Legislation attacks education problems

by Sen. Johne Binkley
for ihe Tumdrs Tloes

JUNEAU A report produced
carlier this year by u joint legislative
commitiee shows we are not doing a
very gookd job of educating our school
children in Alaska.

OPINION

The committee, headed by Rep
Eileen MacLean, D-Barrow, and Sen
Lioyd Jones, R-Ketchikan, found thiu
far wo muny Aluska schools are
operating ut un *‘unacceplable level of
performance. ' Even more alarming,
we found that this 15 nol just o one-
year dip in student test scores, school
gchievement in Alaska has  been
declining steadily over the past several
hi= 18 F

And while sorme Alnska schools are
producing students capable of scoring
at or above the nations] bvernge on
stundardized tests, mo one ought 1o
ke much comfort in that finding

The American test sores avernge il
the very bottom of the list when
mieusured against school performance
achieved by the rest of the developed
countries of the world. Thar meuans
cven i all Alaska kids scored in the
HFhih percentile nationally . they'd sl
e runmng far behind much of the rea
of the industrualized workd

This s o disiand report card on
Adiska s educabion system. And, while
the commuttee estimates 1 would cost
some 305 mullion over the next five

s 0 correct our unaccepinble
evels of achievememt, if we do
nothing o correct this situation, the
cstimated costs of public programs to
help these under-educated students
liter in their lives 15 estimared at 10
times higher.

Clearly, we must start taking some
steps now if we're going 10 help young
people escape this rapidly escalating
shide toward mediocnty,

The Joint Commuties on School Per-
formance has produced two bills and

a resolution as first steps, These bills
wion't win the war, but they could
represent some potent apening shots

House Bill 469 would meet a bissic
need by putting a side education
podicy into law, We've never had such
a policy ststement on the books, and
il you don't know where you want (o
g0, how are you ever going to get
unywhere?!

Under terms of the bill, our educu-
tion pohicy would be simple enough:
(o help ensure thut all students succeed
m e education and work, shape
worthwhile lives for themselves, ex-
emplify the best values of society nnd
help improve the character and quali-
ty of the world about them

COur school offioals must clearly
understand that we expect them o pur-
sue this policy and do a better job for
our children. To that erd, HB 469 also
would require bath the State Board of
Educanon and local school districts (o
adopt goals and priorinies for improv
ing school performance, put together
plans to nchieve these guqru angl come
up with & means of measuring how
succesful they were when it's tme 1o
review und plan for the next year

And, in respanse (0 pirents in miy
commumtics who complained 1o the
ponmt commitiee about thelr inability 1o
hiwwe any input in their children’s
cducation, the bill would reguire every
sehool district to create reglonal wl-
visary boards 1o give advice on all
cducation  matters, including
mainienance of school facilithes

Dristricty also would be required o
solicil comments on school perfor
mance from: students, parents und
uther community members,

Finally, HR 469 would estmablish
# "Fund for the Improvemen
of School Performance.'* The com-
mussioner of education would use the
fund 10 make gmnts 10 school districts
— or W principals, teachers, local
governing bodies or nonprofu
organizations — who have prriﬂl o
the commissioner with a persunsive
plun for specifically improving school
performance.,

The other ball in the packnge, HB
470, proposes to establish a commit
tee on early childhood and parenting

education within the Department ol
Community and Regional Affairs,
with the commssioner of educution
serving as chairman

The comminee. which also would
have twi practitioners [fom (hese
feldy as members, would develop a
stitewade plan for early childhood and
parenting education. Among  other
questions 10 be answered, the commit
tee would be churged with deterpam
g which students would be hes)
served and what they should be taught

House Concurrent Resolution 46 s
the final part of the joint committec s
privpomals, It woold request the gover
nor to establish a comniittee of st
agencies, ancluding the umiverty
sy stem, o adennfy eritical social and
health barners 1w learmng, establish
lans o overcome them amd then ke
responsibility for carrying oul the
plans

There s one last bifl that o't par
ol the joimt  commttee's  formal
legislative packnge, but deserves men:
tion and has my support. MacLean,
who worked long and hard on the

That means even
if all Alaska kids
scored in the 99th
percentile national-
ly, they'd still be
running far behind
much of the rest of
the industrialized
world.

e —————
schoal performunce project, has a
separate hill — House Bill 203 — 1o
provide  for  stite  certification ol
teachers in certmn felds where stan
dand college degrees are mot aviilable

There are estremely compelen
teachers of Notive languages and
culiure, for example, who have been
teaching important skills but cannot be
certiicated — and therelore can’t get
slate retrernent or benelins — under
curment law

The Jomt Commmittee on School
Pelormance plans 0 ssue o ol
repont next Juouary 1 cantell you now
that 1t won 't show Alusks has caughs
up with the rest of the world in sehosl
perlormance

Hud § hope the report s fuodings can
show tha) while we may mol have
rurmed arndd this unhuappy situation,
we ve dt least tormed our full aiention
o ot 0 that Iulp;t‘rrm we still tay not
desorve an " bul we will be uble
1o ke & rn.twiur-: of pride n the fac
that we ve findly started putting in the
cffort o rmse our grudes




