Senate K-12 Budget Talks Open with Discussion of Guarantees, Preschool, Charter Funding
Budget Director Tim Keen ended a marathon day of testimony Wednesday in the Senate with discussion in the Finance Primary and Secondary Education Subcommittee about the Kasich administration's school funding proposals. He launched into his presentation shortly after spending hours before the full Senate Finance Committee, and subcommittee Chairman Sen. Cliff Hite (R-Findlay) joked near the end of the night that they were intentionally trying to wear him out. "You may have come closer than you realized," Keen said.

Keen reiterated his remarks before House committees in past weeks, saying the administration is trying to make education a priority in a tight budget while taking "modest" steps to move away from historical reliance on funding guarantees and caps. 

The effect of caps is one reason why the administration declined to make any changes to the base per-pupil funding amount of $6,000, Keen said. "We're not funding the formula we have now, why should we go make a whole series of additional changes that make it less likely we can afford what we already have," the budget director said. 

"If we have a formula ... we ought to fund it. And if we can't, we shouldn't say that's our formula," Keen said.

Subcommittee members pushed back on the administration's suggestion that guarantee reductions tied to population loss will be manageable for districts. Sen. Gayle Manning (R-North Ridgeville) recounted the numerous additional costs and duties that schools face since she first became a teacher decades ago, saying losing students might not lead to lower costs. "You're still paying for that brick and mortar, you're still paying for the special ed teacher, you're still paying for that bus," Manning said. 

Keen responded that the best way to target resources to paying those costs is through a formula that takes those needs into account, not via guarantees.

Hite pointed out that, despite pronouncements about the need to end guarantees, the budget proposal actually puts more districts on those guarantees. "We're not going the way we need to go," Hite said. 

"Essentially we pre-spent all the money," Keen responded. "We made policy choices two and four years ago that we could not provide for, so essentially what we're doing is paying for those choices we previously made." 

Sen. Peggy Lehner (R-Kettering), responding to the proposal for educational service centers (ESC) to get more money via service contracts and less directly from the state, asked how that will affect conflicts when districts aren't willing to pay more to ESCs for required special education services. Keen acknowledged resolving those conflicts could be "messy," but said it shouldn’t be the state's job to step in and subsidize costs that schools are obligated under federal and state law to cover. 

Lehner also asked Keen if the administration considered funding charter schools directly, rather than via deductions from local districts' state funds, which leads to arguments that charter students take local tax money with them when they leave the districts. Keen said he doesn't agree with those arguments, and said while the administration considered the idea in developing the budget, it ultimately decided not to do so.

Sen. Troy Balderson (R-Zanesville) pressed for out-of-the-box thinking to address the transportation struggles of rural districts. "I've got kids who sit on a school bus for 90 minutes," he said. "I've not convinced anyone in the Legislature ... to come down and go for a bus ride and see what we encounter when we do these extreme rural routes." 

Keen said the administration's proposal to lower the state minimum share of transportation funding is meant to ensure funding isn't sent to high-wealth suburban districts that don't need it as much. As for innovative thinking, he said a Straight A Fund award for southeastern Ohio districts to collaborate on transportation has been one of the grant program's best results. 

Lehner and Sen. Vernon Sykes (D-Akron) asked about the prospect of expanding availability of early childhood education seats, saying much research supports the notion that spending there pays dividends for years to come in terms of students who are more prepared and avoided costs in prison and social service programs. 

Keen said the administration's previous budgets have supported substantial expansions, but under the tight budget circumstances of the present, it couldn't do so in this proposal.

Lehner asked if there was a mechanism for Ohio to fund those services on the promise of future savings, acknowledging the strictures of the constitutional balanced budget mandates. Keen said he'd not contemplated that idea and would be willing to discuss it with her further.

Sen. Matt Huffman (R-Lima), noting the persistence of guarantees, asked about the idea of simply dedicating a certain percentage of revenues to education and figuring out how to work within those confines every two years. He said he'd proposed such a system in his previous tour in the General Assembly. Keen said the idea of earmarking revenue streams comes up periodically, but as a budget planner he prefers to maintain the flexibility to adapt on a regular basis.
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