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Final Legislative Update
May 4, 2009
 
Homestretch
The legislature announced last week that they will be adjourning one day early on May 5th.  There is a lot of work left to do in two days, therefore, late nights are anticipated this week.  If the legislature has to come back into a special session on the budget, it will likely be in July or October.  The Governor has until June 6 to sign  any bills passed during the last 10 days of session.  As a result, this will be your final weekly narrative and we will continue to update our website on a weekly basis until after June 6.

Budget
It is a requirement that the General Assembly pass a balanced budget, which prevents our state from deficient spending.  The joint budget committee went back over figures this week to evaluate the final budget numbers to determine if they were ‘balanced’.    The governor signed the long bill this week, but budget won’t be complete until the few remaining JBC bills have passed.  The JBC and individual legislators have offered several bills that will reduce expenditures and transfer funds from different cash funds or reserves.  

One of the most concerning bills introduced was HB 1356, transferring $25 million from the State Education Fund to Higher Education for use in teacher training in K-12 and preschool and for the COF stipend of concurrent enrollment.  This was concerning for the K-12 community; it would be the first time higher ed could be funded from the State Ed Fund.  It also pitted K-12 v. higher ed.   Both groups worked to find an alternative solution for the $25 million needed to balance the budget.  Chairman Merrifield asked that the bill be referred back to House Education after passing House Appropriations.   When the JBC went back to review final balancing numbers, the additional $25m was not needed to balance the budget, therefore, the bill will die on the House calendar.  All other measures are well on their way to final passage and the Governor’s desk.

The final fiscal forecast for 08-09 is due in June.  The legislature has given the JBC the ability to draw down the state’s reserve from 2% to 0 in the event the June 20th forecast necessitates the adjustment.  Additional forecasts will be out in September and December that may affect the 09-10 budget.  The supplemental process begins in November, and at that point, the JBC can adjust the 09-10 budget .

School Finance
As we predicted earlier in the session, SB 256 is going to be one of the last bill’s completed this session.  The conference committee, composed of Senators Romer, Bacon and King and Representatives Pommer, Scanlan and Massey, met on Thursday last week to iron out a compromise on the only two issues at odds in the bill:  at-risk boarding school and the restoration of the $110 million cut.  The middle ground produced the requirement that school districts hold the 1.93% that would’ve been cut in an expended reserve until Jan. 6, 2010.  If the JBC has not cut that money, districts will be authorized to spend it in the second half of the school year.  (The process for cutting the money follows current law:  CDE requests a negative supplemental; the governor’s office of state planning and budgeting approves it and submits it to JBC, then JBC acts on it.)  

The agreement on the at-risk boarding school produces a future $3 million appropriation for the Commissioner of Education to either run the school or provide technical assistance to school districts for middle school math and science curricula.  The House of Representatives must take the first action by adopting the conference committee report and repassing the bill, and we anticipate that will happen on Monday.  The Senate will then do the same action.  At that point, the bill goes to the governor, who has indicated he will sign the bill.

Concurrent Enrollment
The two complimentary bills on concurrent enrollment still need to reach final passage in the last two days of session.  SB 285, regarding Career and Tech Education for concurrent enrollment, passed House Education unanimously and without any amendments.  This should have an easy path through the House.

The Governor’s larger P-20 bill, HB 1319 is calendared for 2nd Reading in the Senate.  It was not heard last week due to the need for an amendment regarding the definition of students participating in the ASCENT 5th year program and the calculation of graduation rates and another amendment allowing charter schools to contract with higher ed institutions separately.

Currently, graduation rates are largely calculated based on students exiting 8th grade and graduating 12th grade—the four years in four years out model.  With students participating in ASCENT, there needs to be statutory authorization for an exemption to this calculation.  CDE has been adjusting the calculation for students that they know are participating in 5th year program, but clear statutory guidance is desirable.  

The other requirements around a student participating in ASCENT involves modeling the program to follow the constitution and the Attorney General’s Opinion regarding undocumented students and Post-secondary enrollment options.  The criteria for students is :
•    Must be under 21
•    Must be earning credits in college-level courses that also apply for high school graduation
•    Cannot have graduated from high school or met all requirements prior to the 5th year (i.e. college course credit must be required for the diploma option)
An amendment capturing all of the concepts will be coming forward by Sen. Williams, the Senate Sponsor.

Sen. King and Classical Academy contacted the Governor’s office regarding a charter school’s ability to contract separately with higher ed institutions for concurrent enrollment courses.  The agreed upon language will include the ability for a school district to include a charter school in the district agreement with a higher ed institution at the charter school’s expense, or the charter school will have the ability to seek its own agreement where it will be independently responsible for the execution and financial obligations of the agreement.  

Charter Schools for Autism
SB 130 has taken many different shapes since it’s original introduction as a voucher bill.  The House Education committee made quick work of this bill this week in committee.  Rep. Scanlan, who is the sponsor of both SB 130 and the school finance act, explained how this concept is going to be studied in school finance.  There is a study authorized to look at state schools for specific student populations.  The Charter School Institute also already has the ability to seek an RFP for an autism charter school.  After laying this ground work, Rep. Scanlan asked the committee to postpone indefinitely SB 130—killing the bill.  After the battle in the Senate over this bill, having the House defeat the bill was key.

Baby Gibson Update
If you read through this entire email, then you of course will want to know the most important update of the session:  Melissa went into labor this weekend, but as of the time of this update (11pm on Sunday night), the baby was not born. She wasn't due until May 11, but anyone who say her in the last few days was guessing she was going to deliver soon.  I will update everyone as soon as I have more details.  If you need anything from her or me, please contact me directly as she will be 'otherwise occupied'.  Melissa plans to be on maternity leave for several weeks, so any future communications can be directed to me.  My cell number is also listed below.
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