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Disconnect seen between superintendent, lawmakers

State schools Superintendent Joy Hofmeister

Wednesday, June 15, 2016 | The Oklahoman Editorial

LAST week, state schools Superintendent Joy Hofmeister said textbook funds had been eliminated, leaving schools “scrambling.” Legislative 
leaders quickly pointed out that was not the case.

In prior years, lawmakers attached strings to roughly $33 million. Districts had to use that money for textbooks, or not at all. This year, the money was instead run
through the school funding formula. This meant schools received the cash but were free to use it for new textbooks or spend it elsewhere if needed during a tough
budget year. And, legislative leaders noted, this approach was endorsed by school officials.

This isn't the only instance where Hofmeister's claims about money issues have appeared ill-informed.

Perhaps the most glaring example occurred early this year when the superintendent announced a shortfall had occurred in the 1017 Fund, and consequently
schools would face budget cuts of roughly $19 million in February. By the time February rolled around, officials announced they had found $43.8 million in the
fund, and no cuts were required. This is a tacit admission that officials lost $43.8 million.

Those familiar with the situation say the problem arose in the Department of Education because officials there didn't account for the fact that money remaining in
a fund at the end of one fiscal year is still in that fund at the start of the subsequent fiscal year. Failure to do basic accounting fueled a false alarm.

In a May meeting with The Oklahoman's editorial board, House Speaker Jeff Hickman, R-Fairview, noted that Hofmeister had “announced some additional cuts to
schools a week or two ago.” That announcement wasn't tied to any recent financial developments.

“We're all looking around going, ‘What's that all about? Nothing's changed. Where did that come from?' ” Hickman said.

It turned out the conditions necessitating a cut had been identified in February when the state Board of Equalization certified revenue estimates. (Hofmeister is a
member of that board.) Hickman noted the state Regents for Higher Education immediately alerted affected colleges and universities at that time.

“For whatever reason, I guess the state Board of Education had missed that,” Hickman said. “And so they announced that as if it was some new cut.”

In short, K-12 schools were notified of a budget cut months after its necessity had been formalized.

This year, Hofmeister's agency produced a fiscal impact statement regarding Education Savings Account legislation. That document said the department would
need to buy $700,000 in new computer equipment to process ESAs. Yet the calculations involved were no different than what the agency already does with 
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existing equipment on a daily basis.

It turned out the $700,000 was to replace the Department of Education's entire state aid system, a change in no way tied to potential passage of ESA legislation.
The department had requested that equipment purchase as far back as November 2015 — months before the Legislature was even in session.

In a subsequent radio interview, state Finance Secretary Preston Doerflinger bluntly noted that the superintendent had “provided a fiscal impact that was
completely inaccurate.”

In short, Hofmeister has suggested textbook funds don't exist that do, has temporarily lost track of $43.8 million, failed to promptly notify schools of a budget cut,
and provided a bogus fiscal impact statement to lawmakers. It's a trend line that gives Oklahomans reason for growing concern.
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Reading law producing notable improvement

Wednesday, June 22, 2016 | The Oklahoman Editorial

IN some status-quo corners of Oklahoma's education system, critics still refer to the state's third-grade reading law as “controversial.” What makes it so to them 
is that it's working exactly as proponents predicted, as this year's preliminary results indicate.

In 2014, the first year that failing the state reading test could lead to a student repeating a grade, 66 percent of third-graders read at grade level or better. Overall,
80 percent achieved scores allowing them to advance to the fourth grade. (Under the retention law, students reading at only a second-grade level can still advance
to the fourth grade. Only students reading at a first-grade level or lower are subject to retention.) That year, nearly 16 percent of Oklahoma third-graders were
subject to retention because they were functionally illiterate.

In 2015, the failure rate declined to 14.6 percent. This year, according to preliminary results reported by Oklahoma Watch, just 12 percent of students may be
subject to retention while 88 percent will automatically advance.

That's a trend line headed in the right direction. It highlights significant improvement in just three years. Yet some officials still insist the reading law isn't
effective.

Oklahoma Watch reports that John Cox, president of the Organization of Rural Elementary Schools and a 2014 Democratic candidate for state superintendent,
“said scores are improving not because of the pass-or-repeat nature of the test, which he believes places too much pressure on 8-year-olds, but because teachers
have placed more focus on developing students' reading skills.”

Yet this prompts the question: What led schools to place greater focus on reading? There's an obvious answer: the reading law.

Teachers certainly deserve credit. And we don't think they're to blame for much of the prior lack of emphasis. That was the result of school superintendents and
principals who shrugged off poor literacy rates for decades. That attitude led to countless students being deprived of a quality education who were capable of
grade-level achievement.

Consider Isiah Hughes, a then-9-year-old student highlighted in a 2015 Tulsa World article. Hughes' mother told the World that “she had no idea before this year
that her second of three children was struggling academically” because school officials didn't inform her. Subsequently, she began doing word cards and other
exercises at home to help him improve.

Thanks to Oklahoma's reading law, fewer children like Isiah are being left behind. That reality is proven not only by results on the state reading test, but by other
sources. The 2015 National Assessment of Educational Progress reading scores showed Oklahoma experienced the third-largest gain nationally in fourth-grade
reading scores. Another “coincidence”? We think not.

Cox's Republican opponent in 2014 was Joy Hofmeister. The two espoused similar positions on many education issues, including the third-grade reading 
test. Thus, it's notable that Hofmeister has since changed her stance. In 2015, she said improved NAEP scores showed the reading law is working, a message 
her spokesman echoed in an interview with Oklahoma Watch regarding the most recent test results.

Hofmeister deserves credit for changing course upon viewing the real-world results of the reading law. It's time other critics faced reality and did the same. When
a policy improves the education of thousands of children, potentially benefiting those kids for decades, critics should be happy to have been proven wrong.

©2017 Produced by The Oklahoman.

(https://secure.oklahoman.com/notifications?
view=permission)

THE LATEST 50 UPDATES

Body of woman found along southwest
Oklahoma road identified
Wednesday, January 18th, 12:02pm

newsbox=open)

Investigators: Oklahoma shooting victim
saved by plate in neck
Wednesday, January 18th, 12:00pm

newsbox=open)

Body found in Pittsburg County may be that
of missing woman
Wednesday, January 18th, 12:00pm

newsbox=open)

Putnam City school bus, car collide
Wednesday, no injuries
Wednesday, January 18th, 9:10am

newsbox=open)

Edmond police looking for shooter in Tuesday
night homicide
Wednesday, January 18th, 7:56am

newsbox=open)

Cloudy Wednesday in central Oklahoma,
temperatures in the 50s
Wednesday, January 18th, 6:00am

newsbox=open)

Two attorneys that secured a $942,000 fee to
work for AG Scott Pruitt also donated to his
2006 and 2010 campaigns, records show.
Tuesday, January 17th, 8:30pm

alert=breaking)

Worker injured in asphalt tank in Del City
Tuesday, January 17th, 4:34pm

newsbox=open)

President Barack Obama commutes sentence
of Chelsea Manning
Tuesday, January 17th, 3:32pm

newsbox=open)

Man accused of Christmas shooting in
Edmond arrested in South Carolina
Tuesday, January 17th, 2:30pm

newsbox=open)

NOTIFICATIONS



Cindy
Highlight



OKLAHOMA school officials often blame state funding for education woes — four-day school weeks, teacher layoffs, etc. — and suggest all 
would be well if only state funding were dramatically increased.

Yet in many cases, poor management contributes as much to schools' woes as any state funding changes. The Catoosa district highlights this reality.

In April, the Catoosa School Board voted to shift to a four-day school week to save $200,000. But in July, the same school board “approved a 
contract to build a $1.5 million press box with an elevator at the high school football field,” Oklahoma Watch reported.

Moreover, the board voted to tap $673,000 that the district received through the state's school land fund to cover those elevator expenses, instead of 
transferring it to the general fund for operating expenses.

In short, district officials prioritized building an elevator for a football press box used only a handful of days over preserving a full school week. 
The land fund money would have easily covered the cost of maintaining a fifth day of school.

Furthermore, a closer look at Catoosa's finances shows the district has experienced significant increases in funding that undermine claims of 
financial hardship.

Data provided through state government's Oklahoma Cost Accounting Systems show Catoosa's per-pupil spending has increased 57 percent from 
$7,502 per student in 2008 to $11,799 in 2015. During that time, the student population has declined slightly.

THE OKLAHOMAN 

Sometimes, Oklahoma schools' problems can be self-inflicted
 by The Oklahoman Editorial Board •  Published: August 31, 2016 12:00 AM CDT

Catoosa is a relatively property-rich district. According to the state Office of Educational Quality and Accountability, the statewide average 
property valuation per student in 2015 was $47,329. In Catoosa, it was $79,321.

According to the state Department of Education, state funds accounted for 47.76 percent of school funds statewide in 2015, while 40.6 percent 
came from local property taxes and the rest from federal funds. But the share of local property taxes is much higher in some districts, and Catoosa 
appears to be one of them.

While property tax is used to pay off construction bonds, property tax money can also be used for operational costs, particularly when those tax 
collections grow rapidly. Many districts have used a portion of local tax funds to increase teacher pay. Also, nothing says a district has to 
undertake new construction-bond programs if it will reduce the district's financial flexibility in the face of state funding challenges.

While Catoosa's revenues appear far better than those at many schools, that hasn't translated into academic excellence. The high school received a 
D-plus on its state report card for the 2014-15 school year even though Catoosa has a much lower poverty rate and significantly lower share of 
single-parent families than the state average.

Teacher pay in Catoosa was also below the state average.

In contrast, there are 47 school districts with larger student enrollment than Catoosa, but only 25 districts paid their superintendent more than the 
$148,282 total compensation given to Catoosa Superintendent Rick Kibbe in 2014.

So Catoosa can't hold classes five days a week or pay teachers above-average wages, and academic performance is subpar. But the district does 
have a spiffy football stadium and one of Oklahoma's highest-paid superintendents.

This may be an extreme example, and many school districts in the state are hurting. But questionable financial management is not unique. No 
amount of increased state funding can overcome bad management.
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A recent legislative study indicates efforts to weed out child predators from Oklahoma schools are having an impact. That's welcome news. But it 
doesn't change the fact that loopholes remain that could allow predators to evade identification and obtain other school jobs. And parents are kept 
in the dark.

In 2015, Oklahoma lawmakers passed a bill creating a voluntary system of reporting when teachers resign due to allegations of sexual misconduct 
with students. Under that law, school districts are allowed, but not mandated, to report such cases to the state Board of Education. School officials 
may reference the resulting database when screening teacher applicants.

At a state Senate study, officials said the system has helped the board investigate and take action on more than 20 teaching certificates of abusive 
teachers. Without doubt, that's a victory. But there's reason to worry some schools fail to report these cases.

As noted, the law doesn't require reporting cases of suspected abuse. In fact, the law grants protection from lawsuits to schools that fail to notify 
the board. And parents cannot access the board's database of accused pedophiles, so transparency is lacking.

In cases where a teacher is prosecuted for crimes against students, the resulting criminal record should prevent other schools from hiring that 
teacher. But in other instances, teachers suspected of child abuse are allowed to resign and no prosecution occurs. Those teachers can then obtain 
jobs in other school districts.

THE OKLAHOMAN 

Oklahoma's reporting requirements about unsavory teachers need
to be strengthened

 by The Oklahoman Editorial Board •  Published: October 14, 2016 12:00 AM CDT

A case in Hollis highlights this problem. Teacher Jennifer Caswell engaged in sexual acts with an eighth-grade student. She was allowed to 
resign prior to the end of the school year and retained her teaching license. The only reason she was publicly identified, convicted and lost her 
teaching license is that she was subsequently caught with the youth in a hotel after driving 650 miles to meet the boy in Mississippi.

The boy's father later filed a lawsuit against the Hollis district alleging at least two people witnessed Caswell engage in sexual acts with his son 
at school, and that the incident was reported to an administrator but not to the father, police or the Department of Human Services.

Such scenarios occur nationwide. A December 2010 report by the U.S. Government Accountability Office reviewed cases in several states, 
including a teacher in Ohio who was forced to resign because of inappropriate conduct with female students but still “received a letter of 
recommendation from the school superintendent calling him an ‘outstanding teacher.'” That teacher “was subsequently hired at a neighboring 
district, where he was convicted of sexual battery against a sixth-grade girl,” the GAO noted.

U.S. Sen. Pat Toomey, R-Pa., has authored federal legislation to make it illegal for school officials to give a positive recommendation to 
teachers reasonably suspected of molesting children.

The problems of voluntary reporting systems were highlighted recently when USA Today examined the national database maintained by the 
National Association of State Directors of Teacher Education and Certification.

The newspaper found more than 9,000 sanctioned teachers were missing from the database, including a Texas teacher caught in a sting on 
NBC's “To Catch a Predator.” That teacher subsequently obtained another classroom job.

Voluntary reporting has benefits, to be sure. But if lawmakers are truly serious about protecting children, they should put some real teeth in 
Oklahoma's reporting laws.
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IN the years since Oklahoma began issuing A-F letter grades to individual schools, the annual response from many school leaders has been 
predictable. Those receiving an A or B grade typically don't complain. Those getting a D or F complain that the grading system is flawed.

Yet there's a clear correlation between A-F grading and statewide improvement in student learning, as highlighted at a recent study conducted by 
the state House Common Education Committee.

Since A-F grading was adopted in Oklahoma in 2011, students' scores on National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests have 
generally trended up, sometimes dramatically so. Because NAEP is administered to students across the country, its results are not subject to easy 
manipulation by state or local officials.

In 2011, Oklahoma fourth-grade students averaged a 215 on the NAEP reading test. By 2015, those scores had jumped to 222. This was the 
biggest jump seen in Oklahoma fourth-grade reading scores in decades and the first time since 1998 that Oklahoma was above the national 
average.

The increase coincided with another state law passed in 2011 to prevent some students from advancing to the fourth grade when they read at only 
a first-grade level, so both laws played a role in raising scores.

THE OKLAHOMAN 

Data show Oklahoma's A-F school grades have a positive effect
 by The Oklahoman Editorial Board •  Published: October 19, 2016 12:00 AM CDT

But the improvement wasn't confined to fourth-grade reading. Oklahoma's eighth-grade NAEP reading scores have increased since 2011, as has 
Oklahoma's average fourth-grade NAEP math score, which now matches the national average for the first time this century.

Only in eighth-grade math has Oklahoma declined since A-F grading was implemented. So there's still work to do.

Still, the overall trend of general improvement is in marked contrast what occurred prior to A-F school grading. In fact, Oklahoma has outpaced 
the rate of national improvement in fourth-grade reading, fourth-grade math and eighth-grade reading even in the midst of challenging state 
budget years. This proves policy changes can have great benefit even when money is tight.

Similar improvement occurred in other states following A-F school grading, including Arizona, Florida, Indiana, Louisiana, Mississippi, New 
Mexico and Utah.

These results highlight the need to preserve the A-F system in its current form, subject to minor revision. Some school officials want to eliminate 
letter grades and instead issue only broad reports.

But as Marcus A. Winters, associate professor in the School of Education at Boston University, has noted, “In practice, this provides so much 
information about a school that it becomes impossible for a parent or curious policymaker to distinguish if it is effective. As a result, ineffective 
schools simply fly under the radar and feel no strong push to improve.”

That proved true in New York City, where Mayor Bill de Blasio scrapped A-F grading upon his election. Subsequently, Winters' research found 
low-performing schools improved under the A-F system, but not under de Blasio's grade-free report card system.

Cottonwood School Superintendent John Daniel encouraged Oklahoma lawmakers to preserve the system, saying the report cards provide “useful 
information.” Daniel said a fellow superintendent once suggested high-poverty Cottonwood was “manipulating the numbers” to get an A report 
card.

He explained the secret to success was straightforward: “If the students perform well, then the report card stands up for itself.”

Oklahoma's A-F system is working. It is benefiting students by incentivizing a better education system. Lawmakers shouldn't toy with success.
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WE recently noted that proposed revisions of Oklahoma's A-F school grading system appeared likely to inflate school grades. Now there's reason 
to wonder if they could run afoul of civil rights laws.

The State Board of Education voted last week to adopt a revised A-F grading system. But some speakers pointed out that the new system's school 
targets for student performance on state tests suggest there will be different academic targets based solely on race.

A simulation provided in the draft revision showed that in grades three through eight, on a point scale of 100 to 400, a student scoring 300 would 
be considered proficient (performing at grade level).

For white students, the simulated school target for 2017 was around 275 (below grade level). The target for black students was only 200. Low 
targets were also indicated for Hispanics and American Indians.

Thus, the simulation indicated schools where black children performed far worse than white children would face no penalty under the school 
grading system.

Minorities are disproportionately represented among low-income students, who tend to lag their peers academically. But the simulation included 
additional targets for low-income students, special education students and students learning English as a second language.
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Racial targets in proposed Oklahoma school grades overhaul merit
concern

 by The Oklahoman Editorial Board •  Published: December 21, 2016 12:00 AM CDT

The draft made clear that the separate goals for black, Hispanic and American Indian students are not tied to poverty. Under the proposed system, 
“a student who is both Hispanic and economically disadvantaged will be placed in the economically disadvantaged group” while “a black student 
with a disability” would be “categorized as a student with a disability and required to meet that goal.”

In plain English, that means specific target goals for black and white students refer primarily to middle-and upper-income families, not children 
living in poverty. Thus, schools would have lower academic goals for middle-class minority students than for comparable white students based 
solely on race.

In fact, the simulation indicated academic targets for middle-class black students would be almost identical to the target for students with 
disabilities.

The racial overtones didn't escape notice. Robert Ruiz, president of ChoiceMatters for Kids, told board members that when he was a child, “No 
one ever told me to lower my expectations because my family had a modest income, or because of the color of my skin, or because my last name 
was ‘Ruiz.'” Yet the A-F recommendations “spell out — in no uncertain terms — who we expect to succeed and who we don't.” He said such 
practices have “no place in Oklahoma in the 21st century.”

Timmy Young, a black parent and educator, argued, “Standards should be equal straight across the board.” When Oklahoma became a state, he 
noted, “one of the first laws passed by the Legislature was called Jim Crow. And I don't see too much difference about what's taking place right 
about now.”

Indeed, the new system may prompt lawsuits. The website of the U.S. Department of Education notes that under the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
all programs receiving federal education funding “must operate in a non-discriminatory manner,” including all 50 state departments of 
education.

Motives other than unadulterated racism are likely responsible for the grading system's racial elements. But the real-world consequences may 
be the same for minority students — and Oklahoma's reputation.
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