January 15, 2010

Senator Givens’ Frankfort Report
FRANKFORT – This week’s legislative agenda was highlighted by two reform bills, one in education and the other regarding legislative pensions.  The first bill strongly positions Kentucky as we seek federal dollars for certain struggling schools.  The second bill helps close a loophole in the legislative pension system that has the potential to cost taxpayers millions of dollars.  

Many of you have heard of the federal grant process called Race to the Top that provides federal dollars to states to improve low-performing schools.  As a member of the Education Committee, I am pleased to report the passage of House Bill 176 which will help Kentucky prove to the federal government that we are serious about reform and deserve the $200 million that is at stake.  We know that in these times of a changing economy, we must invest in our education programs in order to ready the next generation of Kentucky to the evolving workforce that will come in the 21st century.  That starts with making sure that our state’s low performing schools receive appropriate attention from the state level to adequately improve their performance over the course of time.  

HB 176 gives those school districts options, ranging from staff reassignment to school closure to bringing in outside management, for schools that see their graduation rates stay below 60 percent over three years or that fail certain No Child Left Behind thresholds.   The bill, the first passed by the General Assembly during its 2010 Regular Session, is an emergency bill because state education officials needed the program in place in order to qualify for millions of federal dollars, the application for which is due next week. The Race to the Top funds will be given to states based on their plans in several areas, from teacher recruitment to improving low-performing schools. The legislation also qualifies Kentucky to compete for $45 million towards school improvement.  The Senate also added a requirement to increase the number of college-level courses offered.  Unfortunately, an amendment that would have allowed voluntary charter schools as another option – to replace a low-performing school, not in addition to it; after a referendum of the local school board and affected parents -- failed on a party-line vote.  Education reform is a constant process and we must pay attention to both struggling students as well as those who find it easier to excel in an academic environment.  This bill qualifies Kentucky on both counts.

Senate Bill 51 addresses an unintended consequence of a legislative retirement bill that passed in 2005.  Some legislators were retiring from the legislative branch under a clause that allows annual retirement benefits to dramatically increase when they accept new positions in the judicial or executive branches.  If the House agrees to this bill, taxpayers will save about $1.4 million this year alone.  Last year, the General Assembly passed a law preventing “double-dipping” whereby state and local government would retire and then come back to earn multiple pensions.  We must adhere to the same principles ourselves.  We should not be running for office for the money, but to serve the people.

Next week will be another busy week with committee meetings and session.  The Governor will be giving his State of the Budget Address on Tuesday to lay out his proposed budget.  The House will receive it and start its hearings.  

If you have any questions or comments regarding this week’s issues or anything else, please do not hesitate to call me on the toll-free message line, 1-800-372-718.  The TTY message line is also toll-free, 1-800-896-0305.  For further information on pending legislation and the General Assembly, you can visit the Legislative Research Commission website at www.lrc.state.ky.us.  
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