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ASBSD President: Schools willing to share in economic swings
PIERRE, SD – Despite a struggling economy and early warnings that the state may not be able to afford the education funding increase required by law, the head of the state school board association still believes legislators are in a position to make K-12 education a higher priority in the state’s budget. 
Aberdeen school board member Duane Alm, who also serves as president of Associated School Boards of South Dakota, made the comments following the ASBSD Delegate Assembly, held in Pierre on Nov. 21. Each year, school board members from across the state gather at the assembly to consider resolutions and adopt priorities for the forthcoming legislative session. 

Delegates supported a resolution to change a state law that currently limits annual per-student funding increases to a maximum of 3 percent. School board members favor language that would allow funding to grow at 4 percent or the rate of inflation, whichever is greater. 

Alm thinks lawmakers intend to bring a measure to tie education funding to the state’s economic prosperity. He also believes school districts would be willing to share in the state’s economic swings, even if the proposal prevents a four percent increase next year. 

“We want to be partners with the state,” Alm said. “School board members may have less to work with next year, but when the state’s economy rebounds, school budgets would get a boost.” 

Since 1998, the state budget has grown an average of 5 percent per year, but per-student funding has increased just 2.8 percent annually. Alm believes the imbalance has led to tighter school district budgets and the erosion of teacher salaries. 
Pre-k standards, grade sharing also priorities 
The state’s school board members will also ask lawmakers this session to establish pre-k standards and allow greater local flexibility to share academic resources.
Delegates adopted a resolution asking lawmakers to adopt voluntary content and accreditation standards for pre-kindergarten programs. Alm believes the change would provide private and public pre-k providers with valuable guidance to help all students prepare to enter kindergarten. 
“Establishing pre-k standards is a matter of leveling the playing field,” Alm said. “By intervening earlier, we can keep students on track and may not have to use more expensive intervention strategies later in the student’s life.” 

Establishment of pre-k standards is a key component of Gov. Rounds’ 2010 Education initiative. A bill to grant the State Board of Education rule-making authority to develop pre-k standards failed the past two legislative sessions. Alm anticipates the topic will resurface this legislative session, and he says school board members are ready to work with state officials to usher a bill through the legislative process.  

South Dakota school board members also hope lawmakers will eliminate barriers that prevent school districts from working cooperatively to improve academic programs. 

“The state has an all-or-nothing approach to academic resource sharing,” Alm said. “We need a middle-ground option that empowers our local school boards.”
Alm thinks that option involves restoring “joint powers” flexibility that was eliminated during the Janklow administration.  The concept, referred to as whole-grade sharing in other rural states, allows local school districts to send entire grades to a neighboring district. 

“The bottom-line is that our school boards should be given every tool to work together,” Alm said. “If we can do it in athletics, we should be able to do it to strengthen our high schools, too.” 
Associated School Boards of South Dakota is a private, non-profit association representing more than 950 local school board members, the 161 school districts they govern and the students they serve. ASBSD’s mission is to provide leadership in promoting excellence in school board governance and to advocate for public education. 
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