: STATEMENT OF SUPPORT FOR SB 88
ASBSD supports SB 88, and, on behalf of the state’s school board members, we ask that you support the legislation and the concept of sparsity. 

The state’s sparsity laws provide much-needed funding to South Dakota’s most rural schools – schools with few students and vast distances to overcome. This additional aid helps those school districts pay fixed costs associated with providing an education program. School districts that have qualified for the maximum sparsity payment will suffer massive revenue shortfalls next year – with some losing as much as 12 percent in a single budget year. We believe it’s too much to ask any school district to endure. 
In addition to the fiscal strain the elimination of sparsity aid will have on sparse K-12 schools, the elimination of these provisions will subject these school districts to the provisions of South Dakota’s minimum enrollment law. While few sparse school districts currently have less than 100 students, the gradual enrollment declines in these rural areas would eventually threaten access to K-12 education in large areas of South Dakota. 

We ask for your favorable support of SB 88, and that the members of this committee will continue to support this legislation if it comes to a vote on the Senate floor. 
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