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Problem Description

Under any possible economic and political scenario the budgetary challenges facing the State of Colorado in the coming year will be of unprecedented difficulty.

The two budget cycles during the current recession have seen the General Assembly exhaust virtually  every fiscal gimmick and short term solution available in hope of replicating past experience of limping through an economic downtown while awaiting the return of robust revenues.  However the depth and duration of our present economic malaise appears certain to dwarf anything in the experience of the current generation of public officials.

Inevitably the State will face truly stark choices regarding the two most basic options in budget building: Tax Increases and Spending Cuts.  Furthermore the staggering size of our fiscal challenge means that both options will be of a size and scope that must dramatically change the role of government in Colorado.

Beyond any doubt the painful search for solutions must involve an intensive review of the one activity that already consumes fully one half of all state expenditures: K-12 Education.

Discussion

Whatever the partisan balance beneath the Golden dome after the November elections the struggle over budget will see spending advocates strongly advocating tax increases as their preferred solution.  They will resist spending cuts because such would shrink the size and scope of Government - for them a philosophical taboo.

Believing that a crisis is a terrible thing to waste they will assert that the economic emergency makes large tax increases unavoidable.  They will further assert that significant spending cuts are unacceptable because public services have already been cut to the bone and beyond.

In particular they will reflect an oft stated desire to hold education harmless in any discussion of spending cuts.  They will vigorously insist that cuts to K-12 education would “hurt the Kids” and unacceptably weaken the foundation of Colorado’s economic future.  

Any realistic approach to Colorado’s economic crisis is impossible if fully one half of the state’s general fund is deemed untouchable.

The problem for fiscal conservatives who would advocate for spending cuts over tax increases is that they cannot succeed unless they can demolish the assertion that K-12 funding is untouchable.

In normal times the chances of doing this would be slender.  Recent years have seen a weakening of TABOR and the building of a near impregnable constitutional wall around K-12 funding.

These however are not normal times.  There are holes in that wall, and they can be exploited, but only if fiscal conservatives persuade themselves, and ultimately the public that K-12 education is not a sacrosanct enterprise that justifies a constantly expanding spending stream.

Project Overview
In order to counter the assertion that K-12 funding must remain inviolate, fiscal conservatives must develop an information base that gives them the tools to demonstrate the fallacy of that assertion.

Historically advocates of increased spending have come to these debates much better armed than fiscal conservatives.  They have always had at their disposal endless waves of “experts” who would testify to the imperative of ever increasing funding for K-12.  Time and again they have succeeded in selling the false proposition that education reform is impossible without more money.  Additionally they have never lacked for witnesses to tell heart-rending stories of the consequences of short-changing education (leaking roofs, crying children, rampant decline etc.)

Centennial Institute will therefore undertake to provide an information base for fiscal conservatives that will assist them in a debate over K-12 funding.

Areas of address will include:

I.  Constitutional Constraints    
In the last budget debate Republicans and Democrats alike usefully pressed examination of elements of the fiscal straight jacket (e.g. the “factors” linked to Amendment 23).  Also certain elements of these constraints have an expiration date which will open up new possibilities for productive change.

II.  School Finance Act

In normal times any attempt to fundamentally alter the SFA was a recipe for gridlock.  These are not normal times.  Historically the SFA was as much a political as an economic construct.  The extraordinary pressures of the current economic climate make revisiting the SFA both timely and viable.

III.  Alternative Models of State and District Education Management

Previous attempts to reduce K-12 expenditure have failed in significant part owing to an inability to refute the basic assumption that all current K-12 activities are educationally productive, cost effective, and must be sustained.  Accordingly throughout the Reform Era all conversations were about adding new activities, and never about subtracting old ones.

This assumption is patently false and proof of this is to be found in the abundant evidence from other jurisdictions (countries, states, districts, schools), of alternative management models that deliver better educational results at lower cost.

Throughout the Reform Era from about 1960 to the present, alternative models were rarely examined and never in a systematic and sustained manner.

Historically the results of Colorado’s annual legislative session have been powerfully conditioned by the time pressures of the 120 day session.  Budgetary decisions made under these pressures might be improved if legislators have the benefit of better information resources to inform their deliberations on this crucial subject.

The Director of the Centennial Institute, former Colorado Senate President John Andrews, knows these pressures all too well.  He also understands the importance of supporting those legislators who realize that Tax Increases will seriously retard economic recovery and devastate job creation.

At present discussions are underway with key legislators to assess needs and explore ways in which the Centennial Institute might assist in meeting them in the critical area of K-12 education funding.

Assisting John Andrews on this project are the former Colorado Education Commissioner, Dr. William J. Moloney, and former Heritage Foundation education analyst Krista Kafer (both now serving as Centennial Institute Fellows), along with a number of other Coloradans who have extensive experience of K-12 education policy.
Recommendations will be published in December 2010, ahead of the 2011 legislative session.
