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Senate Committee Debating Charter School Bill
The Senate Education/Higher Education Committee on Wednesday began debating a revised version of Senate Bill 8, No Cap on Number of Charter Schools, that in addition to removing the charter school cap of 100, makes numerous harmful changes to the charter school law. A copy of the revised bill, as well as analyses prepared by the legislative staff and by the N.C. School Boards Association, is available by clicking here. 

The revised bill would transfer charter school oversight to a new 11-member commission completely independent of the State Board of Education (SBE), which under the state constitution is charged with overseeing the state’s system of free public schools. Ann McColl, the SBE’s legislative liaison, told committee members that, as public schools, the constitution seems to require that charters be administered by the State Board of Education. Some committee members suggested that an alternative would be to create an advisory committee on charters, while keeping final authority for creating, renewing or revoking charters in the hands of the State Board of Education.  

Sen. Richard Stevens, R-Wake, the bill's sponsor, said the idea behind the outside oversight is to prevent any future education boards from setting up road blocks to the schools' creation. "What we are saying here is that charter schools are different," Stevens said. But other committee members worried that the legislation could create dual school systems, since in addition to the oversight commission, it would pull the Office of Charter Schools (OCS) out of the Department of Public Instruction and would hold back 1% of any charter’s state ADM funding to pay for the OCS operations in support of charters.
A provision dropping a requirement that charter schools "reasonably reflect" the racial makeup of their communities also drew criticism. "Why would we want to make it easier for a public charter school to be a segregated school, which I believe that is what this does?" said Sen. Bill Purcell, D-Scotland. Other Democrats on the committee wondered whether charter schools' ability to avoid participation in the federal free and reduced lunch program and avoid providing transportation for students would lead to de facto segregation.  

Other troubling components of the bill include, but are not limited to, the following:

· Allows state facility funding to charters from lottery proceeds and authorizes cities and counties to provide local capital funding for charter facilities.
· Eliminates the law change from 2010 that had redefined “local current expense” for school systems and allowed them to keep certain funds received for specific purposes separate from the local current expense fund that must be shared with charter schools. This law change was in response to court rulings in the Sugar Creek Charter school litigation.

· Contains no provisions for strategic or smart growth of charter schools and instead completely removes the cap and allows any number to be authorized, including no limits on how many per year can be started in one school district.

· Allows charters to accept out-of-state students with uncapped tuition rates.

· Contains no minimum or maximum enrollment numbers for a charter.

· Provides no changes in the credentials required for charter school personnel, thereby allowing fewer than 100 percent of the teachers to be licensed and having no certification requirement for the charter principal.

But throughout the more than hour-long Senate committee debate, no one offered any vehement opposition to the bill's central provision of lifting the charter school cap that has been in place since legislation in 1996 authorized charter schools in North Carolina.

The N.C. Association of School Administrators has been working with other traditional public school advocates to share concerns about this charter school proposal and to seek bill changes that will prevent undue financial hardships for school districts, ensure that charter enrollment is open to all student populations and that accountability measures for charter schools are increased.
In response to some of the concerns that NCASA and other advocates raised this week, The Senate Education/Higher Education Committee has decided to have a subcommittee to work on the bill with the bill sponsor – Sen. Richard Stevens, R-Wake – and all interested parties in a work session Wednesday, Feb. 9, at 10 a.m. in Room 544 of the Legislative Office Building. The subcommittee includes Senators Jean Preston, R-Carteret; Jerry Tillman, R-Randolph; Dan Soucek, R-Watauga; Malcolm Graham, D-Mecklenburg; and Josh Stein, D-Wake. It is anticipated that the full committee will consider the bill as reported out of the subcommittee the following week.
NCASA urges all school administrators who have concerns about this legislation to communicate now with your Senator(s) to help them understand the negative impacts it would have on your school system, particularly the financial hardships it would create. Please keep in mind that things are moving at a very rapid pace on this issue, and getting improvements during the work of this Senate subcommittee could be our best chance to keep the legislation from having a devastating impact on school districts and on the K-12 student population as a whole.

Contact information for the Senate Education/Higher Education Committee is available here, and contact information for all legislators may be accessed at http://www.ncga.state.nc.us/.
House GOP Leader Files Bill On Private School Tax Credit
A bill filed Thursday in the State House of Representatives would provide a refundable tax credit for parents who educate their children in a nonpublic school, including home schools. 

Rep. Paul Stam, the House Majority Leader from Wake County, introduced House Bill 41, “Tax Fairness in Education,” which would give families a tax credit up to $2,500 a year against their state income taxes. For initial eligibility, a child must have been enrolled in and attended at least two semesters in a public school in the immediately preceding taxable year prior to first receiving the tax credit. The bill would be effective for taxable years beginning January 1, 2011, and would apply to semesters beginning on or after July 1, 2011. The initial eligibility requirement would be reduced to one semester beginning with the 2016-17 school year.
The North Carolina Association of School Administrators (NCASA) strongly opposes this measure, which we believe, if enacted as law, would erode the student population now served by public schools and lead to a statewide K-12 education system of schools with no socioeconomic diversity.

The bill is set to be referred to a House committee Monday night, Feb. 7. NCASA will work adamantly against the passage of this legislation, and we will provide updates on House Bill 41 as they occur. We urge all NCASA members to start talking to your House members now about how this proposal would completely unravel North Carolina’s system of free public schools.
Bill On Budget Cutting Authority Leads To Partisan Split
A bill aimed at saving roughly $800 million in the current fiscal year by, in part, raiding some business recruiting funds is drawing ire from Gov. Bev Perdue and legislative Democrats.

"I am truly surprised that Senate leadership is considering taking North Carolina’s jobs money as a way to balance the budget. It won’t work – and what’s more, our people won’t work if we can’t bring new companies and new industries to our state," Perdue said in a prepared statement.
Sen. Harry Brown, R-Onslow, said the money-saving steps being considered as part of Senate Bill 13, Balanced Budget Act of 2011, are easy compared to the hard decisions coming later. The plan is designed to give Perdue budget flexibility in the current fiscal year so that savings can be applied in the next year, when the state faces an estimated $3.7 billion budget gap.  

It calls for generating $400 million in reversions by having Perdue hold back money from state agencies, while $237 million would come from a year-end credit balance. Another $142.4 million would come by tapping various unspent reserves around state government, with more than half of the total coming from economic development-related funds. Tobacco settlement proceeds would be intercepted, with $67.6 million coming from money going into the Golden Leaf Trust Fund. The legislation would also grab $5.2 million from the One North Carolina Fund, a discretionary economic development account controlled directly by the governor, and $3 million from Jobs Development Investment Grants program.  

Republican legislative leaders and Perdue administration officials had been in agreement that the governor needed more authority to try to save money in the current fiscal year. But Perdue spokeswoman Chrissy Pearson told reporters this week that the governor only recently learned of the plan to tap economic incentive funds. State Commerce Secretary Keith Crisco told lawmakers this week that the proposal would stifle job growth that is desperately needed to help North Carolina’s economy to rebound.

The bill gained tentative Senate approval Thursday on a vote of 30-18 and will face a second and final Senate vote, after some technical changes are incorporated, Monday evening, February 7. 
Summary Of This Week’s Action On Bills Affecting Public Schools
For a complete summary of this week’s actions on legislation affecting public schools and their personnel, please see this week’s “Weekly Bill Action Summary” on NCASA’s website at: http://www.ncasa.net/displaycommon.cfm?an=1&subarticlenbr=276 or click on one of the bill tracking categories to view actions on a particular topic of interest.
For additional information on these or other legislative issues, contact
 NCASA Assistant Executive Director Katherine W. Joyce at 919-828-1426 or kjoyce@ncasa.net.
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