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I. 

The Task Force has made three substantial contributions toward the improvement of elementary and secondary education in Ohio. 

It has found and recommended a solution to re-appraise phantom revenue, a characteristic of the Ohio school finance system that is so obviously counter-productive that it is astonishing that a solution was not implemented years ago. The recommended solution is controversial, because it will increase property tax rates in more than 100 districts (but only those with abnormally low tax rates) without a local popular vote, and because its approval will require a favorable vote of a majority of Ohio voters on a very complex constitutional amendment. Although, for one or both of these reasons, the recommendation has failed to gain the approval of the Legislature, the recommendation is a major step forward for Ohio. By calling attention to and emphasizing the importance of the problem, the Task Force report greatly increases the likelihood that the Legislature will terminate reappraisal phantom revenue in a future biennium if not in this one. If the revenue of the State of Ohio could be increased sufficiently to meet its pressing needs, the simple solution would be for the foundation formula to subtract from the otherwise allocable state funds only the amount of local revenue actually raised in a district by the 20 or 22 mills expected local contribution. 

The Task Force has recommended that in the distribution of state funds to schools, even greater funding than at present be provided for districts that have schools with concentrations of students from low-income families. The Task Force agreed that: 

“Recommendation 7: Improving the academic performance of economically disadvantaged children is the state’s most pressing educational and economic development need and must be treated as such in the financing system.”

The Task Force offered the following caution to the political leadership and people of Ohio: 

“The specter for Ohio is that our society – once proud of its blue-collar middle class and its broad distribution of post-war prosperity – could become one in which prosperous families and communities are able to secure strong educations for their children, preparing them for financial success in a knowledge economy, while the children of poor families have their poverty made permanent by lower chances of educational success.” 

The Task Force recommended that about $500 million be allocated to districts with high concentrations of economically disadvantaged students, in addition to their other entitlements under the school foundation program. These additional funds are to be used for additional databased decision making and professional development, and, for students who lag, full-day kindergarten, class size reduction, community engagement and other forms of intervention. 

This recommendation wisely recognizes how much the presence of a well-educated adult in the home contributes to a child’s education, and how great are the additional efforts required of a school to compensate for the lack of such an adult when none is present. 

The Task Force placed substantial emphasis on databased decision making, especially at the classroom level. It looked at the Ohio “schools of promise,” so identified by the Ohio Department of Education because they have produced relatively satisfactory achievement results despite a school population containing substantial common characteristics of such schools was their intensive use of data at the classroom level. The Task Force recommended state funding both to pay installation costs of the data equipment, and to train principals and teachers in its advantages and its use. Implementation of this recommendation would be a substantial contribution. 

II. 

The Governor charged the Task Force “with recommending a funding system of public elementary and secondary education in Ohio and appropriate mechanisms for paying for such a system.” The principal criticism of the Task Force’s work is that it failed to respond to this charge. Instead, it undertook to answer a different question: “Within the revenue limits now applicable, are there changes in the manner in which funds are distributed to schools that would improve achievement?” 

To respond to the charge, the Task Force would have had to consider these questions, among others: 

• With present funding, how much student success, and how much student failure, can be anticipated? 

• What effect on success and failure can pre-school, all-day kindergarten, extended day and extended year instruction, more aggressive attention to removal of lead, alternative schools and improved guidance be expected to have? 

• What would be the annual cost of a reasonable package of the measures described above? 

• What forms of increased taxation could yield that cost with minimum impairment of Ohio’s climate for business? 

• Would the economic benefit from increased student success and reduced student failure be greater, or lesser, than the negative effect on Ohio’s businesses from the increased taxation? 

The Task Force did not consider, much less answer, any of these questions. It did stress that school finance is a continuing issue, requiring continuing study, and encouraged the creation of a follow-up task force. 

A second criticism I would make of the Task Force Report is that it does not address the major opportunities for cost savings that exist in Ohio education. 

First, nearly everyone agrees that failing students need the individual attention that is possible only in small classes. Whether mall classes are worth their large cost for all students is a hotly contested issue. The principal pilot experiment occurred in Tennessee. Whether it showed the high value of reducing class size, or the opposite, depends upon the observer. The Task Force would have been more helpful if it had quantified the issue, and suggested means to determine whether smaller classes for all is worth its cost. 

The second cost savings opportunity should be much less controversial. Under present practice, teachers can augment their salary by taking college level courses, in most districts even if the courses are unrelated to what the teacher is teaching. This practice can be justified, if at all, as a covert increase in the salary scale. I wish that the Task Force had determined how much could be saved by eliminating the practice, and the effect of such elimination on teacher recruitment and quality. 

III.

My appraisal of the Task Force Report is therefore a mixed one. It made three important recommendations that are likely eventually to result in significant improvement in Ohio school finance and in learning by Ohio students. However, it neglected opportunities both to consider the need for, and nature of, a substantial increase in Ohio’s investment in school success, and opportunities for substantial savings in Ohio school costs. 

I would give the Task Force a grade of C. 

Hugh Calkins, 6/2/05

