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LITTLE ROCK –  Many school districts can expect to get additional state funding for transportation costs, which have gone up because of rising gasoline and diesel prices.
The legislature's Joint Adequacy Evaluation Oversight Subcommittee voted to create a funding mechanism for school transportation costs. Now, state aid to schools amounts to $286 per pupil for transportation, but for many districts that hasn't been enough since motor fuel prices began going up.

The subcommittee's House co-chairman estimated that as many as two thirds of the state's school districts now incur transportation costs that exceed the $286 per pupil in the current formula.
The new formula will demand stricter accountability from all districts. Some schools now receive more transportation aid than they need, and that may change. The subcommittee will continue working on transportation issues to determine how much additional state aid will be necessary.
One question will be to distinguish the costs of transporting students to school as opposed to transporting them to extracurricular activities. 
The Arkansas Supreme Court has ruled that the state is responsible for providing every student in the state with an adequate education. The subcommittee's concern was that rising transportation costs could force schools to divert resources from the classroom.

At the same meeting the subcommittee completed a very important piece of business when it recommended adequate school funding levels for the next biennium. 
The next step is for the Senate and House Education Committees to consider those recommended funding levels. Then the entire General Assembly will act on them during the 2009 regular legislative session.
Under previously approved state laws, funding for public education will rank at the top of the state's list of priorities. The legislature gave education top priority in order to comply with mandates in the state Constitution that the state provide an adequate education to all students, regardless of where they live and regardless of the local wealth of school districts.

The subcommittee recommended that state education funding be increased by an amount between 1.6 percent and 2.8 percent. That would add from $34.4 million to $58.8 million a year to the school funding formula.
Also, the subcommittee will consider increasing state aid to help districts pay more for teacher health insurance. The cost of health insurance premiums has been going up faster than salaries and the general rate of inflation. Districts now receive state funding that allows them to subsidize teacher health insurance by $131 a month.

Health insurance premiums for teachers will increase an estimated $28 a month for individual policies and $43 a month for teachers with policies that also cover their families. 
Teacher health insurance premiums are expected to continue going up dramatically in 2009 and 2010. Since the 2004-2005 school year, they have risen by almost 40 percent.
More than 46,000 teachers, administrators and school staff participate in the teacher health plan, out of more than 65,000 people who are eligible.
