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Good Afternoon.  It’s an honor to be part of your program. So here it is -- 3 pm on a Friday afternoon, and some have you have been through nine hours of intense presentations. 
· you’ve looked at what’s wrong with how PA funds public education;
· You’ve heard how a neighboring state made some significant progress in school funding reform;
· And you’ve considered some statewide and some regional policy proposals.

That just about makes me the closer here.  Hopefully the other speakers corralled you, and I get to rope you in by talking about the role of citizens in bringing about change.

And the fact that you are here and sat through 9 hours is a pretty good indicator that you want to be part of a change process.

Normally, I use a lot of data in my presentations about how Pennsylvania compares to other states when it comes to school funding:
· The low state share of education dollars:
· the gap in resources available to students throughout Pennsylvania: 
· and the inequities that result – both to taxpayers and students -- by our over-reliance on local property taxes to fund public education.

But many of the earlier speakers already used a lot of my facts and figures to make the case for what’s wrong with state funding. So, instead I am going to take off my professional hat and stand here before you as a fellow citizen of Pennsylvania and tell you why I care so strongly about this issue, because to make significant change, we are going to have to care -- truly, deeply and madly about school funding adequacy and equity.
The first time I heard about school funding equity, I was not living in Pennsylvania, but was working as a reporter for in New Jersey covering local government, including school boards.  This was around 1991, 1992 -- about the time that New Jersey’s Gov. Florio was trying to carry out the order of the NJ Supreme Court to remedy the inequities in school funding.   
Florio was proposing to raise taxes to find the revenues to provide more state support to the 30 poorest school districts.  It wasn’t long before cars started sporting bumper stickers that said “Florio free in ’93.”  
And in the school board meetings that I was covering, I noticed a dichotomy in how people thought of public education. It was springtime, and the school districts had to get their budgets approved by voters, so a significant part of the school boards meetings were devoted to making the case about how public education is a community asset… how communities are defined by the strength of their schools… and therefore should be supported by everyone, regardless of whether they have children in the schools.  
But before and after the meeting, the same people would grumble about Gov. Florio, and ask, “Why should my tax dollars go to pay for schools in Camden, and Newark and Trenton?”
It was the first time I wondered why people didn’t feel the same sense of citizenship to the state as they did to their school district, which after all, is a rather arbitrary boundary.  And it was the first I noticed that you rarely hear anyone raise the same question, about why their tax dollars should go to pay for prisons they don’t use.

So I covered my school board meetings, and filed my stories and wondered about the status of school funding in my home state of Pennsylvania. Eventually I came home to Pennsylvania, and bought a house in what I thought was the most wonderful place in the world, a neighborhood in Philadelphia called Mt. Airy.  
I know -- I took the risk of alienating you by confessing I’m from Philadelphia, but trust.
Anyway, Mt. Airy has beautiful old houses, walkable streets, lots of trees, is nestled close to magnificent woods, and has a neighborhood food co-op where you weigh your own produce, can count on meeting and greeting your neighbors, and can still put your bill on credit if you forgot your cash.

We are so proud of our neighborhood that – in many of homes and businesses – we hang on the walls a framed map of the neighborhood that features little stories about its history – like Upsala House, where the British were encamped during the battle of Germantown, and Johnson House, which was part of the Underground Railroad.
And also on the map is this quote from a 1991 issue of US News and World Report: 

“Mt. Airy is an oasis of diversity and tolerance and a source of genuine pride.  Mt. Airy stands out as one of just a few urban neighborhoods that are truly integrated by choice. This is a very unusual slice of urban America. It works because the people have decided to make it work. They have refused to let fear and division take over Mt. Airy. If people aren’t talking about integration there, it may be because they’re too busy trying to make it work – and perhaps writing a prescription for the rest of America.”  

These are inspiring words.  But the fact is that my beloved neighborhood has not lived up to that glowing portrait.  There are divisions and tensions -- and they are primarily based around the schools. 

That US News and World Report was written the very year that the Pennsylvania General Assembly froze the school funding formula, and a good many years after the state had begun its precipitous decline in keeping up with its fair share of school funding.  
The effect in Mt. Airy is that soon after my neighbors become parents, they start to seriously consider their school options – and become very anxious.
Some choose the public schools, hoping to shepherd their child through the neighborhood elementary school to the elite magnet schools for academically talented children.  You can often hear them in the coop, at social gatherings, after church on Sundays -- defending their decision, saying – “you can get a good education in the public schools.”
The doubters, if they can afford it, choose one of the fine Quaker schools in the neighborhood.  And you can hear them in the coop stating that they would never sacrifice their children to their ideals, and besides, there is more diversity to be found in the Quaker schools.  
And then there is the third group – those who don’t have confidence in the schools but don’t think they can afford $10,000 tuition a year, year after year, or $20 or $30,000 if they have a bigger family. And in the aisles of the coop you will hear them regretfully announcing to their acquaintances that they have put their house up for sale, and are moving to the suburbs – maybe even York County -- where they can ironically pay lower taxes and find better-funded schools, lower class sizes, a richer curriculum, more support services, up-to-date textbooks, newer and safer buildings.

It was in this environment that a Good Schools Pennsylvania representative walked into my synagogue one day in 2002 to offer a vision of citizens mobilizing throughout the state to change the way Pennsylvania funds and supports public education. 
It felt like a town crier had rolled into town to tell us of happenings in distant places.  
We learned that Philadelphia wasn’t alone – that we had a great deal in common with people in places like Allentown all the way across the state to a tiny school district called Aliquippa that has had a hard time recovering from the collapse of the steel industry. 
With the support of Good Schools Pennsylvania, We formed a study and action group to become informed about the issue, and take action in the form of writing letters and meeting with our legislators. 

At the time, Good Schools was bodacious enough to believe that we could solve this problem in about 3 years.  We made the 2002 gubernatorial election and the legislative session following it the focus of our campaign.    And we made some measurable progress:
· There were significant increases to the state education budget, and if they didn’t actually increase the state’s share of school funding, they may have helped to stem the alarming trend in declining state support for public education.

· And Pennsylvania came off the short list of states that made no investment at all in early childhood education. 
· More money was driven to struggling school through the Accountability Block Grants.
· And there was the reintroduction of the concept of guaranteeing every school district had a foundation level of funding available. 

But of course the need for reform continues. As I travel the state I am constantly shocked by what I hear:

· The Berks County parent who was dismayed to discover that her son was trying to learn about Beowulf from notes taken in class, because there was no texts to read – only the AP class had textbooks.

· The article I read in the York paper reporting that students in York City School district similarly don’t have math books to take home
· The Tuscarora principal who said his school has textbooks – but they were trash-picked from a wealthier school district’s dumpsters.
· The school library in Reading where the sparse shelves have books that must be 50 years old, with title like “the Negro in America.” 
· The English Language Learners sitting in a classroom in Lancaster with a teacher who doesn’t know how to communicate with them.

· And the substitute teacher in Philadelphia who lost 3 fingers last week when trying to close a heavy, ancient, poorly working window that was long on a list of deferred maintenance projects.  She was just grateful that she hadn’t accepted the offer of help from one of her students to close the window.
I don’t know how to explain this, except to say we must have been looking elsewhere when our schools became triage units.

But if it has been disheartening to travel the state and hear these stories – it has also been deeply encouraging and inspiring to meet people in every community who believe, as the educator John Dewey suggested, that “what the wisest and best parent wants for their own child, that is what society should want for all children.”  

It’s probably obvious to you that I am engaged in this cause because I believe in the fundamental right of all children to receive a quality education. But it is also clear to me that – in addition to wasting individual lives – inequitable education is weakening our communities. I told you how the drama of school funding plays out in my neighborhood, but I know you have stories to tell as well.

York County has at least one school district that is struggling with high poverty, while others are experiencing rapid growth enrollment, with all the pressure that places on property taxes.  
I think it’s worth noting that not only is Pennsylvania one of the weakest states when it comes to the state share of dollars for public education, but according to the Brookings Institute report that was released a few years ago: 

· PA has undergone one of the nation’s worst patterns of suburban sprawl and urban abandonment, where sprawl and urban decline are each burdening taxpayers. 

· Sprawl is raising tax bills as communities struggle to provide new infrastructure and services. 

· Urban decay, meanwhile, imposes even more painful costs, as decline depresses property values and therefore tax revenues. 

· According to the Brookings report, while many states are harnessing all of their energies to compete in the global economy, PA is dissipating its strengths through internal division, a lack of coordination, and inefficiency

· And, the report warns, the simultaneous occurrence of sprawl and disinvestment– if left unchecked – threatens the stability and competitiveness of more and more Pennsylvania communities.

· Basically, the Brookings report is stating that united we stand, and divided we fall; that we can’t afford to be 2,566 municipalities – or 501 school districts – competing with one another.
The quality of our schools – and how we fund them -- is certainly one of the factors driving sprawl and urban decline, and therefore adequate and equitable school funding certainly has to part of the cure – and I am glad to know that York County is committed to working regionally to solve problems.
I’d like to tell you about another community in Pennsylvania that has begun to realize that we are all in this together.
Over the past year, a group of business and community leaders from the Lehigh Valley spent about $40,000 in private money to perform a study of the Allentown School District and its capacity to prepare students to meet the academic goals. 
Notice I said leaders from the Lehigh Valley – not from Allentown -- because what’s important is they recognized that the fate of the entire region is intertwined with the fate of the Allentown School District. 

They set out to answer for themselves – why is the Allentown School District failing?  Does it have enough resources but just isn’t using it wisely?  

The study concluded that in fact the district did not have adequate resources…That with a high level of low-income enrollment, it had far more challenging education responsibilities than its neighboring communities.  But that despite a high tax effort it was spending below the state average and far below the county average and far below what was needed if anyone was serious about closing the achievement gaps. 
And the report concluded that the cost of doing nothing would be enormous:  
· That any parent with any opportunity for mobility would leave the ASD and move to neighboring school districts….
·  That the drop out rate would continue to climb, creating a host of problems. … 
· That businesses and services – like the regional health system, would find it hard to employ qualified entry-level workers.  
· And that it would be equally hard to attract upper level management to an area with so many social problems. 

The data inspired the local community to become greater advocates for school reform, and has served as a catalyst calling for a statewide costing out study to determine the real costs of providing a quality education, so that perhaps we can begin to move away from basing school funding decisions on political needs, but rather on educational needs.

So the question is what we can do as citizens to improve the way Pennsylvania funds and supports public education.
To start with, we have to give up doubt, cynicism -- it’s easy to become despairing, because every day, the news is filled with desperate stories about the failure of public education.  Poor student performance.  Schools not meeting AYP.  Too many dropouts. Discipline problems.  
But these are relentless stories describing the symptoms.   These are not relentless stories about the root of the problem, or relentless stories about the solution. 
It’s just not in the nature of the news media to report day after day, “School funding in Pennsylvania, still inadequate, still inequitable.  And now on to the weather.”
So we should be optimistic, because there is still so much room for improvement.  We haven’t truly tried supporting public education. 

The next thing is that while having high expectations for students -- while holding parents, educators, and school boards accountable -- we must also have really high standards for state legislators, because they have a key role in influencing the quality of our schools.   Public education has to be one of the yardsticks by which we select and evaluate them.

But our state legislators are partly a reflection of us, so we must increasingly communicate to them our willingness to support public education, our belief that money wisely invested in proven educational practices and tied to meaningful accountability systems is a recipe for success.   

And most importantly we have to communicate to them that when we send them Harrisburg to work for our schools, we are seeking statewide excellence, not just for our own schools to succeed.  
The coming year – the months during which the costing out study is performed -- is a really good time to get involved in a campaign for statewide school funding reform.  

Good Schools Pennsylvania thinks we need many more study and action groups, where we become informed, help others become informed, and draw more stakeholders to the table.  
We are in the business of, as Dr. Thornton said, engaging the public around a common language so that we can talk easily and fluently about equity and adequacy. 

We need many more community conversations where we ask, what does it mean to provide a high quality public education in 2006, not 1991?
What does it take for all children to succeed… and are we willing to provide that?
Because at the end of the day, for the costing-out study to do more than gather dust on the shelves, we must have cultivated among our friends and neighbors a vision is larger than a simple calculation of whether we are paying more or less in taxes this year – we need to have cultivated an appetite for good public policy – the kind that lives up to Native American proverb that all decisions should be based on the impact on the 7th generation.
Courageous decisions will have to be made by legislators, and the brave ones will deserve your praise, the frightened ones will need your constant encouragement, and the resistant ones will need your help finding some other line of work. 
My hope is that today will be a watershed day for York County.  That perhaps some of you will remember today as the day you first learned about school funding inequity, and decided to join a statewide movement rallying behind the fundamental right of all children to a high quality education.  

If so, Good Schools Pennsylvania looks forward to working with you to bring about educational excellence in our state.
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