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2021-22 PASA Advocacy Priorities… STATUS OF ISSUES 
 
Update on Emphasized Priorities in the List of 2021-22 Advocacy Priorities 
 
Safe, Healthy & Supportive Learning Environments 
  

To say the least, education policy regarding safe, healthy and supportive learning environments has 
been anything but simple in 2021-22.  

First, school leaders were assured they would be making decisions about mask wearing in schools. 
School started, and the Secretary of Health changed that policy to mandate mask wearing. So began an 
endless stream of press releases, press conferences, legislation and anger at the Capitol, ending with a 
lawsuit against the mandate, which established policy ping-pong. First, the mandate was overturned in the 
lower court but the order was stayed pending appeal. Then the stay timeline was reduced. Then the higher 
court also ruled against the mandate, the stay was immediately removed, and school leaders again had to 
make decisions about mitigation measures in their respective districts. Some greeted that with relief, some 
with joy, and many others with trepidation.  

Not only did school mask policies become canon-fodder in social media and school board meetings, 
but the issues of “equity” and “curriculum” likewise became not just highly controversial on the local level 
but nationwide, and all three issues impacted many local elections across the Commonwealth and 
throughout the country. 

The return to in-person school turned the statewide emphasis on “safe schools” to a more 
encompassing concern about addressing both the safety and health needs of children, whether in the 
classroom or the virtual learning environment. With increasing concerns for the mental and emotional 
health of students during the pandemic, public school advocates, including PASA, called for additional 
funding to support not only academics but the “whole” child. 

Additional federal funding for public schools was earmarked for a wide variety of uses, including 
enhancing supports for K-12 students facing mental and emotional challenges, but those funds were 
earmarked for other high-need areas as well, including academics and infrastructure changes. To date, no 
additional state funds have been provided to districts specifically for student support. Numerous reports on 
the state and national level continue to show that stress during the pandemic and distance from friends, 
classrooms and school activities have led to increasing levels of depression and emotional challenges for 
students. For that reason, PASA continues to urge “funding for the actual costs of services and programs 
focused on students’ mental/emotional/social health.” (from the 2021-22 Advocacy Priorities) 

Gov. Wolf will unveil his proposed 2022-23 state budget in February. Although the state coffers are 
building up with increased revenues and unspent federal COVID funds, it is unknown how much will be 
allocated to fund education, including school and student safety, health and support.  

It is imperative that any state or federal funding provided to public schools allow for flexibility in 
their use to allow for addressing the unique learning, safety, health and support needs in each school 
district. For that reason, it is imperative that “policymakers work cooperatively with superintendents and 
school boards to address pandemic-related issues without any political agenda, specifically supporting their 
work in addressing student needs on the local level and providing the flexibility and support needed to 
address those issues.” (from the 2021-22 Advocacy Priorities) 

Unfortunately, anger over COVID mitigation efforts, curriculum/parent “rights” issues, the “equity” 
issue and civil rights for transgender students, much of it spurred on through social media and inaccurate 
information, generated considerable unrest in many school districts throughout Pennsylvania and the 
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nation and helped to erode confidence in all public institutions, including public education. The education 
environment not only made local policy decisions more controversial and difficult but engendered 
legislation to expand and develop voucher programs, something PASA strongly opposes.  

The 2021-22 Advocacy Priorities make clear that supporting ALL students and providing the 
education needed for an informed citizenry must be a priority: “PASA urges state and local officials to focus 
decision-making with a lens on social justice and equitable access, services and educational opportunity for 
all students, families and communities to ensure that public education meets society’s needs both now and 
in the future.” (from the 2020-21 Advocacy Priorities) 

 
State Education Funding and Policy Priorities 
 

The 2021-22 state budget, a $40.8 billion spending plan, was relatively “stingy” and represented an 
increase of $1 billion, or 2.6%, from the previous year’s budget, when supplemental spending and federal 
stimulus spending were included. It set aside $2.5 billion in the state’s Rainy Day Fund and held $5 billion in 
federal relief funds to be used in future budgets. Although there were increases in both the BEF and SEF, 
which was positive, when considering the level-funded budget in 2020-21, the final 2021-22 state budget 
did nothing to alleviate the financial struggles of our school districts or diminish the growing deficit in the 
state share of funding public schools. While it did, as part of the BEF, set aside $100 million for school 
districts historically disadvantaged by how PA distributes aid to schools, to say the least, this was not the 
budget we hoped for. Federal aid for schools certainly helped in 2021-22, but that is short-lived, while a 
diminished share of state funding coupled with mandated costs that continue to escalate, will continue to 
have an impact down the road. 

Before the budget was finalized, several superintendents participated in press conferences with 
Gov. Wolf to promote the need for a significant increase in funding for public schools, events held the week 
before the state budget was finalized. We were disappointed that their participation was not reflected in 
the final budget plan.  

The bi-annual PASA/PASBO School District Budget Report issued in June 2021 focused on how 
districts planned to use federal funding, showed that school leader optimism and expectations for the 
outcomes associated with the expenditure of those funds was high, but that the optimism comes with 
apprehension regarding sustainability of programs, supports and improvements made with federal funds. 
The report concludes that, while districts see that federal investment as an opportunity to reshape K-12 
education in Pennsylvania and move public education ahead, their success in this effort will not be 
sustainable without the support and partnership of state policymakers. 

“As school districts navigate these challenging times, mandated costs continue to rise and 
policymakers continue to discuss efforts to further de-fund public education,” the associations concluded. 
“Without additional future state support for education, along with changes in existing policies, students, 
school districts and taxpayers are worse off, and the promise of the improvements and advancements 
made as a result of the federal funding will be fleeting at best.” 

So, what’s ahead? 
State fiscal year 2020-21 ended with $40.4 billion in General Fund collections, which is $3.4 billion, 

or 9.3 percent, above estimate. Final revenue collections were stronger than expected in nearly every tax 
type, and, according to the Department of Revenue, the fiscal year closed with the largest surplus in the 
commonwealth’s history. As of January 2022, fiscal year-to-date General Fund collections for 2021-22 total 
$22.6 billion, which is $1.5 billion, or 7.0 percent, above estimate. The state also has $2.8 billion in its 
“Rainy Day Fund” and more than $5 billion in unspent federal pandemic relief money.   
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However, while the Independent Fiscal Office (IFO) projects a substantial surplus for FY 2021-22, it 
projects operating deficits for future years. Specifically, the IFO notes a continuing projected 0.4% annual 
decline in the school age demographic (0-19), while the retiree and elderly cohorts are projected to expand 
annually in both the near term and long term, which will have an impact on costs for health and human 
services in the Commonwealth moving forward. 

From the federal level, school systems are waiting on Congress to finalize the FY 2022 budget, which 
includes an administration proposal to double the allocation for Title I-A grants to $33.1 billion for schools 
serving a significant number of students living in poverty. Though 2021 saw the biggest one-time increase 
in federal K-12 funding through the passage of the American Rescue Plan, district leaders will need to 
budget with caution to prevent a fiscal cliff when the timelines for spending expire. 
 In general, the outlook for the 2022-23 state budget, as well as for local government and school 
district budgets, is very guarded. Many researchers have estimated that the costs of the pandemic will 
continue well into 2023 due to issues such as academic remediation, while local revenues will decrease or 
struggle to stay level. Extraordinary expenses will add to the school funding needs associated with 
maintaining a fair and equitable public school system in the commonwealth. While public schools did 
receive significant federal funds to assist with pandemic-related costs, there remains a significant amount 
of federal funds in state coffers that has yet to be allocated.  

In addition, the school funding lawsuit at this time is under consideration in Commonwealth Court. 
Should the court find in favor of the plaintiffs, there will be broad implications for state education funding. 

Finally, PASA continues to be very concerned about rising costs of special education and the ongoing 
failure of both state and federal government to provide financial resources based on actual costs, the need 
for a significant state investment in school building and digital infrastructure throughout the 
commonwealth, and the rising costs of cyber charter school tuition. PASA believes that “a partnership 
between state government and school districts is essential to identifying and providing the necessary 
resources for developing equitable educational opportunities and a positive learning environment for ALL 
students.” 
 
Advocacy 

 
The COVID pandemic put a strain not only on school district capacity in 2020-21 but also on school 

district leadership. That stress continued in 2021-22, with issues such as curriculum, civil rights for 
transgender students, and equity issues becoming red flags within many communities. That led to the 
introduction of numerous bills that would have imposed not just mandates but restrictions on how schools 
manage, how students are supported, and how teachers teach.  

PASA is very concerned about the impact of this on school system leadership.  
With the pandemic and social/cultural issues fed by social media devolving into a political debate on 

the local, state and federal level, administrators have often been the target of criticism not only from 
parents and community members but sometimes from school board members as well. The result is a very 
stressful environment for school leaders, particularly in the office of the superintendent. That has played 
itself out in local conflicts, retirements and numerous changes in district leadership over the past year both 
in Pennsylvania and across the nation.  The 2021 calendar year saw 97 superintendent positions change 
hands, with many more projected to change in 2022.  More superintendents are retiring well before 
completing 35 years of service, and some are leaving the profession for non-education related 
employment. 

"There's no doubt that we are seeing the greatest exodus of leadership at the district level that we 
have seen in this country," Dan Domenech, executive director of the School Superintendents Association 
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(AASA), recently told Newsweek (12/23/21). "The numbers that are just walking out the door, the numbers 
that are retiring early and the numbers that are being fired because of the controversies that exist around 
the country… The turnaround is significant."  

There is significant concern about the loss of experienced school system leaders at a time when that 
leadership is sorely needed, the loss of stability and continuity in school systems, and the impact this all has 
on strategies to attract and support those who could or should be considering moving into school system 
leadership.  

PASA believes advocacy must “increase public awareness of the focus issues in public education, the 
success of public schools, the need to promote careers in public education in a positive light, and the need 
for ongoing and increased public support for public education as a constitutional principle.” 

 
Other Key Issues in the 2021-22 Advocacy Priorities 
 
 Significant changes in education policy were mostly put on the backburner in 2020-21. In its place, 
lawmakers spent considerable time on pandemic-related issues, election “reform,” concerns elevated in 
social media on issues such as curriculum content (specifically Critical Race Theory) and others. Meanwhile, 
issues of high concern for public schools, including the rising costs of special education and the urgent need 
for real charter school funding reform, were not addressed.  

Concerning education issues, the 2021 fall session can only be described as a whirlwind, with 
Republican leaders in both the House and Senate sending a multitude of education bills flying through 
committee, most of which PASA opposed. While most of these bills have yet to see final action, one bill that 
would have required extensive web posting of school curriculum did pass both chambers, solely along party 
lines, but the governor vetoed the bill. Only one bill that PASA supported, one that would relax some 
qualifications for substitute teachers, made it through to the governor, who signed it into law.  

Pandemic-related issues and political jockeying will continue to dominate policymaking in advance 
of the May primary and November election, when Pennsylvania will elect a new governor and a new U.S. 
senator to replace Pat Toomey, and all PA House seats and half the PA Senate seats will be up for election. 
A hyper-partisan environment in Harrisburg is never good for public education, and that does not bode well 
for a spring session focused on the state budget and policy. 
 
Cyber Charter School Reform (Funding and Accountability) 

Comprehensive charter school reform again remains unaddressed. Although most lawmakers 
remain aware of the financial drain the current charter school law places on school districts, and although 
numerous reports and analyses question both the accountability and transparency of charter schools, 
particularly cyber charters, most legislation being considered does nothing to address the funding problem.  

It’s not that real data about the funding problem is lacking.  
A report issued by Education Voters of PA in July 2020 concluded that Pennsylvania’s system for 

funding special education in charter schools creates incentives for charters to drive away the costliest 
special ed students. The report noted that this, in turn, forces school districts and local taxpayers to pick up 
the tab for expensive services, even as they overpay the charters for the low-cost special ed students that 
the charters retain. “The fact that charter schools receive the same amount of tuition from a school district 
for each special education student regardless of the costs of the services provided, whether the student 
receives a half hour of speech therapy per week or needs a full-time aide and extensive nursing care, 
combined with the absence of any requirement that the money be spent on special education services – a 
charter school can spend the money on other things, or take it as profit – creates an incentive for them to 
game the system,” the report stated. 

http://educationvoterspa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Complete-and-Final-Ed-Voters-charter-special-ed-report.pdf
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The January 2021 PASBO/PASA report on school district budgets projected increase in charter 
school tuition costs of $475 million this year, of which $350 million of that increase is due to cyber charter 
school enrollment increases. 

Also in 2021, PASA published a White Paper on Cyber Charter Funding, specifically focusing on the 
impact of one district as representative of countless others across the Commonwealth. Utilizing a series of 
charts, the paper points out that, while property taxes and BEF revenue make up approximately 61% of 
total yearly revenues for the district, the percentage of increase in those revenues passed through to 
charter schools is 73%, leaving the district with a five-year increase from those revenues after growth in 
charter school costs of just $257,713, or an average $51,543 per year. 

The paper further notes that the annual rise in tuition costs is unrelated to the rate of inflation or 
the Act 1 index due to the way the tuition formula works. “Over a five-year period, cyber charter school 
enrollment increased by 10.4%, yet tuition increased by 47.6%. creating significant budget implications for 
school districts,” the paper states. “This rapid escalation of tuition increase is unsustainable for school 
districts and must be cubed in the future.” 

The paper offers potential solutions to the problem, including: 
* flat-funding rate for cyber charter school tuition and caps on future tuition increases 
* reinstating the 30% tuition reimbursement to school districts and placing a cap on tuition 

increases 
 As outlined in a 2017 White Paper on Charter School Reform, PASA recommends additional 

changes in charter school law: 
• The funding formula for charter school entities must be changed to reflect the actual cost needed to 

educate students in these alternative environments. 
• The cost of special education students attending charter school entities must reflect the actual cost 

to instruct the students through the IEP process. 
• Over-identification of special education students by charter school entities must be addressed. 
• Professional educators in charter school entities must meet the same certification requirements as 

educators in traditional public schools. 
• Charter schools must be evaluated by the same measures as traditional public schools to ensure the 

public can compare the effectiveness of all educational entities supported by public tax dollars. 
• Public school districts must have the authority to properly oversee and evaluate charter schools. 
• The Charter School Appeal Board must consist of neutral, bi-partisan members that will be objective 

in the hearing process. 
• Billing discrepancies between school districts and charter school entities should be reconciled 

between the two agencies.  The process of automatic withholding of subsidies from school districts 
based on a charter school entity claim must cease. 

• Charter school entities must display the same level of transparency with their finances that are 
required of traditional public school districts. 

• The enrollment and selection process of charter school entity students must be transparent and 
free of any form of discrimination. 

• More scrutiny and review must be applied to cyber charter school entities as their academic 
performance is significantly lower than brick-and-mortar charter schools and traditional public 
schools. 
Charter school reform in Pennsylvania is long overdue. The pandemic has put a spotlight on virtual 

learning, but questions of accountability and actual cost in cyber charter schools remains a big issue. What 
also must not be forgotten is that most of Pennsylvania’s cyber charter schools have not shown evidence of 
success since they were first established.  
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If the 2021 fall session is any indication, it is likely there will be another attempt this spring to move 
some forward some kind of “reform” package – but again without real funding reform. The charter school 
lobby is very active, well-funded, focused and determined in their efforts to maintain the status quo, and 
has been very vocal in praising their ability to instantly provide virtual learning opportunities for students 
during the pandemic. And, with elections coming up, moving forward a funding reform plan that actually 
provides the long-overdue changes needed is going to be problematic, to say the least. 

PASA has testified on this issue numerous times, and we will continue to work with the governor 
and the legislature to promote substantial reform. PASA continues to believe that comprehensive charter 
school reform must include significant changes in both accountability AND funding of charter and cyber 
charter schools. 
 
Development of Education Policy 

The House and Senate education committees did conduct some public hearings on education issues 
in advance of committee action on bills, and legislative staff often contacted the PASA office for input on 
bills that could be considered. However, while that input was shared with committee and party leaders, it 
clearly took second place to pre-determined policy goals of the majority party in both chambers. And, in 
the 2021 fall session, it was more likely that a bill would be scheduled for committee action 3-5 days in 
advance – and there would be NO hearings (and often little communication) on the issue at all.  

PASA did send out E-Alerts to PASA members, urging them to contact their respective legislators 
when bills that would be harmful to public education were on the tracks. And, when hearings were 
scheduled, PASA offered testimony whenever possible. However, what was made very clear in the fall, 
partisan politics and pre-election posturing, not good policy, were the order of the day. 

If the fall session is any indication, the need for advance notice of possible legislative action 
concerning education-related legislation likely will continue to be a problem in the spring session. Too often 
important legislation is brought up for consideration with little notice and sent to the floor for 
consideration without any input from those who actually work in schools. PASA believes that state and local 
officials need to be partners in developing good legislation and policy that will have a positive impact on 
students and public schools. 

 

Cost-Savings and Mandates 
• Property Taxes: With most legislative action in the fall focused on elections, the pandemic and 

social media-driven issues, property tax “reform” was pushed to the backburner. Early in 2020, 
House Republican leaders attempted to consider and pass legislation that would freeze school 
property tax rates for 2020-21 at existing rates. However, the bills were not passed. In 2020 PASA 
told lawmakers that, while school leaders understand that the pandemic put a strain on household 
budgets and business operations, the coronavirus pandemic timeline remained an unknown. For 
that reason, PASA stated that the availability of federal, state and local tax revenues, the economic 
impact of the pandemic, the fiscal needs in all public sectors, the impact of mandated costs and the 
lack of charter funding reform, and tax rates on both the state and local level must be considered 
together in light of pandemic timelines rather than considered separately. Those issues are not 
going away, and PASA continues to believe that property tax “reform” must look at the complete 
picture, be based on real data, and focus on the needs of public schools and the children who enroll 
in those schools. 

• PlanCon: In November Pres. Biden signed into law a $1 trillion infrastructure bill that includes 
provisions concerning early childhood and pre-K programs, an adequate educator pipeline to avoid 
future staffing shortages, expansion of districts’ ability to offer free meals and enable millions more 
students to access nutritious meals at school, and the continued commitment to closing the 
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homework gap. Unfortunately, the proposed $100 billion in grant funding for school infrastructure 
was stripped from the bill during negotiations on the final package.  That failure, plus the 
continuation of the PlanCon moratorium, will only add to school district expenses, as more school 
buildings across the Commonwealth are in need – often desperate need – of updating. 

• Special Education: In December 2021 the Special Education Funding Commission unanimously 
adopted recommendations in the Reconstituted Special Education Funding Commission Report. 
Whether the recommendations are considered with state budgets moving forward remains to be 
seen. Recommendations include: 
* Revise the weighting factors based on results from the Independent Fiscal Office's (IFO) survey of 
student cost distribution. 
* Use a three-year average of the Act 16 Report student headcounts in the Special Education 
Funding Formula calculation. 
* Freeze data used in the annual distribution of Special Education Funding as of June 1 prior to the 
budget year. 
* Change the inflation metric for the cost categories from the percentage change in the Consumer 
Price Index (CPI) to the percentage change in total statewide special education expenditures per 
weighted student. 
* Post Act 16 Report Data on Department of Education's (PDE) publicly accessible website in a 
useable electronic format, Microsoft Excel, and include category one counts. 
* Revise the Act 16 Report to create of subset of category 1 to determine the number of students in 
an inflation-adjusted lower cost range. PDE has recommended $0 to $5,000 as the lower cost range. 
* Post the Special Education Contingency Fund awards on PDE's publicly accessible website in a 
usable format. 
* Require the IFO to complete a survey of cost distribution in conjunction with each reconstitution 
of the Special Education Funding Commission. 
* Reconstitute the commission January 15, 2024, with the duty to make a report no later than 
November 30, 2024. 
* Limit application to the Contingency Fund for a student to two school years. 
* Increase the percentage of funds available for the Contingency Fund. 
* The General Assembly should consider the changes recommended to the Contingency Fund set-
aside in light of the overall amount of funding available for Special Education. The Commission 
recognizes that increasing the Contingency Fund set-aside without a proportionate increase to the 
overall appropriation level will negatively impact the subsidy distribution to school districts. 
* Distribute funds from any increase in the percentage of funds directed to the Contingency Fund 
based on the cost of the student compared to the applicant's total special education instructional 
costs. 
* The calculation of the weighted student head count for each school district using a three-year 
average of the student headcounts in each cost category. 

 

Tuition Vouchers/Opportunity Grants 
• Pennsylvania continues the EITC program through additional EITC tax credits.   
• To date, there remains little fiscal accountability in the program and minimal oversight by the PA 

Department of Community and Economic Development, which oversees the program. Eligibility for 
OITC scholarships (15% of the lowest performing schools) remains misaligned with the PA School 
Accountability System. 
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• “Back-door” voucher plans continued to get attention in Harrisburg in 2021, and several have been 
given some consideration. One bill (HB 1254) would establish a new “opportunity grant” program 
that would allow a parent to receive a voucher for private school education if the public school 
would need to switch to anything other than in-person learning – and allow the student to continue 
receiving a voucher even if the district returned to in-person learning. The bill was approved by the 
House Education Committee along party lines, with all Republicans in favor. However, to date, a full-
scale voucher program has not garnered enough support for passage in the legislature. But, in an 
election year, anything can change. 
 

Nonpublic Schools  
• No legislative changes were made in 2021 to either limit school district responsibility to provide 

transportation for private/parochial schools or require full state funding for that cost. 
• No changes were made in state law to require private/parochial schools receiving state funds to 

comply with the same laws, regulations and standards that apply to public schools. 
 

For the PASA Advocacy Committee, January 2022 


