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Will education funding be a budget priority in 2008-2010?  Will dismal state shortfall figures affect the way legislators view traditional rebenchmarking of the Standards of Quality?  The SOQ represent a minimum foundation program for funding public education in Virginia.  The single largest driver of new costs for FY08 and beyond is K-12 rebenchmarking, the revision of current funding for K-12 public education to factor in inflation and other necessary increases over a two-year period.  In other words, adjustment of the figures just to maintain the “status quo.”  And keep in mind that the 2008-2010 rebenchmarking amount does not include new programs or “add-ons,” such as SOQ revisions endorsed by the State Board of Education and codified (but not funded) by the 2005 General Assembly including assistant principals at one per 400 students and one math specialist for every 1,000 students in K-8 (and more recently a data manager for every 1,000 students). 

Every two years, the Department of Education updates or “rebenchmarks” the basic data for funding the Standards of Quality.  Student enrollment is updated, the formula that divides the costs of required programs between the State and localities has newer information added, and inflationary increases are calculated. The upcoming budget session will address this re-benchmarking of the Standards of Quality estimated to be approximately $1.4 billion.  The last rebenchmarking, in 2006, which cost the state approximately $1 billion, appears to have fueled a move to rein in state funding for public education.  Add that scenario to the sobering news from state officials who have identified a $600 million plus shortfall for FY07 and FY08, and things could get rough during the budget session of ’08.  If attempts are made to rein in overall spending for K-12 education (under the guise of “simplification” for example) legislative recommendations could range from consolidation to elimination of “ineffective” or “duplicative” incentive and categorical programs.  Many believe that “at-risk” add-ons are the most vulnerable.  

Appeal to your local legislators before they go to Richmond in January!  The best way to preserve programs that you believe are effective and integral to overall student success in your locality is to make a personal plea.  In order to save these so-called “unprotected” programs, you must provide the data and personal success stories to your local state politicians so that they will be inspired and empowered to fight for their preservation during this important upcoming budget session. 

Finally,  “unshock the sticker price!”  True, $1.4 billion is a lot of money but it is important to break down the facts.  This amount is for two years and represents an annual increase of about 6.1%.  If you factor out increases in student enrollment (.5% per year) and a 3% annual inflation rate, you’re at 2.9%.  In light of increased fuel costs, electricity, testing mandates and the need to offer competitive wages to school employees - $1.4 billion is a reasonable figure for maintaining a strong public school system in the 7th wealthiest state in the nation.
