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LITTLE ROCK - Constant and rigorous oversight of school budgets is a major reason the Arkansas Supreme Court ruled that the state education funding system is constitutional.
In the Lake View school funding case, the court ruled that state government now provides all children with an adequate education and with substantially equal opportunities. The court cited the hundreds of millions of tax dollars the legislature has provided for buildings and facilities, teacher salaries, course offerings and programs that help disadvantaged students.

The unanimous decision also emphasized structural changes carried out by the legislature.

"A critical component of this undertaking has been the comprehensive system for accounting and accountability, which has been put in place to provide state oversight of school-district expenditures," the Supreme Court opinion said.

The opinion said it was "especially meaningful" that the legislature "has expressly shown that constitutional compliance in the field of education is an ongoing task requiring constant study, review and adjustment."
A recent example: in mid-May a 16-member legislative subcommittee, with co-chairmen from the Senate and the House, was appointed by the Education Committees. It is the Joint Adequacy Evaluation Subcommittee, and its work will form the basis for education funding decisions in the 2009 legislative session.
The court specifically mentioned that some local school districts had accumulated large fund balances. Under new state laws, those districts must file annual reports to the state Education Department. The reports must outline expenditures, sources of revenue and the reasons the district maintains fund balances.

Schools also must report on teacher salaries. The Supreme Court ruling said that "accurate information furnished by the school districts to the Department of Education is essential."
According to the court, the legislature now understands that providing a constitutionally adequate school system requires continuous vigilance. The funds have been appropriated and the framework is in place, the court ruled.
The justices of the Supreme Court made special mention of two new laws. One is Act 57 of the special session of 2003-04, which sets up an annual review process by which the legislature determines an adequate level of education funding. The other is Act 108, also passed during the special session of 2003-04. It establishes public school funding as the first priority of state government.

Act 57 and Act 108 "are the cornerstones for assuring future compliance" with the state Constitution, the justices ruled.
The ruling included favorable reviews of a long list of legislative actions over the past five years. They include adding tremendous amounts of new money to the public school funding formula and dedicating massive amounts of money for renovations and construction of public school facilities. Also, the legislature provides bonus funding for teaching students with learning problems and students from impoverished areas.
