
 
 
 
 
 
 
In Budget & Finance News… 
  
Federal Education Budget – President Donald Trump's proposed budget would shrink U.S. Department of 
Education funding by nearly 8 percent in part by consolidating 29 major programs—including Title I aid for 
disadvantaged students and funding for charter school expansion—into a single, $19.4 billion block grant. 
Trump's spending proposal for fiscal 2021, released Monday, would cut the Education Department's budget by 
$5.6 billion, reducing it to $66.6 billion, a 7.8 percent decrease. Its new Elementary and Secondary Education 
for the Disadvantaged block grant, meanwhile, would represent a $4.7 billion cut from the combined current 
funding levels for the 29 programs that would be merged. If the proposal were to be adopted, the federal 
government would no longer guarantee support specifically for the programs and policy areas being folded into 
the block grant. Most programs authorized by the Every Student Succeeds Act would be consolidated into this 
new block grant, according to the department. 
  
While the administration painted this proposed block grant as a large, flexible program, critics of the budget said 
it was a way to conceal cuts to important priorities. Daniel Domenech, executive director of AASA, the School 
Superintendents Association, said in a statement that, "Once again, unsurprisingly, the president has released 
a budget proposal that is bad for students, bad for schools, and bad for public education." 
  
Elsewhere, funding for Head Start under the Department of Health and Human Services would decline by $58 
million $10.6 billion. Meanwhile, the proposed budget for the U.S. Department of Agriculture would impose new 
restrictions on the Community Eligibility Program, which allows schools or districts with high enrollments of 
students who qualify for free and reduced-price meals to serve free meals to all students, without individually 
enrolling them in the National School Lunch Program. The budget proposes only allowing participation for 
individual schools where at least 40 percent of students automatically or categorically qualify for the subsidized 
meal programs. Read the rest of the story: “Trump Seeks to Slash Education Budget, Combine 29 
Programs Into Block Grant” (from Education Week, 2/10/20). 
  
Funding for Rural Schools – A change in the U.S. Department of Education's interpretation of how to distribute 
funds for a federal rural schools program based on poverty is resulting in hundreds of districts receiving 
significantly less funding this year, according to the AASA, The School Superintendents Association. In years 
past, the department distributed a part of the Rural Education Achievement Program funds for poor communities 
based on the percentage of students who qualify for free of reduced-priced lunch, which is often used as a proxy 
for low-income families.  The department this year is using U.S. Census Bureau data on families in poverty 
instead which doesn't necessarily capture the same set of families.  Several states in recent weeks have 
received letters from the department notifying them of the change and that they will get less money they did than 
last year. Read the rest of the story: “Rural Schools Cry Foul Over DeVos' Change to Achievement 
Program Criteria” (from Education Week, 2/14/20). 
  
Districts in Dire Financial Straits – The news started as a morning tweet on Valentine’s Day that easily could 
have gone unnoticed: Katie Couch, a school counselor at the Sto-Rox school district tweeted that the district 
had “completely run out of paper for the rest of the year.”  The Sto-Rox superintendent told the Tribune 
Review that the “surprising” shortage was due to “a conservative spending budget.” How it came as a surprise 
to anyone is a bit puzzling: look at the number of Sto-Rox teachers who posted requests for paper for their 
individual classrooms on Donors Choose, a Go-Fund-Me site for “public school teachers in need of funding.” 
The worst part of this story is the problem that isn’t getting fixed by people buying reams of paper. Because 
when it takes a school counselor pleading on Twitter to get a low-income school district enough basic supplies, 
it’s not a feel- good story. It’s yet another huge red flag that the way we fund public schools in Pennsylvania — 
relying heavily on local property taxes— is badly broken and needs to change. Read the rest of the story: “A 
Western Pennsylvania School District Ran Out of Paper. That’s Everything You Need to Know about 
School Funding in Pa.: Analysis”  (from The Pennsylvania Capital-Star, 2/18/20). 
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In Charter School & Voucher News… 
  
PDE Denial of Cyber Charter Application – The state Department of Education has issued its first denial in 
years to a cyber charter school, thwarting a proposal for a new school that aimed to enroll 2,500 Pennsylvania 
students starting in 2021. The Virtual Preparatory Academy of Philadelphia Cyber Charter School fell short on 
every standard Pennsylvania uses to evaluate cyber charter schools, including support among parents and 
students, long-term financial planning, and proof that its students would meet state educational standards, 
according to a Jan. 27 memo from the state Department of Education. The school also flat-out failed to provide 
parts of the application, such as a sample curriculum and plans for staffing and professional development. 
Reviewers also said its plans for serving children with special needs, or those learning English, were 
“nonexistent.” Read the rest of the story: “Failed Philly Cyber Charter Application Highlights Weaknesses 
in State Law, Observer Says” (from the Pennsylvania-Capital Star, 2/19/20). 
  
Investigation of the Charter School Industry – With growing evidence that the nation's cyber charter schools 
are plagued by serious academic and management problems, Education Week conducted a months-long 
investigation into what is happening in this niche sector of K-12 schooling. The result is a deep-dive account of 
what's wrong with cyber charters. Education Week uncovered exclusive data on how rarely students use the 
learning software at Colorado’s largest cyber charter, the questionable management practices in online charters, 
and how lobbying in scores of states helps keep the sector growing. Read the rest of the story: “Rewarding 
Failure: An Education Week Investigation of the Cyber Charter Industry” (from November 2016). 
  
In School & Student Health and Safety News… 
  
Federal School Safety Resources – The Trump administration has unveiled a “one-stop shop” for school 
safety resources, fulfilling one promise contained in the 180-page report of the federal commission it set up in 
the wake of the massacre in Parkland, Fla., America’s deadliest shooting in a high school. A joint effort of the 
U.S. departments of Education, Health and Human Services, Homeland Security, and Justice, the website—
https://www.schoolsafety.gov—went live Monday as several parents whose children were killed in the 
rampage at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School met with President Trump at the White House just ahead of 
the two-year anniversary of the Feb. 14, 2018, shooting. Nothing in federal law or on the new website requires 
states, district, or schools to adopt any specific safety practices. The website mainly refers them to guidance, 
grants, and training opportunities offered by the federal agencies, as well as some third party resources. Read 
the rest of the story: “Trump Admin. Unveils School Safety 'Clearinghouse.' Here's What You Need to 
Know” (from Education Week, 2/10/20). 
  
Call for More Mental Health Counselors in Schools – In its first year, Pennsylvania’s Safe2Say 
Something anonymous reporting system for schools, students and community members has received more than 
40,000 tips, according to Pennsylvania Attorney General Josh Shapiro. Shapiro said most of the tips dealt with 
issues such as suicide, self-harm, depression and anxiety. “As I traveled across Pennsylvania to talk to students 
about Safe2Say, they weren’t peppering me with questions on school shooting drills or metal detectors. They 
were talking about fellow students who seemed depressed, came to school without lunch, and chronic online 
bullying,” Shapiro said in a news release. In light of the results of Safe2Say Something, Shapiro is asking to put 
at least one mental health counselor in every school building in the commonwealth. “We need additional funding 
to ensure there is at least one mental health counselor in every school building in PA,” Shapiro said. “We must 
expand mental health services in our schools.” Read the rest of the story: “Safe2Say Tips Have AG Shapiro 
Calling for Mental Health Counselors in All Pa. Schools” (from WPXI, 2/17/20). 
  
Impact of Active-Shooter Drills – Active shooter drills in schools—where students and educators are asked to 
practice how to respond to simulated shootings—can do more harm than good, according to the two national 
teachers' unions and a prominent gun safety group. The National Education Association, the American 
Federation of Teachers, and Everytown for Gun Safety are recommending in a new report that schools stop 
using active shooter drills that are either unannounced or simulate gun violence such as the widely used 
ALICE drills. The groups say there is say there is a careful balance between preparing students and 
traumatizing them. There is little evidence, according to the report, that active shooter drills are effective. This is 
in part because there is not enough data yet to study the effectiveness of such drills. There is also wide variation 
in the types of drills schools deploy, making measuring and comparing their effectiveness even trickier. 
Additionally, school shooters have often been current or former students and are likely familiar with the drill 
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protocols at the schools they target. Read the rest of the story: “Active Shooter Drills in Schools: Harmful or 
Helpful? The Debate Rages On” (from Education Week, 2/11/20). [Also see an article in The Patriot-
News, 2/11/20). 
  
Student Mental Health and School Capacity – Many schools have become the de facto mental health 
providers for adolescents, and many are not prepared for the task. Those are the findings of a new report from 
the research and consulting firm EAB, released Thursday at the annual conference for the American 
Association of School Administrators. Students are struggling with an increasing number of mental health 
issues, the EAB report says. Rates of anxiety, depression, and even suicide are going up among adolescents, 
regardless of their race, ethnicity, or family income. Thirty-five percent of 14- to 18-year olds have a mental 
health crisis each year, which includes self-injury, suicide ideation, or attempted suicide. Meanwhile, research 
shows that students are far more likely to seek treatment for mental health issues at school than at a 
community-based clinic, if at all. Only half of students with a treatable mental illness received clinical care, the 
EAB report says—a product, most likely, of both stigma and a lack of access to care in many parts of the 
country. These numbers illustrate the growing demand on school districts to meet these challenges. And while 
schools are a logical place for students to receive mental health services—as almost all children go to school—
the report says that schools are often under-resourced and underprepared to give students what they 
need. Read the rest of the story: “Schools Are the Main Source of Student Mental Health Care. Are They 
Ready?” (from Education Week, 2/13/20). 
  
Lawsuit Against Vaping Company – Attorney General Josh Shapiro announced on Feb. 10 that his office is 
filing a lawsuit against JUUL Labs for violating Pennsylvania’s Unfair Trade Practices and Consumer Protection 
law and jeopardizing the health of Pennsylvanians, in particular the young people JUUL targeted with their 
products. Attorney General Shapiro’s lawsuit calls for JUUL to cease sales in Pennsylvania of their products. 
Shapiro’s suit alleges JUUL’s actions violated the law by strategically targeting young people with “kid-friendly” 
flavors, chemically enhancing the amounts of nicotine and its absorption rate in the products, and rushing to 
market before providing proof of the safety of their product. The complaint also alleges that the company is 
liable for not disclosing the health risks of JUUL products. 
  
The complaint alleges JUUL “deliberately and cynically” marketed its products to young people in Pennsylvania, 
as a result, approximately 28 percent of American high school and middle school students are e-cigarette users. 
The company also led consumers to believe JUUL devices helped people stop smoking, while the engineer 
behind its flavors stated the company was “not trying to design a cessation product at all.” The complaint also 
describes the deceptive marketing tactics employed by JUUL to target Pennsylvania youth, including its 
“Vaporized Campaign” on social media and in convenience stores. This campaign’s focus on social media 
attracted the interest of young people, many of whom were under 18 at the time of JUUL’s debut in 2015. 
  
Attorney General Shapiro is asking the Court to, among other things, take JUUL devices out of production 
altogether. If the Court does not agree, the Attorney General’s office is asking the Court impose restrictions on 
the way the JUUL product is designed, marketed, and sold, and to require the company to pay for youth-
oriented prevention programs, public health research, and nicotine cessation programs to help abate the harms 
they’ve already caused. (from a press release, 2/10/20) 
  
In Legislative News… 
  
Session Schedule – Both the House and Senate remain in recess until the week of March 16 as appropriations 
hearings on the Governor’s proposed state budget continue at the Capitol. 
  
State Senate Retirements – Senate President Pro-Tempore Joe Scarnati (R-Jefferson) has announced he will 
not seek reelection to a sixth term. He has served as head of the Senate for the past 14 years. His counterpart 
in the state House, Mike Turzai (R-Allegheny) announced last month that he will soon be resigning from the 
House, likely before budget talks begin in earnest. Also, state Sen. Andy Dinniman (D-Chester), minority 
chairman of the Senate Education Committee, has announced he will retire at the end of his current term and 
will not seek re-election. Dinniman has served in the Senate since 2006, when he won a special election to fill 
the vacancy created by the death of Sen. Bob Thompson. 
  
Public Meeting on Property Tax Reform – On Feb. 12 the Senate Republican Policy Committee held a public 
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meeting in Perry County to review school property tax elimination efforts. In addition to participating legislators, 
representatives from several organizations participated in the meeting, which also provided for public 
comment. Dr. Robert Pleis, superintendent of the Twin Valley SD, and Dr. Chris Dormer, superintendent of 
the Norristown Area SD, participated in the meeting on behalf of PASA. 
  
Both Pleis and Dormer noted that state subsidies do not keep up with current mandated costs, including 
pensions, special education and charter school tuition, let alone additional costs such as mental health services 
or services needed for low-income students. As a result, they said, local taxpayers have to fund the majority of 
school district budgets. 
  
Pleis also noted that, in his district, state funding makes up just over 25 percent of the district’s budget, federal 
funding around 12 percent, and the rest must be raised locally. Eliminating property taxes would have to include 
a substantial increase in the EIT, PIT and/or sales tax to make up for that revenue, he said, and, while doing 
that appears to be progressive, those taxes impact lower-wage earners the hardest. In addition, Act 1 already 
impacts school districts, leading to cutting back on programs, putting off maintenance, etc. 
  
Dormer noted that, in Berks County, pensions and charter school costs alone take up 60 percent of any 
increase in revenues from local taxes. In fact, two districts have to pay more than their local tax increases for 
just those two costs alone (Kutztown and Hamburg). He stressed the need for a steady revenue source. In 
addition, he stated that, because the cost of mandates will continue to increase faster than state support, local 
districts must have control over the need to raise local revenue, even though that is problematic. In Norristown, 
the current local share is 72 percent, he said, and because of mandated costs, the district has had to cut 
programs and services, use fund balance money and raise taxes above the Act 1 index. “This hits low-income 
communities the hardest,” he said. “The result is perpetuating high local tax burdens and inequalities, 
perpetuating the haves and have-nots.” 
  
Dormer also noted that all five legislative proposals indicate a tax shift but do not address the cost issue. “We 
need continual investments in public schools to pay for the rising costs of mandates,” he said. “For example, 
safety funding, while positive, mean that districts have to fight each other in competitive grants for dollars for 
safety and security. We need assurances that we will have a tax system that offers dependable income that is 
not dependent on fluctuating sales tax revenues, statewide economic conditions, etc. Local officials must 
continue to have control over budgets and decisionmaking.” 
  
Other speakers included representatives from the Pennsylvania Liberty Alliance, an anti-property tax non-profit 
based in Berks County, the Pennsylvania School Boards Association, the Pennsylvania Realtors Association, 
and the Pennsylvania Chamber of Business and Industry. The latter noted that the conversation around property 
tax reform: needs to be a comprehensive discussion that includes many other issues, including reassessment; 
needs to focus on sound public policy that goes beyond just shifting taxes to also addressing the cost-drivers 
(pensions, special education, charter school tuition, prevailing wage costs, etc.); and needs to consider that 
shifting the burden to other taxpayers may be disproportional and just accelerate the problem, particularly 
considering the changing demographics in Pennsylvania. 
  
Click here for a video of the meeting. 
 
Committee Calendar –  
  
Wednesday, Feb. 26 
House Appropriations Committee: Budget Hearing, Room 140, Main Capitol 
10:00 a.m. - Department of Community & Economic Development (manages EITC program) 
  
Thursday, Feb. 27 
Senate Appropriations Committee: Budget Hearings, Hearing Room 1, North Office Building 
10:00 a.m. - Department of Education 
3:00 p.m. - Department of Community & Economic Development (manages EITC program) 
  
Monday, March 2 
House Appropriations Committee: Budget Hearings, Room 140, Main Capitol 
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10:00 a.m. - Department of Education 
1:00 p.m. - Department of Education (continued) 
  
Wednesday, March 4 
Senate Appropriations Committee: Budget Hearing, Hearing Room 1, North Office Building 
3:00 p.m. - Budget Secretary/Governor’s Executive Office 
  
Thursday, March 5 
House Appropriations Committee: Budget Hearing, Room 140, Main Capitol 
10:30 a.m. - Budget Secretary/Governor’s Executive Offices 
  
In National News… 
  
AP Classes Nationwide – More than 1.2 million high school students in the U.S. took an Advanced Placement 
course in 2019, an increase of 57% over the past decade. And the number scoring high enough to earn college 
credit on at least one AP exam has increased 60% over that time, College Board officials announced 
recently. The number of high schools offering AP courses has also grown, from 17,374 schools in 2009 to 
22,678 in 2019. Higher education systems in 31 states also now have a uniform policy for granting course credit 
to students who pass an AP exam with a 3 or higher, compared to 14 states in 2014. However, according to 
College Board CEO David Coleman, while participation and performance have grown “in tandem,” a “real crisis” 
still exists in rural America. He noted a recent report showing many students in rural communities lack access 
to AP courses because there aren’t enough students to make up a course. Districts are often choosing between 
AP or dual-enrollment programs, rather than making both available, he said. Read the rest of the 
story: “College Board: AP Participation and Performance Grow 'in 
Tandem'” (from educationdive.com, 2/6/20). 
  
Corporate America: What Schools Should Teach – Today’s classrooms aren’t preparing students for 
tomorrow’s jobs. That's a broad statement, but in many schools it's the truth. Education looks very much the 
same—with some tweaks around the edges—as it has for decades, yet business and industry's idea of what 
"work" looks like is evolving at a dynamic pace. But how are schools supposed to teach the skills needed for this 
future workplace, when the picture of what that might look like remains fuzzy? Education Week asked some of 
the biggest and fastest-growing companies in the United States how schools can prepare students to be an 
essential part of their future workforce. We asked senior executives from those companies this question: "If you 
could design one course to put in high schools around the country, what would it be and what would it look like?" 
In some cases, the responses might be what you would expect: a focus on cybersecurity, technology, money 
management. In other cases, though, company executives were looking for more "soft skills" that could help an 
employee be successful in any type of setting—a focus on kindness, creativity, communication, and even an 
introduction to Zen Buddhism. Read the rest of the story: “Microsoft, Verizon, and Other Big U.S. Companies 
Design Their Ideal High School Courses” (from Education Week, 2/4/20). 
  
FYI… 
  
Public Schools Week – Nine out of 10 students in the United States attend public schools, and the members of 
the Learning First Alliance (including AASA) will be celebrating Public Schools Week from February 24 to 28, 
2020. Our partners are planning more events and recognitions to honor our nation’s public schools, our students 
and the many school professionals who work to help students achieve their greatest potential. 
  
Public Schools Week is a designated week for administrators, teachers, specialists, teacher educators, parents 
and school board members to host events for their communities and reach out to lawmakers, businesses, and 
other community members to discuss the importance of public education. Add Public Schools Week 2020 to 
your school calendar and make plans to join LFA and educators across the United States to show the 
strength—and potential—of our nation’s public schools and our students’ futures. 
  
Click here to access Alliance resources for celebrating public schools! 
  
Free Webinar on CTE – Join PA Schools Work for a free webinar tomorrow (Feb. 25) from 12 PM - 12:30 
PM and learn about CTE funding. Register here. 
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On the Calendar… 
  
Feb. 29             Superintendent Licensure Exam Prep Session (Harrisburg) 
March 4             Professional Development Committee meeting (virtual) 
March 17           Webinar: Community Commitment to School Safety 
March 19-20      AASA/PASA Natl. Supt. Certification Program (PASA office) 


