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          Loudoun Extra, Sunday, Jan. 19, 2003


I am a co-founder of RENEW, a grass-roots K-12 school advocacy group, and I have closely followed education funding issues in Virginia for two years.

As the games begin in Richmond this year, they seem more cynical, some might say sinister, than ever.

Critical challenges are facing the state, but some Northern Virginia legislators seem intent not only on ignoring them but also sabotaging any effort to address them. Chief among them is primary and secondary education.

The recent state Joint Legislative Audit and Review Committee study found that Virginia schools are underfunded by at least $1 billion a year, "at least" because that amount addresses only current Standards of Quality (SOQ) set by the General Assembly. But most educators say those standards are inadequate.

For example, the SOQ set a standard high school day at six classes when most high schools have seven. Meanwhile, only $55 million is spent annually for school construction and renovation in the entire state. That amount won't build a single high school in Fairfax County and not more than three elementary schools almost anywhere else.

The governor has said he will not accept cuts in his proposed K-12 budget, so the best that school advocates can hope for is that a terrible situation won't become worse. But some legislators are plotting to subvert public school funding.

Perhaps most appalling is Del. Robert G. Marshall (R-Prince William), who represents parts of Loudoun and Prince William counties and whose bill, HB 1639, is titled "Overcrowding of Public Schools."

His solution: If any student is attending an overcrowded school or one with trailers, parents would be allowed to move their child to a private school and taxpayers would fund at least part of the tuition.

Marshall is the same legislator who opposed a sales tax referendum to raise funds for school construction and renovation to relieve overcrowding. He and other opponents of that referendum blocked it because, they said, local jurisdictions already have all the taxing power they need to fund construction and renovation.

Because the General Assembly prohibits counties from taxing almost anything but real estate, in effect, Marshall and others told counties seeking more money for school infrastructure to raise their real estate taxes.

But he is also introducing HB 2035, which would prevent localities from raising real estate taxes beyond 5 percent in any year. For example, if assessments increased 10 percent, the county would need to reduce its tax rate to avoid an overall increase of more than 5 percent.

So in one breath, Marshall says counties with overcrowded schools must use tax funds to send kids to private schools but counties can't raise virtually their only source of revenue beyond a certain amount. The result could be a drastic decrease in public school funding as it is funneled to private schools.

Marshall is not alone in this effort. Others offering or supporting similar measures include Sen. Ken Cuccinelli (R), newly elected in Fairfax County, and Del. Richard H. Black (R-Loudoun).

Meanwhile, Del. L. Scott Lingamfelter (R-Prince William) has introduced a resolution supporting school vouchers. From the sublime to the ridiculous, he also has a bill that requires classes in the "Virginia Statement of Values" that appear in the Virginia constitution and on the seal of the commonwealth.

Just so you know that you're getting whacked by government avarice, Lingamfelter's HB 1849 requires that any fee charged by the state for a permit or application be called a tax. 

One wonders how much tax money the state spent for Lingamfelter to craft that critical piece of legislation. At least it isn't designed to deny our children decent school facilities or an attempt to deny our local officials the authority we elected them to execute.

Robert Griendling
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