EITHER, OR RESPONSES

(in random order)

I think it would be prudent to keep the schools & county separate. It would be simpler for the county to provide some school services if we were dealing with only one county wide school district rather than four. 

I wonder if it would be possible the eliminate USD 497 exemption on the first $2,300 of assessed value.

There is no reason to think that the State is going to have a pick-up of revenues when the revenue estimators meet on March 8. Neither should we expect leadership from any of the key political figures of either party and the candidates for governor will not be helpful. They are all saying that government should be more efficient.


The hole could be $500.m to & $600.m, the Governor's plan only raised $228.m and it was not warmly received. I think we are apt to see the legislature do a patch-up job and then go home. This leads me to think that we ought to start organizing various groups to start asking questions and agitating for more money.


If the county currently assumes responsibility for the Health Dept., then I could see the county picking up the cost of the nurses. This would have to be with the understanding that the schools would provide space and utilities at no cost. 

The "governmental agency" that bears the cost for the schools SHOULD increase taxes. But the problem is that that governmental agency is the State, and how can we ensure that our legislators will do that? And if they don't, then the cuts that must occur in our
school district are almost unimaginable. BUT, I still don't think, that the city or county can pick those costs to prevent the school district cuts. Although I am a strong proponent for schools and education, and would be
willing to pay additional increased property taxes to provide additional services to schools, I think most Douglas County residents would draw the line here. People are extra strange about property taxes as opposed to other taxes. I just don't think it is realistic to even try to do that right now, as I think that most voters will revolt.


My sense is that USD497 does not have its fiscal act together. Perhaps they  should make some choices in their own budgeting. I understand salaries for 497 teachers are low for this region. I also have been led to believe this is at least in part because of fully "integrated" classrooms. To me, this means autistic kids and others with special attention requirements spend full days in regular classrooms, often accompanied by a full-time para devoted exclusively to one child. I have seen this in 497 classrooms. In the 
best of all possible worlds, I believe this is probably the right thing to do. But apparently 497 is paying a huge price for this feature. So I think issues such as this need to be on the table. I don't want schools to become Spartan environments, but I think the onus should be on 497 to make some hard choices before any discussion of support, assuming the city and county don't have extra money they can allocate to 497 for an indeterminate number of years.

I definitely fall in the TANSTAAFL side of this debate and I applaud you and all the others involved for scheduling the summit between the city, county and school board. I believe we should all look for ways to invest in our children. After all, they are the future. It makes sense to me for all three parties to recognize the benefits of working together. Look at the city and schools working together to build the aquatic center at Free
State High. Look what is happening in Shawnee County -- the new city sports complex planned for the old state hospital grounds (I'm not sure of the partners on this but I believe the city and schools are involved and maybe the county as well).

We are fortunate in Douglas County that the voters have supported our schools to the extent that they have. Even with this support significant cuts will still be needed next year. The funding shortages couldn't be happening at a worse time with the recognition that classroom teachers are underpaid and the benefits of reducing class sizes.

I must ask the question, do those in the "either" camp really understand to school finance picture? Without legislative action the Lawrence school district can't do much to increase tax revenues. Randy Weisman had demonstrated strong leadership in considering all types of cuts. I think Gov. Graves is right, to solve this problem we the citizens need to elect a new crop of legislators to fill the statehouse. 

I'm not sure I know the full parameter of the proposal, but I'd vote for the "or" response as a general proposition. I may have a different response depending on the exact scope of the question. What would this funding be pitted against? What would be on the chopping block if the county were to fund the school district? What are the inherent benefits of the programs that may be cut as a result of funding the school. How much are we talking? I'm assuming we're talking about a zero-sum game. 

You know, we should just raise taxes. If we want services provided, we are old enough to know that we have to pay for it one way or another. I'm still reeling from the fact that kids will now have to pay to ride the school bus. That's so un-American! How in the world did that happen?


Though I don't want to take the Legislature off the hook in any way (they're abysmally short-sighted, mean, and retrograde, I think), I agree with OR. A community isn't a community unless it acts as a web of related individuals and institutions. 

"That's not MY job," "YOU do it," "It's your problem; YOU fix it or live with it," are all politically and ethically wrong. Just as you or I might contribute to Warm Hearts or work on a Habitat house, or volunteer to help a kid read, or work at LINK, those entities in a community that can, should help in this mutual enterprise we call Lawrence and/or Douglas County--making it in actuality more mutual. The fact that the District has
traditionally funded certain communally valuable activities doesn't mean that they should continue to do so exclusively, to the detriment of virtually everyone. 

I'm not sure my analogy with altruism or philanthropy is fully logical, but I'm still an OR person.


I will further complicate your life. I believe that is a false dichotomy, and that there is a third view, which would be the one that I would advance. Schools are being asked to do things in the name of education for which they are ill prepared. Sick kids cannot benefit from the teaching/learning process. Abused, neglected, and abandoned children similarly fail to learn in the absence of support for their social and needs. It is probably time to re-think the way needed supports and services are provided to children both within and without the parameters of education. So for example, nursing care, mental health, social services, and other supports might best be provided by programs that are supported through agencies other than the schools. This would allow schools to focus on their primary mission and the one that they do well, and that's the teaching/learning process. What is needed is a partnership between schools, and the array of health, social
services, recreational services, and other support systems that allows for a coordinated and fully integrated system without duplication and without gaps. There are many successful examples of these arrangements around the country, some of which were described in Lizbeth Shore's popular book in the '90's, "Common Purpose". On a statewide basis, California's Healthy Start system provides a very positive example of this process as it moves to scale. I would love to see our progressive community, Lawrence/Douglas County, come together and establish a process to move beyond the simple, pragmatic question of whether the county should give money to the board of
education or vice versa, etc.. We have the talent in this community to collectively do much better than that. 

I am opposed to the County paying school costs although I of course deplore the legislature's lack of responsibility. That silly, meaningless tax cut of a few years ago was so misguided. Untimately, I think school kids have the most appeal to the public and my hope is that parents and grandparents and interested citizens will just rise up and protest this irresponsibility on the part of the state. The county has other important and necessary responsibilities to take care of and should stick to those priorities. 

Yes, it's a tough time to raise taxes and yes, ideally each taxing unit should be responsible for paying its own way (so to speak). The overriding reality is that the school district budget is limited by a state structure intended to maintain some measure of public education equality statewide. As a result, even communities that place a higher value on education are restrained from voting the tax revenues they're willing to devote to education. The real threat of a legal challenge keeps the state from giving school districts free rein over local taxing decisions, so statewide funding decisions effectively
trump local will.


In this context any community wishing to fund its educational efforts must be creative. If sufficient public will for sufficient education funding can't be satisfied directly, we need to see if indirect routes are open. If the county may lawfully raise taxes that meet education-related expenses while the school district has hit its imposed ceiling, it may be the only way the public will can be satisfied.

A taxpayer's dollar, raised for agreed necessary public purposes, looks the same regardless of the route it takes to the local public coffers.  I can understand objections to one county taxpayer's support for another taxpayer's school district, but if a county assessment were fairly allocated countywide there is less reason for concern. In a perfect world each governmental entity would pay for its own assigned responsibilities; if that's not possible the choice is whether to leave the agreed need unmet. The county's willingness, at least for now, to meet the expense for an additional judge is a comparable
example of cross-governmental action to meet an undisputed public need.

I'm obliged to note a downside to this approach, as eloquently expressed in today's J-W editorial ;-): if we meet the need locally in the face of state recalcitrance we may be reinforcing continuing inaction by the legislature. Ideally the electorate should measure the quality of state government's performance (cutting muscle as well as fat) independent of any local "cure," but in the reality of sound bites and negative political ads this could be more theoretical than practical. Still, this concern stops short of the main question - whether we're meeting agreed public needs within our means.

As a taxpayer to the school district, city, county and state - to say nothing of the gorilla on the Potomac - I'd rather pay less in total, not more. But if (considering all competing factors) there's sufficient community will to meet a need, then I see no benefit in artificial or self-imposed barriers as between jurisdictions. In the present environment, with external restrictions on school districts' authority, I guess I come down on the "Or" side.

As a county commissioner you may need to take on increased difficulties, weighing educational expenses as against more traditional and direct county responsibilities, all in the context of the total local tax burden exacerbated by state cuts. If, at the end of the day, you decide we should make it more possible to assure an educated citizenry it won't cost you my support. A bumper sticker puts it well: "If you think education is expensive you should see what ignorance costs."


I don't like either or choices (I'm sure you don't either) and prefer not to be forced into one if at all possible, because it paints the world in black and white, without allowing compromise or collaborative solutions. That said, I would go with the second option, because the first one is wrong historically -- many government agencies fund programs that are overseen or at part of the responsibility of other agencies. The federal government provides money to state agencies, many federal agencies co-fund programs,
and many federal, state and local agencies co-fund programs. So, the precedent is there for the county to help fund part of the costs of the school district(s).

Can the county afford it? Depends on county priorities and allocations. For example, some legislators in Missouri and Iowa--states also suffering a significant revenue shortfall--are considering reallocating part of their transportation budget for K-12 and higher ed. Their rationale is simple and sound: there is less harm done to the population if a few fewer roads are not paved, repaired or built than if K-12 and higher ed students receive an inferior education for a year or if there is an insufficient investment in
the educational infrastructure. The trickle down, long-term effects of the latter are greater than the former, even for one year. For example, without infrastructure investment in higher ed, the three Kansas research
universities will be much less competitive for extramural funding for research from NSF, NIH, DoD, DOE, NASA, etc. Every $1.00 in extramural research funds translates into $4.00 of economic impact in the state and local communities, which is the best rate of return anywhere. Further, in an information and knowledge economy, cutting funding for higher ed cuts your source of economic potential. And there have been multiple studies showing that the cost of not funding K-12 adequately will end up costing states and municipalities multiples more in crime, health care, etc. So, Kansas and Douglas County can either do the knee-jerk thing and just cut budgets, or it can do the smart thing and invest wisely for the short and long term. 

Kansas, with the fourth highest transportation budget in the US, might think of a similar, 1-year reallocation solution as part of meeting the budgetary needs of education (and other social services). But people tell me that the transportation lobby in Kansas is stronger than any other lobby, which would explain the arrogance of KDOT and the SLT business. Nevertheless, it is precisely these times that are the mettle of elected officials in the state and local levels -- do they have the courage and foresight to trade simplistic ideology (e.g., no tax increase) for strategic, nimble and adaptive solutions?


One more principle is important here: as John Maynard Keynes showed many decades ago, governments are not corporations and should not imitate corporations during economic downturns. When a corporation has financial problems and has to cut costs and personnel, it is because demand for its product has declined or ceased. However, during economic hard times, the product provided by government is in greater demand than ever before -- social services, education, job retraining, employment, etc. Ironically,
government should grow during economic downturns and shrink during economic booms -- something FDR learned from Keynes and deployed successfully during the Depression. So, the knee jerk ideological reaction in these times to cut, cut, cut violates economic principle and is ultimately foolhardy, because it will exacerbate the problem in the long term and not serve the citizenry.

I think your job is to buy stuff for your constituents. Buy wisely, stay in your budget, but buy. Where the money comes from is form over function. What the money is used to buy is where the meat is.


~Either~. If one believes there is no free lunch, one must say: "Either increase the tax revenue to the organization or cut the budget to match revenues, or a combination thereof. Do not shift the funding to another governmental agency."

I lean towards holding the legislature responsible for its own actions and responsibilities. In my judgement, the national economic slowdown has only amplified problems caused by the State legislature's miscalculated generosity over the past few years. The State is facing a hard problem, but it would seem solvable by a mix of significant tax increases (including mid to upper level income tax increases) with modest and selective reduction in funding. The crucial question is whether our legislators have the political will and courage to do so. If the county or city were to pick up the slack directly, I think a real danger would exist that we would be expected to
take care of the problem in future years and so my present inclination would be not to take that course of action. Some economies in the school budget may still be possible. For example, I gather from those I know who teach in the 497 district, that we may not need as many school nurses and counselors as we presently have on board. We probably need to retain some of them, but I would not pretend to know where they should be based, or whether a central pool should exist and where it be housed. Overall, I lean towards the position of the writer of your first e-mail and would add that we should
keep the pressure on the State legislature to raise revenue. I recognize that most political solutions are compromises and hope that we will always be creative and generous enough to help out in all cases of real need, but I  doubt we should attempt to pick up entire programs at the local level as your second correspondent would seem to imply.
In addition to education the schools have been expected to take on some of
the social service functions of society. In particular health and
psychological services for children and custodial care while parents work.
Since these services are for the common good it does not fundamentally
matter what governmental entity levies the necessary taxes.
So long as the schools are subjected to a spending limit (that does not
distinguish between education and social service functions) the cities and
counties have more leeway to levy taxes for these services.
There is another aspect that I am not dealing with here. That is the
extent to which the mix of taxes is progressive or regressive. That would
be a good debate to have in Kansas, if not in the whole country. I
believe in a relatively progressive tax structure and am concerned that
this country is heading toward a social upheaval.


