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LITTLE ROCK - The Senate approved the major appropriations for Arkansas public schools for the next two years.
State government is the largest single source of revenue for local school districts. Both chambers of the legislature passed a funding measure, Senate Bill 261, that appropriates about $2.5 billion a year to the 245 school districts in Arkansas.

The bill includes $111 million for pre-kindergarten programs, an increase of $40 million over current expenditures. One goal of pre-school is to help children from disadvantaged homes start school on an equal footing with middle-class and upper-class children. Research has consistently shown that it is extremely hard for children to ever catch up with their peers if they begin kindergarten lacking verbal and preliminary academic skills.
A companion bill, HB 1632, authorizes school funding at a level legislators hope is adequate to meet the state's constitutional obligation to fund public education. A third bill, HB 1633, authorizes the spending of even greater amounts for public schools, if tax revenue over the next two years is sufficient to pay for the enhanced funding.
The bills increase minimum salaries for classroom teachers and provide bonus funding for school districts with large percentages of low-income students and students for whom English is a second language.

The school funding measures were the first bills passed by the legislature this session that spend money from the state general revenue fund. 
In the final weeks of the session the legislature will write budgets for state agencies, colleges and universities and human services.
The other major news concerning education was the release of the final estimate on the cost of upgrading school facilities. "Facilities" refers to capital projects, and are considered as a separate category from the continuing operations paid for in SB 261, HB 1632 and HB 1633.
The estimated cost of facilities improvements is $631 million, of which state government would be responsible for providing $456 million. That amount of construction and renovation would be massive in a state the size of Arkansas, therefore the question for legislators is how much of that amount can be spent effectively over the next two years. Some legislators want to dedicate the entire amount now. Others prefer to pay it out, as needed, over a longer period.
In other business, the Senate approved SB 20 to authorize the state Health Division to monitor the prescribing and dispensing of certain narcotic prescription drugs. The intent is to work with physicians and pharmacists to prevent the abuse of powerful painkillers and other drugs that are particularly habit forming. 
One abuse is "doctor shopping," when healthy people visit numerous physicians until they finally convince one to prescribe a narcotic. Law enforcement could not access the Health Division's information without a search warrant.
The Senate also approved SB 381, which creates an account for the Cancer Research Center at the University of Arkansas for Medical Sciences, the state's medical school at Little Rock. The account allows the state to match private donations with $50 million.
