ALASKA STATE LEGQ SLATURE
SENATE EDUCATI ON STANDI NG COW TTEE
March 29, 2010
8:04 a.m

VEMBERS PRESENT

Senat or Kevin Meyer, Co-Chair
Senat or Joe Thomas, Co-Chair
Senator Bettye Davis, Vice Chair
Senat or Charlie Huggins

Senat or Donal d O son

Senator Gary Stevens

MEMBERS ABSENT

Al l menbers present

COW TTEE CALENDAR

School Board Fly-In: Al aska's Public Schools
- HEARD

PREVI QUS COMM TTEE ACTI ON

No previous action to record.

W TNESS REG STER

LON GARRI SON, Presi dent

Sit ka School Board

Sitka, AK

PCOSI TI ON STATEMENT: Introduced the school districts present and
address three main topics of concern for education in Al aska.

JOHN STEI NER, Presi dent

Anchor age School Board

Anchor age, AK

PCSI TI ON STATEMENT: Expressed concern about the nmandatory high
school exit exam

SUNNI HI LTS, Board Menber

Kenai School Board

Sol dot na, AK

POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Di scussed the inportance of technology in
school and the inportance of early chil dhood educati on.
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SUE HULL, Board Menber

Fai r banks School Board

Fai r banks, AK

PCOSI TI ON STATEMENT: Discussed the inportance of technology in
school and the inportance of funding for major maintenance
repairs in schools.

JEFF FRI EDMAN, Board Menber

Anchor age School Board

Anchor age, AK

PCOSI TI ON STATEMENT: Expressed his gratitude to the commttee for
the work that they have done.

ARNOLD BROVER, Board Memnber

North Sl ope School Board

Barrow, AK

PCSI TI ON STATEMENT: Discussed the inportance of technology for
rural educati on.

CHARLENE ARNESON, President,

Chugach School Board

Whittier, AK

POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Discussed the need for funding for nmajor
mai nt enance repair and the inportance of digital learning in
school s.

ANDI STORY, Vice President

Juneau School Board

Juneau, AK

PCSI TI ON STATEMENT: Stressed the inportance of early chil dhood
education and her concern on the current high school exit exam

MR. SHARP, Board Menber

[ 1 ndic.]

POSI TI ON STATEMENT: Expressed gratitude for the education system
in Al aska.

NORM WOOTEN, Presi dent

Kodi ak | sl and School Board

Kodi ak, AK

POSI TI ON  STATEMENT: Expl ained how technology has inproved
student's education in rural areas.

Bl LL HOLT, Board Menber

Kenai Peni nsul a School Board
Sol dot na, AK
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PCSI TI ON STATEMENT: Stressed the inportance of early chil dhood
educati on.

ACTI ON NARRATI VE

8. 04: 33 AM

CO- CHAIR THOVAS called the Senate Education Standing Commttee
nmeeting to order at 8:04 a.m Present at the call to order were
Senat ors Huggi ns, Stevens, O son, Davis, Myer and Thonas.

SCHOOL BOARD FLY-I N ALASKA'S PUBLI C SCHOOLS

8:04:48 AM
CO CHAIR THOVAS announced that the commttee would hear from
representatives of Al aska school districts.

8. 05:39 AM

SENATOR STEVENS wel conmed the assenbly. He said that this is the
first session in which both the House and the Senate have had
standing commttees on education. He recapped sone of the
| egislation that is currently in process regardi ng educati on.

8:07:13 AM

LON GARRI SON, President, Sitka School Board, introduced the
participants and pointed out the school districts that were
repr esent ed: Si t ka, Anchor age, Kenai , Unal aska, Kl awock,
Sout hwest, Kodi ak, Chugach, Northwest, Juneau, Fairbanks, WMat-
Su, and St. Mary's.

On behalf of the Al aska Association of School Districts (AASD)
and the various school districts, he expressed gratitude for the
support that education has received over the past three years.
They are hopeful that this support continues and having standing
education commttees is evidence that it has risen to the |eve
of priority that it deserves.

MR. GARRISON said the school district representatives today
woul d focus on three points: funding stability, innovation for
student success, and early chil dhood devel opnent.

The education task force provided funding stability for the
first three years and AASD and school districts are now | ooking
at where they go from here. HB 317 continues that work and
they're hopeful that it will continue to nove forward because it
provi des the opportunity for forward funding. This allows school
districts to budget and spend noney nore wisely. And it avoids
the problens associated with | ooking for noney on a year-to-year
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basis. There is a lot of good work being done on school
construction funding (SB 237) and the ability for wurban and
rural districts to both get sonething out of that bill. Keeping
that partnership together is very inportant. He noted the
continuing backlog in mjor maintenance for a nunber of state
schools. Anything that can be done to nove forward on this
concern is sonmething that needs to be done. Wen ngjor
mai ntenance is deferred, replacenent becones nore I|ikely and
that may be nmuch nore costly.

| nnovation for student success, the second topic, is about
bringing kids into the 21st century with regard to incorporating
technology into the <curriculum The Consortium for Digital
Learning (CDL) is a very inportant program for school districts
to take advantage of. Funding for this programis shared and he
believes that the state gets good value for the share of noney
it spends on this program Technology training is particularly
inmportant in order to have a trained and marketable workforce
for the state. The Governor's Performance Schol arship [SB 224]
is another notivating tool that they strongly support. It is an
incentive for Kkids to take nore rigorous coursework while
knowi ng they have the opportunity to receive financial support
for coll ege.

The last topic of concern is early childhood devel opment. Young
brains are the place where there is the best opportunity to make
a difference in children's success. He encouraged legislators to
continue to focus on and support prograns |ike Best Begi nnings.
Hopefully this enphasis will continue and grow because effort on
the front end can make a huge difference on the ultimte success
of a student in school and in reduci ng dropout rates.

8:18: 04 AM

CO- CHAIR THOVAS said this commttee generally believes that pre-
ki ndergarten through college and technical school is a continuum
and they're working hard to close the gaps where this continuum
is not aligned. The conmittee understands that early education
is extrenely inportant and key to future success, but they've
had difficulty selling the idea that spending noney early on
nmakes a difference and saves nobney later on. He said they
appreciate the districts conmng to rem nd them of that.

8:19: 55 AM

CO CHAI R MEYER observed that M. Garrison addressed nost of the
bills in the works this session but he would like to get the
group's opinion on a couple that weren't nentioned. One bill
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[SB 109], was to repeal the exit exam and another, [SB 283],
| onered the mandatory attendance age from seven to six years old

CO- CHAIR THOVAS referenced the exit exam and enphasi zed that the
commttee did not intend to |ower standards, but to set a tine
frame for finding a better alternative. The bill set July 2011
as the deadline to find a replacenent or nodify the existing
exam

8:23:11 AM

MR. GARRI SON responded that as a group they spent considerable
time discussing the current exit exam and there was general
agreenent that it no |onger adequately served the purpose for
which it was designed. At their February fly-in they spoke to
students about it and were surprised to find that nopbst felt
there should be an exit exam but that this one is not the
correct tool. The students also said that many of their peers
felt that once they passed the exam there was no point in
continuing in school. It's a tough question, he said, because of
the increased pressure to look at the test in terns of nationa
standards even though it's wdely recognized that Al aska has
trouble fitting in with national standards. W have to do what's
best for Alaskan kids and |ook at the broader perspective as
wel |, he said.

8:25:40 AM

JOHN STEI NER, President, Anchorage School Board, clarified that
the students did not want to |ose the accountability that's in
the current exit exam but they did not agree with the notion
that there should be a high-stakes "be all, end all" exam There
shoul d be other neans for students to denonstrate that they are
sufficiently proficient to nmerit a State of Alaska high school
di pl ona.

COCHAIR THOVAS said the commttee felt the sane way;, it's
sonet hing that needs to be in place but it needs to be changed.

MR. STEI NER said students al so nentioned that some students feel
that once they pass they've done all they need to do. These
students suggested that students who achi eve way above the base
should receive sonme notice of distinction or the ability to
denonstrate their advanced proficiency. The current system
doesn't allow for this.

CO CHAI R THOMAS wel coned suggestions as to how to do that.

8:28:50 AM
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SENATOR HUGA NS noted that the state is quite fortunate to be
able to provide funding for schools and education while the rest
of the US. is cutting back funding due to the econony. The
Legislature is trying to keep its promse to education and he
wants to thank the districts for helping to fulfill that
responsi bility.

CO CHAIR THOVAS said several legislators went over the list of
necessary school maintenance projects and they are trying to
provi de enough noney to dramatically reduce the list. He can't
guarantee how much will be approved, but they are trying to get
as nmuch taken care of as possible.

8. 32: 04 AM

SUNNI  HILTS, Board Menber, Kenai School Board, said she
appreci ates Senator Huggins' coments and is very proud of the
work being done by the Education Commttee. She said she feels
children should be the state's top priority and she feels that
the Legislature is noving that along. She is very grateful for
the inprovenents in education that have taken place. However,
she is still concerned about the education her gr eat
grandchildren will get, particularly her great grandson who is
Al aska Native and lives in a rural area. She wants to make sure
that he has all of the opportunities afforded to students in the
rest of the state. She said the Consortium for Digital Learning
is giving tools and opening doors to the state's children. Wth
sonme of the schools that she represents it is difficult to
provide the courses they would like to but digital learning is
making a difference and it is changing not only the students in
schools but their conmmunities. The challenge is to stay ahead of
it and keep it going. She feels the Legislature is doing its
part. She appreciates the statenment that pre-kindergarten is an
integral part; it has to be a conprehensive program The nore
al igned the prograns are, the better.

8:35:28 AM

SUE HULL, Board Menber, Fairbanks School Board, said she really
appreciates the commttee's work; being able to plan makes a
huge difference in the districts. She noted that HB 317 prom ses
that the CDL nmeshes with that. Special Education eats up nost of
the block grant and will continue to do so. It is difficult to
talk about wusing this grant noney for career and technical
progranms when there are so nmany needs within special education

she said. The CDL fits that gap. They frequently have that
conversation because their budgets don't provide sufficient
funding for purchasing the technological equipnment they need.
She hopes the Legislature wll seriously consider the $10
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mllion request to keep the CDL going. She also nentioned that
maj or nmaintenance is a big issue. Many school districts have
been prevented from putting all of their mjor maintenance
projects on the list. Fairbanks has several mmjor projects that
need to be done. Finally, she thanked the commttee for
supporting early learning prograns, |ike Best Begi nnings.

8:39: 26 AM

JEFF FRI EDMAN, Board Menber, Anchorage School Board, thanked the
conmmittee and the Legislature for all that has happened in the
last two or three years. He has been on the board for seven
years and in the past couple of years there has been a mmjor
change in attitude. He feels that districts are working as
partners with the Legislature and toward a common goal .

8:40: 26 AM

ARNOLD BROVER, Board Menber, North Slope School Board, mrrored
the previous comments and stressed that, because NSSB is so far
north, anything that can bring them closer through digital
learning has a lot of nmerit. Also, technology provides kids a
connection and a personal counselor (calling their famlies via
cellular phones) that they need for stability and maintaining
support so they can concentrate on education. He comrended the
commttee for its support and having this forum

COCHAIR THOVAS comented that the broadband that is being
installed will go all the way up to Barrow and eventually to
nort hern Europe.

8:43: 02 AM

CHARLENE ARNESON, President, Chugach School Board, said she
woul d comrent on nmjor repair and nmintenance. Schools are a
pl ace of security for many students and these places have to be
safe. They have had situations in which ceiling tiles were
falling on the children. As a district, they can do a very good
job educating their children, but their environment has to be
safe in order to enhance learning. Digital |earning has been
very helpful in their school system Students who were not
interested in witing before are now interested in doing their
school work because of technology. She is becomng technically
savvy herself and the kids are her teachers. She has seen a
difference in the cooperation with the Legislature.

8:45:15 AM

SENATOR HUGA NS conmmented that he can identify with her struggle
to | earn technol ogy.
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8:45: 59 AM

COCHAIR MEYER said one of the points in favor of the
scholarship program is ensuring that both wurban and rural
schools woul d be able to provide a rigorous curriculum

8:.46: 47 AM

ANDI STORY, Vice President, Juneau Dougl as School Board, thanked
the Legislature for the forward funding of education so they can
plan and prioritize. One thing that really has helped her wth
her wunderstanding of early learning is to analogize it as a
race. There are some kids, she said, who start two mles behind
the starting line and teachers have to try very hard to bring
them up to the mark. Wen she thinks of early learning she
thinks of education that gets all of these students up to
ki ndergarten readiness so early learning dollars are inportant.
The taskforce the Legislature is formng made her think about
the assessnents they are using and the accountability for tests.
When students go into the university system they are taking
tests for placenent, the test that is given in high school needs
to be aligned with these placenent tests.

8:48: 36 AM

MR. SHARP, Board Menber, [indic.], said when he was in school he
was afraid to speak in public because he could not speak
English; he overcane that and is grateful for the opportunity to
| earn. He has seen through his wife, who is an educator, that
the education system the Legislature is supporting is very
inportant. He has seen his own children and grand children
reading and witing. He thanked the commttee for formng the
taskforce to study educational needs; he could not have nmade it
to where he is in life without the education he has received.

8:53:17 AM

SENATOR STEVENS t hanked the school board nenbers for running and
serving. Although the work is rewarding it's often hard and
you're open to lots of criticism

8:54:21 AM

NORM WOOTEN, President, Kodiak Island School Board, said he has
had the opportunity to visit schools all over the United States
and he is constantly inpressed with what Al askan schools have to
offer. Much of that is due to legislative support. In response
to their question of whether it is possible to provide the
rigorous curriculum in rural schools, he said yes it is. There
used to be |ower expectations in rural areas, but several years
ago they standardi zed the requirenments for graduation across the
Kodi ak School District. This means that they needed to offer the
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same opportunities to all the schools in the district. This
year, through technology, they are finally close to offering the
sane opportunities to kids in rural areas. They once cut nusic
progranms in order to save the noney for other prograns; this
year they are offering nmusic in every village school. Just
recently they had a band concert in which the band | eader was
| eadi ng the bands across the district, all at once, renotely.

8:58:11 AM

BILL HOLT, Board Menber, Kenai Peninsula School Board, said his
wife is a teacher at a Montessori school in Soldotna. She often
speaks to him about the difference in abilities anong her
students and she often talks to parents about what their
children's experience has been prior to attending Mntessori.
She finds that very often, parents have not been reading to
their kids. He said he thinks early childhood education is an
opportunity to engage a famly in the child s education.

CO- CHAI R THOMAS t hanked the board nmenbers for their time.
9: 00: 08 AM

There being no further business to cone before the conmttee,
CO CHAI R THOVAS adj ourned the neeting at 9:00 a. m
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