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School money comes
with expectations

he halls of the state Capitol in Salem likely still
are reeling from the events of the last few days,
in which Democrats and Republicans agreed to a
deal that led, swiftly, to the passage of a tax on
certain Oregon businesses that could toss an extra billion
dollars or so each year into the state’s K-12 public schools.

There will be time later to examine the details of the
deal, in which Democrats agreed to drop a proposal to
tighten the state’s vaccine mandates and also killed an
omnibus bill containing a variety of gun control mea-
sures. In return, Republican senators agreed to return to
the Capitol, ending a fourday walkout in which the Sen-
ate couldn’t do any business because it didn't have the
necessary 20 members for a quorum.

On their return Monday, Democrats wasted no time
in passing House Bill 3427 on an 18-11 party-line vote.
(Republican Sen. Jackie Winters of Salem was ex
cused.) The measure is on its way to Gov. Kate Brown,
who is certain to sign it.

The bill calls for a gross receipts tax of 0.57% on a
business’ gross receipts over $1 million; it's estimated to
affect 40,000 or so businesses in the state. The first $1
million in sales is exempt from the tax. Businesses will
be able to subtract 35 percent of either their labor or cap-
ital costs from their total sales. All the money generated
is intended to go to K-12 schools, which raises an inter-
esting question about how much money will be available
for the state’s higher education system, which also has
been underfunded by Oregon for generations now; the
answer to that question now rests in the hands of the
Legislature’s budget writers, who will doubtless be pay-
ing close attention to the state's next revenue forecast,
which was due Wednesday.

You'll recall that there was talk from Brown earlier about
possibly earmarking some of that wealth from the business
tax to higher education, but that was widely perceived as an
attempt by the governor to line up political support for the tax
from higher education officials. And it became clear early on
that legislative leaders intended from the start of this effort to
ensure that all the money went to K-12 schools.

But there also was talk from Brown, back in her inau-
gural speech in January, that the state would hold school
districts accountable by ensuring that “new dollars are
used to improve graduation rates, reduce class sizes and
provide a full school year"”

To its credit, the bill does include measures designed to
ensure that school districts are accountable for the infusion
of revenue they're expected to get beginning in the 2020-21
school year. That's important for plenty of reasons, and here's
a big one: Even though this is a tax on businesses, you'll be
paying some of the freight as those businesses pass along
the increased tax. To compensate for that, the plan includes
an 0.25 percentage point personal income tax cut for all but
the highest income eamers.

Half of the money raised will be distributed as grants to
local districts, and 20% to programs for toddlers and pre-
schoolers. The remainder will be divided between funding
for career and technical education and initiatives meant to
prevent dropouts.

Districts will have to submit plans about how they will use
those funds to improve graduation rates, decrease chronic
absenteeism and improve outcomes for historically under
served students. Smart districts will figure out ways to in-
volve their stakeholders in the creation of those plans, and
will work hard to reach out beyond the usual crowd that at-
tends school board meetings. Those districts will also include
benchmarks that clearly show what progress theyre making
(or aren't making) and will make a point of calling attention
to them, regardless of whether the news is bad or good.
Atfter all, those districts will remember where the money is
coming from. And they will understand that taxpayers are
expecting results. m
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Celebrating Oregon’s charter schools
20 Years in the Making

You might not be
aware of them, but there
are dozens around Or-
egon — they focus on lan-
guages, the environment,
college courses, many ex-
ist on the internet. They
are the state’s 132 charter
schools and we should
celebrate them during
National Charter Schools
Week (May 12-18).

This is also the 20th
Anniversary of Oregon’s
landmark charter school
law enacted by the legis-
lature in May 1999. We
both helped draft this
law, both created char-
ter schools in the years
since, and now hope for a
brighter future for these
education innovators.

The charter law creates
an, “avenue for parents,
educators and commu-
nity members to take re-
sponsible risks to create
new, innovative, more
flexible ways of educat-
ing all children within the
public school system.”

According to the Oregon
Department of Educa-
tion, the avenue of charter
schools has experienced
a 62-percent net increase
in the past decade. Char-
ters currently serve over
34,000 students or 6% of
Oregon’s total K-12 school

population.

After the charter law
passed, we were in-
trigued about the idea
of establishing Oregon’s
first online public charter
school to deliver class-
es to students in their
homes using the internet.
In 2005 Oregon Connec-
tions Academy became
reality serving hundreds
of students statewide. We
spent years, joining forc-
es with other advocates
for charters and mak-
ing compromises at the
state capitol so students
could have virtual char-
ter schools as a choice for
their education.

Over the past 20 years
charters did breathe fresh
life into what was, and at
times still is, the state’s
troubled public school
system. Charter schools
have now become part
of the fabric of Oregon’s
education environment.
Even though the policy
and funding battles were
frustrating, we are proud
to be a part of Oregon’s
charter school story.

The rewards come
when we see all the won-
derful publicly funded
schools that students,
parents, and teachers can
now choose from that
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wouldn’t be there today,
but for those battles. The
real success stories are
the numerous students
whose lives are trans-
formed by charters in
positive ways, especially
the ones who've become
lifelong learners.

Online public schools
have been the most ro-
bust part of the charter
movement in Oregon.
New technology we can’t
even imagine is on the
horizon creating more
opportunities to meet
the needs of students and
our changing society in
the future.

Our state could do much
more toward innovation,
charters and choice. In
fact, online public schools
are specifically denied any

grant funds in the new $2
billion legislative educa-
tion reform package. We
hope parents will continue
to seek school options that
best meet their student’s
learning needs, and sup-
port school choice in Or-
egon.

Perhaps today’s young
children growing up in
the interconnected digital
world will become par-
ents, expecting the ben-
efits of charter schools for
their kids. If that happens
there will be additional
competition,  renewed
creativity, and 20 years
from now charter schools
— physical and virtual —
will be more numerous,
more effective, more di-
verse, and more popular
than ever before. m
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