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LITTLE ROCK - Public schools would get an additional $64 per student next year under the balanced budget proposal submitted to the legislature by the governor.
Aid to local school districts is the largest single category in the state general revenue fund. This year the state will put about $1.83 billion into the public school fund. The governor's proposal would increase that amount by $3.37 million . It would increase by $39.6 million the amount of revenue from local property taxes. Minimum per pupil funding would increase to $5,940 from $5,876 next year.

Growth in local revenue from property taxes would provide much of the increase in aid to schools under the governor's plan. In total, the public school fund next year would be $2.6 billion from the state.
Schools get additional state funding for special needs students. For example, they get an extra $293 for each student for whom English is not his or her native language. 
The governor has not proposed an increased in the category of funding for students learning English, even though the state Education Department estimates an increase in the number of those students next year, from 32,427 to about 34,200.

Also, districts get additional aid for each student whose family income falls below the poverty line. If more than 90 percent of its students are from low-income families, the school district gets an additional $1,488 per pupil. If more than 70 percent but less than 90 percent are low-income, the district gets an additional $992 per student. Districts in which fewer than 70 percent of the students are below the poverty level get $496 extra per pupil.
The criteria for granting poverty money, known as NSLA categorical funding, is the number of students who are eligible for free and reduced priced lunches. Of the 458,500 public school students in Arkansas this year, 251,904 are eligible for either free or reduced priced lunches.
This year the state appropriated $157 million in poverty funding. The governor proposed increasing that amount by $1.5 million to account for an increase in the number of students from low-income families.
Schools that provide an alternative learning environment for troubled youngsters get $4,063 per pupil in additional funding. That is a relatively large amount compared to other categories of bonus funding, but local school districts must keep the student in class for the entire school year in order to get it.

The Arkansas Better Chance program is for three and four-year-olds from poor families. Its purpose is to prepare children who otherwise would be far behind their peers academically. 
Studies prove it is extremely hard to catch up when a student begins kindergarten at a disadvantage. Funding for ABC and similar pre-kindergarten programs is projected to be about $111 million next year. 
The governor has proposed additional funding for long distance learning and programs that help youths who are at risk of dropping out of school.
 When the General Assembly convenes in regular session in January, legislators will face other issues in education funding. One is whether to provide teachers more help in paying for health insurance. Another is helping districts cope with the rising cost of transportation.
