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PCOSI TI ON STATEMENT: Presented School Finance Study Proposal.

ACTI ON NARRATI VE

8:07:02 AM

COCHAIR JCE THOVAS <called the Senate Education Standing
Commttee neeting to order at 8:07 a.m Present at the call to
order were Senators French, Stevens, Davis, Co-Chair Myer and
Co- Chair Thonas.

Center for Al aska Education Policy Research
Proposal for a Study of School Finance in Al aska

8:07:23 AM

CO- CHAI R THOVAS announced the business before the commttee was
a presentation from the UAA Center for Alaska Education Policy
Research regarding a proposal to study school financing in
Alaska in coordination with Dr. Lawence Picus. The proposed
study would try to determ ne how nuch Alaska should invest in
its schools and it would |ook at the strengths and weaknesses of
the existing system He identified the presenters and sunmari zed
t heir professional credentials.

8:10: 14 AM

DI ANE H RSHBERG, PhD., Associate Professor of Education Policy,
Institute of Social and Econom c Research, Center for Al aska
Education Policy Research (CAEPR), University  of Al aska
Anchorage, inforned the commttee that several years ago CAEPR
did a small project attenpting to apply Dr. Picus's nodel in a
rural school district. Since then they had tal ked about how to
expand the nodel across the state. This year seened to be the
right tinme to propose this research to help the |egislature,
governor, and state education |eadership make nore inforned
choi ces about funding levels for schools and to inform best
practices for distribution of those funds.

The proposed study woul d have two parts as foll ows:

1. Estimate how nuch Al aska should spend to neet the K12
educational needs of its diverse population wusing an
evi dence- based school finance nodel, nodified to reflect
the state's wunique characteristics and work previously
done, particularly by Ms. HIl. Experts and key informants
in the state will review that initial draft and provide
t hought ful feedback. The nodel would be revised based on
that data and taking into account a range of Al askan issues
including salary differentials, energy prices and health
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care that vary by district. The result would be estimtes
of the cost of an adequate education under a range of cost

scenari os.

2. Wrk with experts in the state to identify areas where
economes of scale could help small districts be nore
efficient. CAEPR wll have conversations wth district

fiscal and operations staff and departnent of education
staff to find areas where this is already happening and
explore options for nore efficient spending in other areas.

DR. H RSHBERG said CAEPR would then present the nodel to the
commi ssi oner of education, the legislature, and the governor.
She said that the study could be done over the summer and be
ready to present before the next |egislative session.

CO CHAI R THOVAS asked Ms. Hill if she had anything to add.

8:16:29 AM

ALEXANDRA HI LL, Senior Research Associate, Institute of Social
and Economc Research, Center for Alaska Education Policy
Research (CAEPR), University of Al aska Anchorage, said she was
avai | abl e to answer questi ons.

CO- CHAIR THOVAS asked Dr. Picus to provide a synopsis of his
findi ngs.

8:16:57 AM

LAWRENCE O PICUS, PhD., Lawence O Picus and Associates, LLC
said that for several years his conpany had worked with a nunber
of states to design school funding systens to allocate resources
with a focus on inproving student performance. He said he had a
general understanding of the Alaska funding formulas but not the
specific details.

DR. LAWRENCE said the primary question that the proposed study
aimed to answer was if the base foundation amount and the
adj ustments provide districts adequate resources to put in place
a program of studies that would give reasonable assurance that
children would be able to learn the material to the state's
standards. He said the nodel thinks hard about how to allocate
prof essi onal devel opnent funds and how to work w th individuals
in districts to be sure there is an understanding of what each
district needs to help children succeed.

8:19:44 AM
CO CHAIR MEYER asked if this study would be simlar to the one
that ISER did about 10 years ago, and if she was aware of the

SENATE EDC COW TTEE - 3- March 28, 2012



di fferences of opinion in the legislature this year on education
f undi ng.

M5. HILL said the current proposal was very different from the
previous study. The earlier school cost study grew out of work
done by the Anerican Institute of Research to build the current
foundation fornmula. A fornmer |SER professor contracted to review
the study and he identified sonme issues that reflected a
m sunderstandi ng of the Alaska context. |SER subsequently was
asked to reevaluate the data that went into the geographic cost
differential in the current formula. Dr. Picus's nodel takes a
bi gger picture | ook, asking how nuch districts should spend and
how to nmake that determ nation.

8:24:17 AM
CO- CHAIR MEYER asked about how to neasure the result of using
t he proposed nodel .

DR. PICUS explained that he |looks for studies that used
experinmental design, educational research that used other study
desi gns, and successful teaching experiences to cone to
concl usi ons about prograns and ideas that work. The next step is
to organize a school to provide those resources, focusing on how

to use the people in the school. The nunber of teachers,
addi tional support personnel, the admnistrative structure,
dol | ar resources for i nstructional materials technol ogy,

operations, and maintenance all go into the nmx to determ ne the
cost for each school in the district. Add the district costs to
come up with a total cost for the state.

DR. PICUS said Al aska was unique but in terns of distances and
remoteness, it was simlar to Wom ng where his conpany had done
a great deal of work. He discussed the work he did previously
with Dr. Lawence and Ms. Hill.

8:30: 50 AM

SENATOR STEVENS asked him to coment on the role of school
boards and the issue of conbining small school districts in the
cont ext of econoni es of scale.

DR PICUS said he tries not to study or nake recommendations
about the structure or organization of school districts. He
could show the estimated costs in each of the districts and then
it wwuld be a state policy decision about whether to nake
changes and if any substantial savings would result. Even if
districts were consolidated, there would still be the imrense
i ssues of distance, geography, and renoteness.
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Responding to a further question about econom es of scale, he
said he was tal king about the diseconomes of scale that cone
with very small organizational structures, and that the node
has to adjust for those di seconom es.

8:36: 17 AM
CO CHAI R THOVAS asked if he uses specific neasures of success.

DR PICUS answered that he looks at the state performance
assessnent results and at both high and |ow perform ng schools.
He 1looks for schools that are inproving and scores that are
rising, because that is where to find how to allocate resources
and be successful. A nunber of schools in Al aska could probably
be used as exanples to find the right conbination of resources
that would work in Al aska schools. In |ooking at what the state
sets as standards, he nmeasures test scores, dropout rates,
attendance rates. He acknow edged those are issues in many
districts in Al aska.

CO- CHAI R THOVMAS commented that CAEPR had its work cut out.

DR. PICUS said he understood that another challenge in Al aska
was that many districts in rural areas had substantial teacher
t urnover issues.

CO CHAI R THOVAS asked if he had thought about distance education
in Alaska. He offered his belief that there were nmany good
teachers throughout Alaska and their classes could be
transmtted to areas that couldn't afford a broad range of
expertise on site.

8:41: 30 AM

DR. PICUS agreed that technology nade it feasible to offer
alternatives in small comunities, but that for distance
education to be successful it was necessary to provide a

mechanism to ensure quality assurance. The departnent of
education or sone other state agency could vet the progranms to
ensure that they met the standards that Al aska had established
for the particular area of study. He acknow edged that he did
not know if all school districts had Internet access, but it
could be an issue.

CO CHAI R THOVAS questioned whet her young Al aska students I|iving
in renote rural areas would find distance courses relevant if
t hey enphasized different cultural and regional characteristics
and used different term nol ogy. For exanple, a child living in a
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small village mght not relate to the concept of a city bl ock.
He asked Dr. Picus if he had run into that situation in the
Lower 48.

DR. PICUS answered no, but that circunstance soneone in the
cl assroom would need to translate the concept to sonething the
st udent s under st and.

8:46: 36 AM

DR. HI RSHBERG added that when the study was finished, CAEPR
woul d have a recommendati on about what the funding |evel should
be. It wuld be a separate conversation to continue wth
techni cal assistance and ensure that districts and schools used
the noney as intended. Wth regard to the discussion about
di stance education, she said there were other flexible nodels
such as short-term boarding prograns where students could go to
hub communities for a few weeks to get an intensive course in
chem stry, biology, or physics, for exanple. She reiterated that
the current proposal focused on ways to distribute resources,
and it was a separate conversation to look at how the noney is
actually spent in the districts.

She expressed hope that the study would lead to additional
conversations, and noted that the conversations were happening
because of the Mdwore Case settlenent. She said that because of
the new standards, the timng was right to generate the |ink
between the resources and the innovative prograns that would
hel p students achi eve.

8:50: 10 AM

M5. HILL addressed Senator Steven's question about econon es of
scal e. She explained that the second part of the study wasn't so
much about economies of scale by conbining districts as
elimnating diseconom es of scale. She cited two exanples. First
was placing one fuel order for three adjacent districts rather
than placing three orders. The second was making the state's
| ongi tudinal data system available to all snmall districts to
i nput student data and extract needed reports.

COCHAIR THOVAS asked if they were aware of the Finland
experinment. That country decided to concentrate on its human
resources and nake the people of Finland the best educated in
t he worl d.

DR. H RSHBERG said they had not |ooked at Finland as a nodel

but they were watching how countries around the world approach
education in rural, renot e, and indigenous conmunities.
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Ref erencing earlier questions about engaging l|ocal comunities
and making sure that the education was culturally responsive
while preparing students to conpete in a global society, she
said Geenland was involved in national education reform That

country has a goal that all graduates will speak Inuit, Danish
and English and be able to choose what kind of lifestyle to
pur sue.

She said the infrastructure in Alaska was getting better because
of conpanies like GCl, AT&T, and ACS. They should be part of the
conversation because they were critical in the effort to provide
guality distance education opportunities for students in the
smal | est, nost renote school s.

8:56: 24 AM
CO- CHAIR THOWAS asked if the study would |ook at the physica
aspects of buil dings.

DR. PICUS said that is an integral part of student |earning, but
that would not be part of the proposed study.

SENATOR STEVENS asked how distance education fit into the
current prograns. He said he'd heard many people say it was the
answer, but his belief was that students also need the
opportunity to have nmentors and teachers in front of the class
who teach and serve as rol e nodels.

DR. H RSHBERG said it was not a focus of the CAEPR research per
se, but the role of distance education versus 1in person
education was an inportant conversation in the realm of
technology in education. A mxture works best, and npbst K12
schools do not have distance |learning without an adult on site.
She said she didn't know how schools |ike LKSD were
accommodat i ng student questions about advanced courses that were
delivered online, but it did need clarification.

CO CHAI R THOVAS t hanked t he presenters.

9:00: 44 AM

Seeing no further business to cone before the committee, Co-
Chair Thomas adjourned the Senate Education Standing Conmmttee
nmeeting at 9:00 a. m
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