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House Sustainable Education Task Force

December 31, 2013 Meeting & Subsequent Report

Audio & Documents: http://www.housemajority.org/sustainable-education-task-force/

Summary:

The House Sustainable Education Task Force met via teleconference Tuesday,
December 31, 2013 to finalize their recommendations to the legislature. All task force
members participated in the hearing: Co-Chairs Rep. Tammie Wilson and Rep. Lynn
Gattis; and members Rep. Charisse Millett, Brad Keithley, David Nees, Jerry Covey,
Andrew Halcro, and Andy Baker.

The report is a short, two-page letter which does not contain information on any
of the items outlined for investigation in HR 8, including whether or not education
funding is adequate. Several findings in the letter include:

• “Alaska has many dedicated teachers”
• There isn’t incentive for “school districts to recognize vocational and technical

education as a true alternative to college preparation and success”
• “Alaska believes in local control of education where appropriate”
• “A strategic statewide education plan with hearings involving Alaskans” is

necessary
• “The development of an inter-organizational data-collection, management and

usage system for K-20” is necessary [the Dept. of Education & Early
Development, The Alaska Commission on Postsecondary Education, the
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University of Alaska, and the Dept. of Labor & Workforce Development have
been working on a longitudinal data system for several years now, but it’s
suffered consistently from a lack of legislative funding].

• Analyzing the potential benefit of a state reading, writing, and math curriculum
• Education funding should be a priority, but “current education spending is not

sustainable”
• “A cost analysis of the new Alaska State Standards, curriculum, assessments,

teacher development and the financial impact that these will have on local
districts [should] be performed before implementation” [the new state standards
were approved in June, 2012, and implementation has been ongoing since then].

• Education spending should be focused on operating costs; capital costs should
be reviewed/revised

• Expand education choice
• Increase local contributions for facilities
• Standardize school construction
• Consolidate school district and municipal services; consolidate school districts

Details

The task force worked off a document, not made available to the public until partway
through the meeting, which said:

“Basic Principles
• As made clear in the Alaska Constitution, education is a core mission of state

government.
• Alaska also believes in local control of education where appropriate, through

involvement and direction by local school boards.
• Alaska is facing a challenging fiscal future, which requires new ways of thinking in

order to ensure the long term sustainability of core state programs.
Sustainability
• Education is a key to the long term sustainability of Alaska: the purpose of education

is to help ensure an ongoing basis that all students will have every opportunity to
succeed in their education and work.

• A critical component of achieving sustainability in education is to ensure a resilient
and sustainable funding stream on which education leaders can rely on.

State Strategic Education Plan
• A third party or stake holder group could evaluate and make recommendations on

state educational plans.
• Hearings would take place involving the public.
• Enhanced data collection and usage.
• Discussion of pros and cons of state curriculum for K-6 in reading, writing and

arithmetic.
Funding
• In order to provide for an overall sustainable future for Alaska, current state

spending levels must be reduced across the board, with a portion of the current
revenue stream set aside to provide for future generations.

• Recognizing that education is one of the core, constitutional missions of state
government, funding to education should be given a priority, but educational leaders
should understand that overall state education funding needs to be reduced as well.

• Cost of new Alaska State Standards: Curriculum, assessment, and teacher
development.

Prioritizing funding
• Within education, spending should be focused first on providing the operating funds

necessary to maintain classroom excellence – the base foundation formula and pupil
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transportation programs should be maintained.
• Outside of the core all funding should be scrutinized closely and prioritized, so that

education spending fits within overall sustainable state spending levels.
• Capital spending should be prioritized based on relevance to maintaining health and

life safety, classroom excellence and population growth.
New ways of thinking
• Achieving a sustainable future will require new ways of thinking.
• Developing regional, residential centers of educational excellence which facilitate

funding at the levels required to provide students with ongoing, state of the art
opportunities.

• Reconsider the current level of facility cost sharing between the state and localities.
Consistent with local control, increased local contribution may not only be necessary
but a better way to ensure that facilities are built and maintained efficiently.

• Prioritize distance learning opportunities through the ongoing use of new
technology. Delivering high quality education through remote means should be a
focus, especially in rural communities.

• Emphasize standardization in school facilities, with the goal of reducing overall
construction and maintenance costs.

• Incentivize outcomes.
• Reviewing and eliminating unnecessary regulations.
Flexible Education Delivery
• Incentivize school district consolidation.
• Increase the number of residential schools.
• Invest in digital/distance learning systems that are compatible with technology

available in urban and rural school districts.
• Choice instructional opportunities: boarding, charter, virtual, homeschool and

public/neighborhood schools.”

According to HR 8, the resolution that established the House Sustainable
Education Task Force (http://www.legis.state.ak.us/basis/get_bill.asp?bill=HR%20%20%208&session=28),
they were supposed to submit “to the governor, the Department of Education and
Early Development, and the legislature, by January 1, 2014, a report of findings
and recommendations of the task force.”

What they submitted was this:
“Report for the Governor, Commissioner of the Department of Education and Early
Development and the Alaska State Legislature by the State House Sustainable
Education Task Force

January 1, 2014

State House Sustainable Education Task Force Initial Report

The State House Sustainable Education Task Force was established during the legislative
session to investigate and formulate recommendations on public education funding.
Members of the task force include Co-Chairs, Representative Lynn Gattis (R. Wasilla),
and Representative Tammie Wilson (R. Fairbanks), and members Representative
Charisse Millett (R. Anchorage), Mr. Andy Baker, Mr. Jerry Covey, Mr. Andrew Halcro,
Mr. Brad Keithley and Mr. Mr. Nees Nees.

Throughout the interim, Representative Wilson and Representative Gattis visited
communities on and off Alaska’s road system, attending town hall meetings, Alaska
Federation of Natives and other education conferences, soliciting feedback from parents,

http://www.legis.state.ak.us/basis/get_bill.asp?bill=HR%20%20%208&session=28
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teachers, students, community leaders and Native Alaskan leaders and elders. The full
task force held meetings in many parts of the state.

The findings discussed by the task force included the recognition that Alaska has many
dedicated teachers throughout the state, but there are many challenges when teacher
turnover and school curriculums often change.  Many parents spoke of these issues and
a lack of incentivizing school districts to recognize vocational and technical education as
a true alternative to college preparation and success.

As made clear in the Alaska Constitution, education is a core mission of state
government. Alaska believes in local control of education where appropriate, through
involvement and direction by local school boards. Alaska is facing a challenging fiscal
future, which will require new ways of thinking in order to ensure the long-term
financial sustainability of education.

Education is a key to the long-term sustainability of Alaska; the purpose of education is
to help ensure that all students will have the opportunity to succeed in their education
and work. A critical component of achieving sustainability in education is to ensure a
sustainable funding stream.

During their last meeting, task force members agreed that it is imperative for the
Alaska Legislature to understand the need of a strategic statewide education plan with
hearings involving Alaskans.  The development of an inter-organizational data
collection, management and usage system for K-20 education is needed.  The task force
will analyze the potential benefit of establishing a state curriculum in reading,
writing and mathematics to ensure literacy and numeracy.

In order to provide for an overall sustainable future for Alaska, current state spending
levels must be reduced with a portion of the current revenue stream to be set aside to
provide for future generations. Further, it was recognized that education is one of the
core constitutional missions of state government and therefore, funding to education
should be given a priority. However, Alaskans should be made aware that current
education spending is not sustainable. It is a recommendation of the task force that a
cost analysis of the new Alaska State Standards, curriculum, assessments, teacher
development and the financial impact that these will have on local districts be
performed before implementation.

Within education, spending should be focused first on providing the operating funds
necessary to provide education opportunities for all students. In addition, a review and
revision of Capital expenditures is needed.

Achieving a sustainable future will require new ways of thinking:
• Invest in technology that is compatible with local infrastructure;
• Establish regional residential education centers to enhance secondary education;
• Expand public choice in education opportunities to include: boarding, charter,

virtual, homeschool and neighborhood schools;
• Evaluate the current level of facility cost sharing between the state and localities.

Consistent with local control, increased local contribution may not only be necessary
but a better way to ensure that facilities are built and maintained efficiently;

• Standardize school facilities, with the goal of reducing overall construction and
maintenance costs using “recognized best practices”;

• Analyze the potential benefit of school district consolidation and shared services
between school districts and other entities; and

• Review and eliminate unnecessary regulations.
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The task force is set to expire in 2015 and more hearings are expected during the
legislative session through the Finance Sub-Committee of Education & Early Development
and the Education Committee.”

Information Missing from Report

No information on the following items was included in the report, all of which
were duties of the task force, according to HR 8:
(1) performing an analysis of public education funding that includes

A. a determination of the adequacy of public school funding provided under AS 14.17.410
for coverage of appropriate education expenses;

B. a determination of the appropriate uses of the base student allocation;
C. alternative methods of addressing fluctuating energy, health, insurance, personnel, and

pupil transportation costs;
D. a calculation of the total amounts of state, local, and federal funding available to each

district and for each category of special needs service area;
E. a comparison of the allocation of administrative and instructional personnel among

districts;
F. a determination as to whether the allocation of administrative and instructional

personnel affects the ability of each district to provide effective instructional services;
G. a calculation of the effect of pension and health care expenses on total education costs;

(2) evaluating the availability of courses that meet core academic curriculum
requirements under AS 14.43.820(a)(3) in each district

The legislature appropriated $250,000 for FY14 for the House Sustainable
Education Task Force.  A future AKEDUPDATE report will cover expenditures of
the task force.

Some Discussion During the Meeting

Chair Tammie Wilson chaired the meeting, reading through the draft list of
recommendations (listed above) and taking comments on them. Rep. Gattis noted the
last bullet point requires new ways of thinking, and said that‘s what they need to do.

Regarding the language addressing the purpose of education: to ensure students
have every opportunity to succeed in education and work, there was a long
discussion about how to say that children should have equal educational
opportunities, no matter where they lived. Mr. Nees said he wants “equal” or “near-
equal” opportunity in the language. Mr. Covey said that’s an intriguing word, but he is
not sure what the definition of “equal” is – he’s sure it’s come up in court cases.   Rep.
Tammie Wilson said most court cases have tried to determine what equal is in the
state. Mr. Nees said it was noted in an earlier task force hearing that it should be
“equal opportunity,” not “equal education.” He doesn’t know if “equal” is the best
word.

Rep. Tammie Wilson said she likes “equal educational opportunity.” Mr. Nees said for
example, you won’t have Latin out in the middle of nowhere, but students shouldn’t be
excluded from opportunity because of their location. Mr. Covey said “equal” will open
a debate about what that means.  Some people may see that as meaning Latin should
be available to everyone. He cautioned against that. Mr. Nees said the intent is to
provide the best opportunity they can provide to all students that will prepare them to
succeed in their education and work.
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Rep. Gattis asked where Mr. Nees is going with that. Mr. Nees gave an example of a
student they met from Kivalina, who he felt didn’t have as many resources and
opportunities as a student in Seward might have.  Here’s a student in the middle of
nowhere with a goal to be a lawyer, and as a state they should be supporting that,
instead of saying it’s just too difficult; it’s students having the opportunity; as soon as
you start saying “within our means” or “what we can deliver” we are not meeting
students’ needs.

Rep. Gattis said Alaska doesn’t have a law school, so they aren’t meeting needs on that
end.  She doesn’t think all communities can meet all opportunities. Sometimes
students need to go outside for education. Mr. Nees said a student should be able to
take distance courses or something.

Mr. Halcro said he’s not sure what they mean by “resilient.” How does that factor in to
funding? Shouldn’t they just say an important component of sustainability is a
sustainable funding stream? Resilient sounds like “up and down.”  Rep. Gattis agreed;
resilient can mean a lot of different things.  The task force deleted the word “resilient.”

Discussion on a state strategic education plan: “a third party or stakeholder group
could evaluate and make recommendations on a state education plan.”

Mr. Halcro said in two of the bullet points the language is very passive.  They shouldn’t
say that stakeholder groups could evaluate – they should say they should evaluate.
Why wouldn’t hearings take place involving the public?  Either they are making
recommendations, or they are just making suggestions.  Chair Tammie Wilson said she
likes that suggestion.  Rep. Gattis said she likes “shall” better than “should.”  Mr. Halcro
agreed. Mr. Nees suggested “will.” Everyone else wanted “shall.”

Chair Tammie Wilson said they are not really talking about plans; they are talking
about a plan – a state educational plan.

Mr. Covey said he likes the idea of a state education plan.  The process of developing a
plan would certainly involve the public, and several other components, including
gathering curriculum and other data.  All of that could be done within the context of
developing a state education plan.

Rep. Millett said it is their problem that there isn’t a state education plan; there should
be something in there saying the recommendations of the stakeholder group shall be
adopted.

Mr. Halcro said they are advocating a state education plan.  But as they all know, that
will mean different things to different people, and 60 different legislators who will all
view that differently.  What is the likelihood of a plan actually being adopted?  Who will
the third party or stakeholder group be, and what chance will it have of being
implemented, since it has to get past the legislature and the governor?  It’s a process
question.

Chair Tammie Wilson said they heard during earlier task force hearings that the
problem is that the legislature hasn’t put anything in statute.  This is a starting point
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from which to answer questions.  This document is to lay out the process. Mr. Halcro
said they need to work hard to identify what that third party or stakeholders will be.
Chair Tammie Wilson said states that have been successful is one of the first places
they will look to say how they can be successful

Mr. Nees said one of the problems is the state legislature has failed to define what an
education is.  Wouldn’t the first step be to charge the legislature to define what an
education is in Alaska?  DEED and the Legislature have not done that. Chair Tammie
Wilson said that’s what the lawsuits have always been about. Mr. Nees said they are
letting the courts decide everything about education.  They should charge the
legislature with that.  They don’t have a definition that they can build on.  They need to
tell the legislature that they need to define what education is.

Mr. Halcro said the committee could define it. Mr. Nees said he doesn’t have a
problem with that.  Chair Tammie Wilson said they could have that as a bullet point to
put how important it is to define what education means. Mr. Nees said it’s hard to hit
a target if you don’t know what the target is; for the last 50 years, the state of Alaska
has not said what a basic education is.

Mr. Covey said that’s an important conversation to have, but it’s a separate topic to
what they are discussing. The reason it’s not been defined to the satisfaction of some
people, is because there isn’t a simple definition.  To try to define it now would be fuel
for future lawsuits.  He doesn’t think they should shy away from it, but they should
separate it from a strategic plan. Mr. Nees asked if they should include it as a separate
bullet.  Chair Tammie Wilson said they could bring it up during the next step of the
process.

Rep. Gattis said they heard from parents that education means different things to
different people.  They could define what success means to them, but it wouldn’t fit
what other people thought success meant.

Mr. Covey said a state education plan is something they seem to be in agreement
with. He likes the idea that they should just specify that “a state education plan
will be developed,” and leave out all the other language.  Everyone agreed to that
change.

Rep. Millett said Mr. Halcro brought up a good point – they should take time to identify
who the stakeholders should be.  Rep. Tammie Wilson said that’s why they are taking
everything else out – so that they can spend more time discussing that issue.  Rep.
Gattis said one of the thoughts of looking at third parties is to keep it from being
political, and focus on what’s best for kids. Rep. Millett said you can have a third party
in the stakeholder group.

Discussion on “Enhance data collection and usage”
Rep. Gattis said regarding data collection, groups collecting data don’t necessarily
share data, and breach of data security needs to be addressed. Mr. Covey suggested
they also add “data management” to the wording, and it should be K-20, not just K-6th

grade.
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Mr. Nees asked if they need to define “data.” Chair Tammie Wilson said that would
occur during future discussions. Mr. Nees said parents should have access to data and
should not have to go in to the school to collect data when students move.  They
should say “educational data.”  It’s confidential, but it’s also public interest material to
know how schools are doing.  There needs to be different levels of access to the data.
Rep. Gattis said “management” would cover that issue.  Chair Tammie Wilson said that
would also cover ownership of data, and who would be able to see it.

Mr. Nees said one of his concerns is having to go to the principal’s office to view test
data, and making sure people who work with students have access to data.  Right now
ownership is very proprietary, and the information needs to be freely available to
people working with the students.  Chair Tammie Wilson said “management” would
cover that issue.

Mr. Halcro said one of his biggest frustrations over the last few months is that when
they’ve requested data from DEED, they’ve been told they have the data, but it’s not
aggregated, so it’s unusable.  He thinks it’s one of the biggest issues they have.  Rep.
Gattis said she’s been working on a bill all summer on regard to data.  Chair Tammie
Wilson asked if they even need the word “enhanced’ because they aren’t even using the
data they are currently collecting.

Mr. Halcro said it’s not just the data they have now that they don’t understand, but it’s
other data they should be evaluating, such as data relating to health and human
services. There is a complete disconnect on the data they’re evaluating.  When you look
at the surveys coming back, teachers say the biggest inhibitor to learning are things
going on outside the schools, and that needs to be looked at in relation to what’s
going on in the schools. In order to fix the problem, they need to understand the
problem, and it isn’t just related to curriculum and teachers.  The reason they haven’t
been able to gain any ground, is they keep looking at the data in a silo, and everything
is relevant.  The stuff they are seeing in the statewide teacher survey has nothing to do
with curriculum, and everything to do with stuff that DEED and DHSS need to be
collaborating on. There are reasons for differences in graduation rates between high
schools, and it has nothing to do with programs.  They need to stop dinking around
with programs, and look at the overall system to make sure the money they’re
spending actually has a chance to succeed.

Chair Tammie Wilson says what she is hearing is that they should specify data
collection for K-20. Mr. Halcro said he would like to see language addressing inter-
departmental collaboration, in order to break down those silos. Mr. Covey agreed –
and it’s not just interdepartmental.

Mr. Nees said when DEED looked at accounting records in school districts, there was
no standardized system being used.  Regarding data, they should also define it as
“standardized.” By standardizing data, they can align curriculums.  The business of
education is to educate.  When they have difficulties is when they try to take care of
out-of-school problems.  His definition of education is “schooling.” If they try to go
whole child, that makes it difficult to define responsibilities.  If you can give a child an
education, they have an opportunity to escape their social situation.
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Mr. Halcro said he cannot disagree with Mr. Nees more. What they heard in
Petersburg, the most successful district in the state, is that their priority is taking care
of the whole student.  Yes, you can’t solve society’s problems, but you can’t ignore
them either.  You can’t ignore that a kid who can’t read by third grade is not getting
enough to eat, or that kids show up for kindergarten with no preschool. Until you
address the whole problem, you will not get anywhere.

Chair Tammie Wilson said they need to move on.  Rep. Millett said she agrees with Mr.
Nees and Halcro.  You can’t ignore social issues; they need data from the Dept. of
Health & Social Services (DHSS), and how that data can help them figure out what
students need.  They need to have inter-agency cooperation.  Chair Tammie Wilson
said that is some of the defining they will need to do in other meetings.  They will
cover those details in future meetings.

Mr. Covey said regarding Mr. Nees’ comments on accounting, it is an apples to apples
measure from one school district to another.  Chair Tammie Wilson said districts are
required to give a lot of information, and it’s not always as standardized as they would
like. She said they want to just make a general statement regarding data, and
then further discuss the details later.

Discussion: state curriculum in reading, writing, and arithmetic in grades K-6
Mr. Covey said he would like to strike “K-6” and leave it as a general statement
“discussion of pros and cons of state curriculum in reading, writing, and arithmetic.”

Mr. Nees asked what the goal of that sentence is. Rep. Gattis said they should have the
discussion of pros and cons.  Chair Tammie Wilson said they will have a discussion;
that is what task forces do.

Discussion: Funding
Rep. Gattis said regarding current revenue streams, shouldn’t they also say current
state spending levels?

Mr. Halcro said the word “current” – they are supposed to be looking at sustainability.
How do they talk about “current” when they’re looking at the future? Maybe they
should say spending levels don’t exceed revenue.  You will not be reducing revenue
across the board, because in some areas the ability doesn’t exist. The language seems
vague and unworkable to him.

Mr. Keithley said Governor Parnell’s budget reduces spending levels, so that’s not true.
Current spending levels have been the highest in the state’s history.  In order to have a
sustainable future, they need to have set aside money to provide future revenue [the
purpose of the permanent fund http://www.apfc.org/home/Content/aboutFund/fundFAQ.cfm].
Mr. Keithley said he likes the existing language.

Chair Tammie Wilson said she agrees state spending levels should be reduced, but she
disagrees that they should specify “across the board” because that’s up to the
legislature. Mr. Halcro agreed.  Chair Tammie Wilson said it could still be reduced
across the board, but they just wouldn’t be specifying that.

http://www.apfc.org/home/Content/aboutFund/fundFAQ.cfm
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Mr. Keithley said he doesn’t see how they can reduce without reducing across the
board; this year’s governor’s budget reduces education spending.  Chair Tammie
Wilson said it could still be across the board, they are just not specifying that.

Discussion: Proposed Recommendation to Reduce Education Funding

Rep. Gattis said funding education should be given a priority, the end. She said the
last portion [of the suggested recommendation] makes a specific jab at educational
leaders, and ignores everyone else.  Everyone needs to recognize that education
funding should be given a priority, because that is a constitutional mission.

Rep. Millet said school districts should be held accountable for how they spend money.
There has to be better utilization and accountability for funding.

Mr. Keithley objected to changing that language.  He thinks it’s one of the most
important clauses in the whole document.  They’ve been sending mixed messages to
people that they can go to the state and get all their problems solved.  That can’t go
on, and they are in a contraction mode.  He is not set on singling out education
leaders.  One of the big things of the task force is to educate the public, and it’s
important to send a message to the public.

Mr. Halcro adamantly disagreed with Mr. Keithley. The task force was developed to
look at 24 areas, it was not to predetermine that education funding had to be cut.  He
doesn’t know what it gains to say they have to cut education funding.  How do they
know that?  If you put more in education in order to spend less in corrections, why
would they not do that?  Sustainability is not just how do they cut the budget, it’s how
do they create a pipeline in order to produce kids ready for a career and an education.
You can’t go in to this saying they are just going to cut funding; it makes all the work
they’ve done irrelevant.  That is not beneficial to the future of the state and does
nothing to improve education in the state.

Rep. Gattis said she agrees with Mr. Halcro to a point, but there are things that could
be done better and more efficiently.  Having two school districts in the same town is
inefficient. They have to do things better and smarter.  That doesn’t mean education
shouldn’t be given a constitutional priority.

Mr. Halcro said he absolutely agrees with Rep. Gattis.  He also has concerns about how
money is spent and data is collected, but they can’t say they are there to improve
education, and show up with a pre-determined outcome.

Mr. Keithley said they are not starting out with that; they are at the end of a four-
month process. He said the governor’s ten-year-plan says they are running out of
money.  People have to recognize that.  He agrees they have to spend smarter, and
that should be the focus of the task force, but that should be in the context of
decreased funding.

Chair Tammie Wilson said her office has done a lot more than four months of work on
this. The reality is that revenue is decreasing, and things are going to have to change,
and they need to be honest with the public that education funding will be reduced.



Page 11 of 18
© Alaska Education Update, 2014

Mr. Nees said education funding is a priority, but they need to specify that instruction
will take priority over capital improvements and other things within the [education]
system, whether teachers are in Florida or Alaska.  Legislators spend huge amounts of
money outside the [foundation formula] for education that isn’t focused on instruction.
Rep. Millett said that’s her point on accountability when they fund outside the BSA; that
funding is never seen as education funding, but it is.

Mr. Nees said his point is when they do that, they are taking funding away from the
classroom.  There are not operating and capital budgets at the school district level.
Mr. Covey said there are capital and operating budgets at the school district level.  This
backs up to local control and the authority of school boards and school districts.  If the
task force wants changes there, they can recommend that.  Regarding paragraph 1,
reducing current state spending levels, that implies education is included.  He thinks
it’s fine to say education should be given a priority, but that doesn’t mean it’s not
subject to be reduced.  All they are saying in paragraph 2 is that education gets a
priority.

Mr. Baker said he agrees with everyone; but at some point education will have to be
cut.  One thing they’ve learned is that they need to do things differently.  He doesn’t
want to limit themselves, and that means they might have to spend more now to
decrease spending later.

Mr. Halcro said they know that for the last five or six years the legislature has spent a
lot of money, but they have not covered any ground in the task force about what
investments now might lower costs in the future.  They have done nothing to identify
up-front investments.

Mr. Keithley said he opposes striking the clause they are discussing.  They will miss an
opportunity to help educate the public about where the state is heading.

Chair Tammie Wilson said everyone thinks they are talking about the formula [base
student allocation], but they aren’t; they are talking about all operating and capital
spending.  People need to understand the funding for capital and operating all come
from the same pot of money.  Overall, all state education funding cannot be sustained
at current levels.

Mr. Nees said one of the things the task force was charged with was determining
whether current funding is adequate.  They may need to specify whether the task force
believes current funding is adequate or unsustainable.  Chair Tammie Wilson said if
they say it’s not sustainable that means they have to reduce it.

Mr. Covey said after “priority,” perhaps they could say “however, the public needs to
understand that state education funding may be reduced.”

Rep. Gattis said they should add a new bullet.  She hears Mr. Keithley say “public” over
and over, even though they are specifying “educational leaders.”  They need to be sure
the public is aware, not just educational leaders.  That’s the same public who want turf
fields and other things.  There is a bullet point that indicates they can’t continue
existing spending levels.
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Mr. Halcro said he doesn’t know how that can be specified when they haven’t
addressed what adequate funding is; they don’t even know themselves what adequate
funding is.  Certainly some spending levels are unsustainable, but have they even
looked at those areas?

Mr. Keithley said one way of looking at that is looking at needs, the other way is
looking at resources.  They need to recognize that needs have to fit within resources.
He noted that Legislative Finance Director David Teal said based upon current
spending levels, by 2023, three large state budget components will equal 105 percent
of revenue.  Alaska can’t continue current spending.  He understands that school
boards and parents want certain things, but they don’t have the money. Mr. Halcro
said this is what kills him – they act that spending conditions are done by some
mysterious people. Mr. Keithley said whether they are honest with the public is one of
the core issues.

Mr. Halcro said the discussion they had at a prior meeting on on whether or not
education funding was sustainable was not very honest and open. There was no
discussion about how to make education sustainable.  Alaska has no future without
education.  They need smart people to diversify the economy.  He is only hearing that
they need to just cap funding, and God help the next generation. Mr. Keithley said
that was unfair. Mr. Halcro said it is not unfair; they haven’t done any heavy lifting in
the task force, and to just sit there and say they can’t afford education, what the hell
are they leaving the next generation.

Chair Tammie Wilson said they need to calm down; they are not taking education
funding down to $0. She disagreed that they just had a “yes or no” discussion at a past
meeting about whether education funding was sustainable.  Right now, they are
discussing whether the task force wants to have another bullet point about whether
education spending is sustainable.  Rep. Gattis said she wants to say that they make
the public aware that education spending is not sustainable. Mr. Halcro objected; he
doesn’t know how the task force can arrive at that conclusion this early.  How do you,
half way through a task force, come up with a final conclusion?  That was the concern
he had in his emails to Chair Tammie Wilson.  He disagrees that they have enough
information to come to that conclusion.

Mr. Nees said he understands Mr. Halcro’s concerns, but this is the primary charge of
the task force. He asked Mr. Halcro what parts they have not looked at.  He noted that
Mr. Halcro and Mr. Keithley have different opinions.  What information does Mr. Halcro
need to make a decision? Mr. Halcro said there are a number of things they haven’t
addressed, including whether funding is adequate, whether curriculum is preparing
students – he said he emailed Chair Tammie Wilson two weeks ago listing what the
task force has failed to address.

Chair Tammie Wilson said they could debate this for a long time. They will vote
on the issue to adopt the language: “The public shall be made aware that current
education spending is not sustainable.”  Everyone voted in favor of the adoption
with the exception of Mr. Halcro.
Discussion: The cost of new Alaska standards, curriculum, and staff development
Chair Tammie Wilson said there is no analysis for districts to know how much this will
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cost, and it needs to be looked at.  Rep. Gattis recommended some wordsmithing.

Mr. Covey said he would like to explore another concept: under the current system the
cost of curriculum and assessments fall to school districts [per Alaska Statutes], but
they need to look at the overall cost to the state and the impact on school districts.
Knowing the cost is one thing, knowing how it impacts school districts is another
thing, and they need to recognize that. Are they looking at a state-wide purchase to
offset costs?  There are big implications for school districts.

Mr. Nees said they heard from school districts that when there is a new mandate from
Juneau, the school districts take the brunt of it.  That takes away from operating
expenses.  They should address cost sharing between DEED and school districts.  They
have to address who will pay.  It needs to be funded by DEED [DEED does not have their
“own” pot of money; all funding comes via the legislature], and they should add cost-
sharing to the bullet point.  He feels bad for cash-strapped districts when these new
costs are placed upon them.  If you keep adding costs, someone other than school
districts should pay for that.  Chair Tammie Wilson said when the cost analysis is done,
she thinks it will lead to that.

Rep. Gattis said she is hearing Mr. Nees saying that school districts would share
resources to decrease costs.  Chair Tammie Wilson said there are regulations that
increase costs. Mr. Nees said every time there is a mandate, the state should pay for it
– every time.

Discussion: Prioritizing funds should be focused on operating expenses, and the
BSA should be maintained
Recommendation language specified that capital expenses be prioritized. Mr. Nees
said he had a problem with that, because he thinks they are talking about
maintenance.  Chair Tammie Wilson said “capital” refers to all capital expenses. Do
they need the third bullet point at all, since everything falls in to either operating or
capital? Mr. Nees said he was okay with that.

Mr. Halcro asked what they are saying regarding “Outside of the core, all funding
should be scrutinized closely and prioritized, so that education spending fits
within overall sustainable state spending levels.” Chair Tammie Wilson said that means
everything outside formula programs for instruction; that means capital funding.

Mr. Covey said the way it’s worded, it’s as though they are not scrutinizing operating
funds.  He objected to removing “capital” from the language.  It’s a big ticket item, an
ongoing need, is not going to go away, is significant and important, and needs to be
recognized.  Some of the capital funding is health and safety issues for children, and it
is a disservice to subsume it in to other language.  Chair Tammie Wilson suggested a
language change that sounded better to Mr. Covey.

Mr. Halcro said that language seems tortured to him.  If you scrutinize something, that
means you scrutinize it; it’s redundant to “scrutinize closely.”  All funds should be
prioritized.  Chair Tammie Wilson said the legislature has a good process on the
operating budget, but that is not the case with the capital budget. Mr. Halcro agreed,
but there is a much more clear way to say that.  As they all know, during the budget
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process many things happen that not everyone’s aware of.  They should keep that
point broad and general.  Chair Tammie Wilson said maybe they should say capital
spending should have a process. Mr. Halcro said they should say something about
transparency, so they know how things develop.  Rep. Gattis said the intent is to
overall have a capital spending plan.  Legislators need to know what the plan is and
how it will be funded.  There should be a prioritized plan on spending [DEED has
prioritized lists for major maintenance and construction, which were established by the
legislature via Alaska Statutes].

Mr. Nees said the assumption is that a specific amount of the total should go to
operations, and a specific amount should go to maintenance, and that adequate
maintenance should have a priority over other capital, because that’s what the lawsuit
[Kasayulie?] was about.  Do they really need such big schools with dwindling
population?  It should be prioritized by health and safety.

Chair Tammie Wilson suggested “a process needs to be developed.”  She said DEED has
a process, but the legislature doesn’t.  They need to find out why some of the urban
schools never make [DEED’s] process. Mr. Covey said DEED has a specific process for
major maintenance and school construction that is very specific.  Funding for that
comes from the legislature.  The legislature has their own system for funding capital
requests, including funding of school projects.  Chair Tammie Wilson said even with
DEED’s process, they hear that many school districts get on it often, while others never
do, so that needs to be looked at.

Mr. Halcro asked what they are trying to say by “Within education, spending should be
focused first on providing the operating funds necessary to maintain classroom
excellence – the base foundation formula and pupil transportation programs should be
maintained.” Chair Tammie Wilson said that the highest priorities are the BSA and
pupil transportation.

Mr. Halcro said this is where they get back to the prior discussion about reducing
education spending, but in this language it says “maintain” this funding.  Maintenance
means at least keeping up with inflation. He said the task force is painting itself in to a
corner.  Chair Tammie Wilson said the legislature already gives these things priority,
because funding is in statute [although statutes say funding shall be distributed pro-
rata if it’s inadequate].

Mr. Halcro says that language basically says they will comply with the law.  What is the
definition of maintained?  Keeping up with inflation?  Maintenance doesn’t count?

Mr. Nees said they previously discussed that once funding levels are established, task
force members don’t have a problem with inflation proofing.  The task force has not
defined what is mission critical for schools.  Anchorage is cutting teachers, which he
considers mission critical.  He would like to see a requirement that schools maintain
the pupil/teacher ratio.  The problem with local control is they don’t tell districts what
they have to have in order to have a school franchise.  School boards will cut where
they choose to cut.  His problem is school districts are not told what they have to
maintain by statute.  They maintain funding by statute, but not how the funding is
spent.  He has a problem with that.  Chair Tammie Wilson said all they are saying is
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operating is first, capital is second. Mr. Nees said yes, but they don’t prioritize within
operating costs.  Chair Tammie Wilson said they will get in to those details at future
meetings.

Mr. Covey said they do require school districts to spend 70 percent of operating
funding on instruction or receive a waiver from the state board.  They don’t just give
school districts funding and not pay attention to how it’s spent. He said the issue is
how much local control Mr. Nees wants, and local decisions versus state decisions.
Under what reasons would it be best to make a change in local control?

Mr. Halcro said they need to be careful; the task force is saying here they will maintain
the BSA, but Mr. Teal said the BSA is not keeping pace with inflation.  Rep. Millett said
they have exceeded inflation, if you count funding outside the BSA, and her issue is
there is no limit on how school districts are spending this funding.

Mr. Halcro said he doesn’t disagree, but then they shouldn’t be saying what they are
saying: this language refers to the BSA.  If they say something, it should mean
something. Rep. Millet said she agrees, but the legislature is always getting blamed
for flat funding education, which is a totally untrue statement.

Discussion: New Ways of Thinking
Mr. Halcro said regarding regional education centers, where will the funding come
from?  He said that relates to his previous comments

Mr. Covey said at a November task force meeting he made a presentation about
residential learning centers, at which he provided an update on costs and on SB 47 –
District Operated Boarding Schools http://www.legis.state.ak.us/basis/get_bill.asp?bill=SB%20%2047&session=28 .
He said the legislature determined that they did not want to increase funding until the
upcoming session.  Regardless of where the funding comes from, residential school
stipends are significantly lower than the cost of the programs.  A bill has been prefiled
to increase that amount, and the issue needs to be on the table. The programs serve a
tremendous need in rural Alaska, and the programs are in peril because they are
operating at a significant loss.

Chair Tammie Wilson said the last page, where it says “flexible education delivery,”
they discuss residential schools.  It says “increase residential schools where cost
effective” plus other language.  Is that language sufficient for residential schools?  Mr.
Covey said yes, as long as they speak to adequate funding of the stipend program.
Chair Tammie Wilson said they will address residential schools on the last page.

Chair Tammie Wilson said language regarding facility cost sharing between state and
local governments goes back to districts saying facilities were built the way they were
built because of state regulations.

Mr. Nees said there is a current lawsuit about local contributions.  How do new ways of
thinking tie in with old ways of construction?  They are using construction models from
the 1970s. Where is the new thinking?  Chair Tammie Wilson said “analyze” could
cover that.  Rep. Gattis said they don’t always incentivize best practices in
construction.  They should consider that.

http://www.legis.state.ak.us/basis/get_bill.asp?bill=SB%20%2047&session=28
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Mr. Nees said his concern is there is $1.8 billion in construction debt still on the books
that the state is on the hook for.  Who is paying between organized and unorganized
areas?  There is no incentive for maintenance if the state is paying for everything, or
paying for 70 percent of new construction.

Rep. Millett said they should have best practices in place where the state pays 100
percent.  Having maintenance the same in every district is not farfetched.  That is the
state’s money, and the state should have a say, and not let school districts build
monumental schools.  The state pays 100 percent of the costs, with no consideration
of future costs.  They should refuse to replace schools for 35 years.  Chair Tammie
Wilson suggested crossing that bullet out, and including the issue on the next page,
where they can “emphasize school standards” and “emphasize best practices.”  Rep.
Millett said they should standardize schools; it should be a requirement, especially if
the state is doing 100 percent of funding. She said there are no checks and balances
from DEED for school construction.

Mr. Halcro asked how many new schools they build every year.  Chair Tammie Wilson
said she thinks it’s about one a year in the REAAs.  She thinks there are more in urban
areas, and listed several schools built recently. Mr. Halcro said he doesn’t think there
are any in the Anchorage area.  He remembers having this discussion earlier, and DEED
Deputy Commissioner Les Morse saying 70/30 schools had to meet certain criteria,
including square foot per student.  Chair Tammie Wilson said it’s square footage only,
and doesn’t go into any other requirement.  Rep. Gattis said they utilize outside
dimensions, so in areas where they need a lot of insulation, they might not do that
because it might take up needed classroom space.

Mr. Halcro said he thought Mr. Morse listed more checks and balances in place to
ensure schools weren’t being built where they weren’t needed.  Rep. Millett said no,
there are very few requirements in place.  Everything should be standardized, including
roof and boiler replacement.  They should not have 19 different vendors; things should
be standardized.

Mr. Halcro said the Anchorage School District has been using standardized
construction.  Is this a huge problem? Mr. Nees said maybe they should specify that
the state’s influence on the design of the school should be proportional to the funding
they are contributing.  Chair Tammie Wilson said they may be getting a little too
specific. Mr. Nees said if Anchorage asks for 70 percent funding from the state, the
state needs to have input.  The minimum requirements are not hard to meet.
Anchorage is using their own designs for schools.

Mr. Covey said regarding Rep. Millett’s idea, there is great opportunity to develop
prototype schools for different geographic areas.  Chair Tammie Wilson said perhaps
they want to take out “emphasize” in order to just look more closely at the issue. Mr.
Covey agreed.  He would delete “emphasize” and start with “standardize school
facilities…”  The change was agreed to.

They moved on to: “Evaluate distance learning opportunities….”
Mr. Nees said distance delivery is limited by technology, so it needs to be within the
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realm of existing technology.  He doesn’t want schools spending money on technology
they don’t use.  It might be better for school districts to use Florida Virtual School,
rather than on something new.  Chair Tammie Wilson said she thinks that may be
getting too specific; they are still waiting for DEED to get them information on their
broadband study.

Mr. Nees said there are broadband restrictions with many school districts; he doesn’t
know where the emphasis needs to be. Mr. Covey said the build out of broadband in
rural Alaska is a private sector matter.  In terms of the task force’s focus, they need to
maximize the existing delivery system.  They can’t dictate broadband.

Chair Tammie Wilson noted the language says to “invest in compatible technology and
current capacity.” Mr. Halcro said that’s good language.  Chair Tammie Wilson said
they will get rid of the whole part on “evaluating distance learning.”  Everyone agreed.

Discussion: Incentivize school district consolidation
Mr. Covey said they have many small school districts in Alaska.  The administrative
costs of operating very small school districts take a larger proportion of a district’s
revenue.  Resources and capacity are very limited in small districts.  There are good
reasons to incentivize consolidation, but nothing seems to have worked to date, and
students are getting an education that is not as good as it would be if they were in a
larger school district.  He strongly supports incentivizing school district consolidation.
He would like to hear from board members and superintendents on what type of
incentive might prompt consolidation. Chair Tammie Wilson said they found a study
on potential savings that was done many years ago, and she would make sure it was
available to task force members.

Mr. Nees said he wants to make sure that’s not interpreted as strong arming.  Chair
Tammie Wilson said it would be voluntary, not mandated.  There is $100,000 in
statutes to get school districts to do this, but it’s never been utilized.  Rep. Gattis said
to her, it means exploring the pros and cons regarding efficiencies that could be made
through consolidation.  She thinks they need to look at boroughs and municipalities.

Mr. Nees said they should encourage consolidation.  Rep. Gattis said they don’t even
know the pros and cons.

It was agreed to explore the pros and cons.

Mr. Halcro said some school districts and municipalities are looking at sharing costs
and services.  It might be good to also look at that, and not just school districts.  Rep.
Gattis agreed.

Mr. Halcro suggested getting rid of “pros and cons” and just say the matter would be
analyzed. Mr. Covey agreed.  The concept is shared services at the municipal or
community level.  They should “analyze the potential benefits of school district
consolidation of shared services between school districts and other entities.”  That
language was adopted.

Mr. Covey asked for consideration of support for residential school stipends.  The
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schools have significant value, and it will be critical for the task force to send the
message to the legislature that the stipend needs to be increased.  Rep. Gattis said she
wants to have criteria other than just an arbitrary increase. Mr. Covey said that’s fine.

Mr. Halcro said regarding residential schools, which he believes will be the way forward
for rural education, he would like to see some more “meat” regarding the issue.
Regarding new ways of thinking, this is one of the key things for the future of
education in Alaska.

Chair Tammie Wilson noted the last point of discussion is choice instructional
opportunities.

Mr. Covey said he appreciates Mr. Halcro tying residential schools in with new ways of
thinking.  He hates to sound like a broken record, but they really need to address
increasing the stipend for residential schools.  Mt. Edgecumbe has a different source of
state funding than the other residential schools, and the other schools have significant
evidence showing that funding is far below the cost.  The state board has approved
new residential schools – one of which has been operating for 17 years.  If the program
is to do what it’s intended to do, they need to offset the actual costs with funding.  It’s
vital that they send a message to the legislature that the task force thinks the increase
would be appropriate.  Chair Tammie Wilson said she doesn’t think it belongs in what
they are doing today.  She will see what they can do in the next few weeks. Mr. Covey
said he would have districts send information to the task force on actual costs.

Chair Tammie Wilson said she would make the revisions to the suggested final
recommendations, and send it out to committee members for review.  She hopes to
have it out to members later this afternoon [it was emailed out to the public on
Thursday, January 2].
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