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School Success committee draws up $3B wish list

Panel tackles

big needs with
proposals to
extend school year,
reduce class sizes
and expand some
services

PARIS ACHEN
Oregon Capital Bureau

SALEM — In an effort
to put more Oregon stu-
dents on track to graduate,
the Legislature’s Joint Com-
mittee on School Success
has proposed everything
from expanding access to
preschool to expanding the
school year to 180 days.

The committee’s wish list
of education reforms totaled
50 and together cost more
than $3 billion, according to
rough estimates by the Leg-
islative Fiscal Office. “It
just illustrates the need that
is out there,” said Rep. Julie
Fahey, D-Eugene.

Committee leaders will
draft a report on the rec-
ommendations by the first
day of the legislative ses-
sion, which begins Jan. 22,
said Committee Co-Chair
Sen. Arnie Roblan, D-Coos
Bay. The report will pro-
vide a foundation for later
developing policies, a cost

containment plan and a
spending plan to improve
graduation rates and school
attendance — measures
where Oregon lags behind
most of the nation.

The  committee s
unlikely to offer a legis-
lative spending package
equal to that amount. “We
are going to really quickly
have to start thinking about
how to prioritize all of the
things on this spreadsheet,”
Fahey said. “My prioriti-
zation personally is going
to be what has the biggest
bang for buck in terms of
increased student outcomes
... and then what is the best
return on investment for our
taxpayer dollars.”

Investment in  early
learning typically delivers
the strongest results in over-
all educational outcomes,
said Michael Griffith of the
Education Commission of
the States who spoke to the
committee Thursday night,
Dec. 13.

Sen. Kathleen Taylor,
D-Portland, pushed back
on the idea of prioritiz-
ing the recommendations.
“If we want to see the out-
comes ... I don’t see how
we are going to have these
great improvements with-
out doing basically all of
this,” Taylor said.

Rep. Greg Smith, R-Hep-
pner, said the committee
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needs to craft a long-term
vision for what they want a
prized educator and prized
student to look like and
draft legislation to gradu-
ally accomplish that goal.
Some of the reforms,
such as decreasing the ratio
of guidance counselors (and
school nurses) and decreas-

Jonathan House/Pamplin Media Group
Portland high school student Lydia Wade-Sully chats with Oregon legislators,
including State Sen. Tim Knopp, right, during a town hall hosted by the Joint
Legislation Committee on School Success.

ing classes sizes, would
have to be phased in, and not
just for financial reasons.
Many of the professionals
in those fields already are
in short supply, and officials
might have to wait to recruit
or grow graduates in those
fields, said Doug Wilson,
chief analyst in the Legis-

lative Fiscal Office. Mean-
while, decreasing class
sizes would require con-
struction of new classrooms

at some schools, which
takes time, he said.
The reforms would

cost money. For example,
increasing Oregon’s aver-
age 170-day school year to

180 days would cost about
$516 million every two
years. Reducing class sizes
to 20 students in kinder-
garten and first grade, 23
in second and third, 24 in
fourth and fifth and 29 in
core middle and high school
classes would cost about
$370 million.

Expanding access to
behavioral and physical
health services by increas-
ing school nurses to 1 for
every 750 would cost $126
million. Increasing the
counselors to one per 250
students would cost $238
million. The actual cost
would probably be more
after further analysis, Wil-
son said.

The 14-member com-
mittee toured the state for
about seven months to hear
ideas and opinions from
teachers, students, parents
and others on best educa-
tional practices and student
and teacher needs. During
that time, the panel visited
about 50 schools and other
educational facilities.

Paris Achen: pachen@
portlandtribune.com or
503-506-0067. Achen is a
reporter for the Portland
Tribune working for the
Oregon Capital Bureau, a
collaboration of EO Media
Group, Pamplin Media
Group and Salem Reporter.
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Lawmakers mull big
changes to death penalty

By DIRK VANDERHART
Oregon Public Broadcasting

Oregon lawmakers and death pen-
alty opponents are considering a round-
about approach at gutting the state’s cap-
ital punishment law — without sending it
to voters.

Since 1984, the death penalty has
been enshrined in the Oregon Constitu-
tion, meaning it can only be removed by
a vote of the people. But under propos-
als being discussed by Rep. Mitch Green-
lick, D-Portland, Sen. Floyd Prozanski,
D-Eugene, and others, the policy could be
largely dismantled next year via a vote of
the Legislature.

“I’'m going to try to deal with it right
now on a statutory basis,” Greenlick told
OPB.

The precise details of the bills Green-
lick and Prozanski are considering are
still being worked out. But lawmakers
and death penalty opponents all describe
some general ideas.

Under one possible proposal, the Leg-
islature would alter the definition of
aggravated murder, the only crime pun-
ishable by death in Oregon. Currently, the
definition includes elements such as mul-
tiple victims, the inclusion of torture in
the crime, an exchange of payment for a
killing, and a list of victims such as chil-
dren or law enforcement officers.

Greenlick and others are consider-
ing a bill that would scrub those factors.
Instead, the definition of the crime would
be limited to deaths resulting from acts of
domestic or international terrorism. Ele-
ments of a crime that currently meet the
standard for aggravated murder would be
placed into other degrees of homicide, not
punishable by death, they say.

“What’s happened in Oregon is we’ve
created an incredibly broad category,”
said Jeff Ellis, a Portland attorney and
board member of Oregonians for Alter-
natives to the Death Penalty who is con-
sulting on the proposal. “It’s virtually
impossible to commit a murder without
committing an aggravated murder.”

By altering the crime’s definition,
Ellis said, lawmakers would focus on the
“worst of the worst” murders.

One thing that’s not yet clear is whether
proponents of the change will seek to
make the change retroactive, a move that

would result in Oregon’s death row being
cleared out. It’s become a matter of debate
among death penalty opponents, because
some prisoners on death row were sen-
tenced before jurors were given an option
of sentencing them to life without parole.
That means they’d be eligible for parole if
a change was made retroactive.

Ellis estimated that six or seven of
Oregon’s 33 death row inmates would be
parole-eligible under that change.

A second possible proposal, Greenlick
and Ellis say, would change the questions
that jurors must answer in capital mur-
der cases in order to sentence a defendant
to death. The change would be aimed at
making such sentences less likely.

Currently, state law requires jurors to
answer “yes” to three or four questions
during the sentencing phase, depending
on the facts of the trial. Those are:

Whether the person committed the
crime deliberately

Whether there is a “probability” they
commit further violence in the future

Whether there is evidence the defen-
dant acted unreasonably in response to
provocation by the victim

Whether they should be sentenced to
death

Ellis says two changes should be made
to that list. First, he’d like to get rid of
the second question, which asks jurors
to predict future violence. Death penalty
opponents say it’s an impossible question
to accurately answer, and point to stud-
ies that suggest jurors frequently get it
wrong.

Supporters of the death penalty dis-
agree, arguing that the question is thought-
ful and presents another hurdle to prose-
cutors seeking a death sentence.

“It creates a heavy burden and it also
requires that the state produce a great deal
of evidence,” said Clatsop County Dis-
trict Attorney Josh Marquis, who has long
argued in favor of capital punishment.

Ellis also proposes changing the stan-
dard by which jurors must answer “yes”
to the final question, whether a defendant
should be sentenced to death. It is the only
question on the list that does not require
jurors to be sure “beyond a reasonable
doubt.”

“This is something that essentially
says, ‘Let’s just attach the traditional
criminal burden of proof,’” Ellis said.

BY ALTERING THE CRIME’S DEFINITION, ELLIS SAID,
LAWMAKERS WOULD FOCUS ON THE ‘WORST OF THE
WORST’ MURDERS.
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