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November 15, 2006
Jennifer Trowbridge

Committee Assistant

Assembly Committee on Education

Room 513 – Capital

Albany, NY  12248

Re: Committee Hearing, November 16th, 2006

The Regional Educational Advocacy Districts (READ), a group of five school districts sharing a common purpose, wish to express their appreciation to the Assembly Standing Committee on Education for their public hearing on “The Future of New York State’s Public Education System”; a subject worthy of considerable exploration. We particularly note the Committee’s desire to “seek discussion of the various areas where our public schools need additional State support to increase student performance and consider the future steps that the State can take to address the challenges that continue to face our public school system”. That desire motivates our comments, as follows:

1) Early Childhood Education Funding – the expansion of the Universal Pre-Kindergarten Program, whose academic advantages and goals we acknowledge and share, must be accompanied by sufficient supportive funding, or risk becoming simply another unfunded and unwelcome mandate.

2) Educational Opportunities – it is our belief that New York State’s mandated testing system stifles opportunity; in part, as a consequence of its conformance with onerous NCLB assessment and reporting requirements, and, more generally, as a result of its overly prescriptive, “one size fits all” parameters. The onslaught of standardized tests, 14 at the middle school level alone, encourages lower level cognitive learning, and a lack of instructional innovation – precisely the opposite of what is needed. Indeed, such tests may be among the least creative and productive methods of assessment available.  New York State needs flexibility of assessment that is inclusive of reasonable and responsible standardized testing, as well as local measures of authentic performance. Many New York State districts have well-established records of educational achievement, but remain tethered to a system that fails to respect such efforts; keeping in place constraints that diminish the educational experience unnecessarily. A more effective approach would reward demonstrated achievement by allowing local flexibility within the larger parameters required. This might, for example, provide fewer standardized tests, at greater intervals, while simultaneously recognizing that such flexibility is contingent upon satisfactory test results. Finally, the fiscal and instructional impact of mandated testing is entirely overlooked, resulting in both serious financial implications, and instructional opportunity lost to test scoring for local districts. 

3) State Aid – we are appreciative of legislative efforts that have achieved timely budgets the past two years, and hopeful that this success is indicative of the future. At the same time, while recognizing the generosity of the Legislature’s appropriations, we must express our concern that levels of aid are subject to considerable variation each year, making projections and public budget votes a most difficult task. Beyond timely state budgets, however, we need a fair and transparent state budget process, full funding for state mandates, effective and affordable retirement system management, and a regionalized aid/cost structure.

4) Charter Schools – although charter schools are imagined as part of the public educational system, and funded with public funds, they were originally intended as a pilot program aimed at determining whether the loosening of governmental constraints would result in substantially better educational achievement. Years later, with experimental conclusions still not entirely clear, charter schools have grown into a completely separate, and unequal, system whose existence is more dependent upon the subjective feelings or deal making of the Legislature and Governor than the objective measures that should define experimental protocols. If the charter school approach is viewed as a success, the State needs to implement the reforms that will replicate that throughout the public educational system. If viewed as failing, the pilot program should be concluded. The current situation, in which little accountability and benefit is gained should be ended at the earliest opportunity. 

5) State Legislation -  legislation that benefits school district employees, vendors/contractors, or others at the expense of students needs to be resisted. Such legislation has included easing pension contributions for current and retired district employees, as well as a recent effort to empower employee unions over districts during contractual negotiations. As stewards of community financial resources, this legislation is directly opposed to the desire of a majority of our residents.

As you well understand, the environment for school budget passage throughout New York State has reached a tenuous point – district residents, while supportive of the educational needs of children, are financially strained as a result of a difficult economy, the very substantial demands of federal and state mandates, and rising costs in areas ranging from maintenance through construction through instructional supplies. School districts have worked tirelessly to balance the education of children with the constraints of local citizens; keeping academic interests primary while aiming to constrain costs through tough, but fair, negotiations, cooperative arrangements, and creative delivery of services. 

Still, our partnership with the State remains something less than it might. There is no more room for mandated activities without adequate compensation, no room for increased pension costs due to legislative lobbying, no room for negotiating from a weakened position, and no room for budgetary guesswork because a transparent, objective formula to ascertain state aid is unavailable. Without adequate State funding, and mandate relief, school districts shall increasingly find residents unable to meet the burden of the education that they wish to provide the next generation. Rather than wait for the hammer of failed school budget votes to fall, we ask for your consideration and assistance in advance. 

Thank you, again, for this opportunity.

Marshall Goldberg
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