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for city schools

No one’s waiting for state

By RON INGRAM
H&R Staff Writer

An annual waiting game is un-
der way to see how the state legis-
lature will help or hurt the
Decatur School District’s fiscal
1993 budget.

But district administrators,
school board members and citizen
groups are not idle. They are plan-
ning for the possibility the egis-
lature will take little or no action
to benefit schools in the face of
mounting state debt and the No-
vember general election.
Already the p ;
board has
trimmed $2.5
million from the
educational pro-
gram for 1992-93
to help cope
with a $2 mil-
lion loss in state
aid this year
caused by Gov.
Jim Edgar’s .
efforts to bal- Hendren
ance the state’s Be flexibile
budget.

A network of community groups,
led by the Decatur League of
Women Voters, is organizing with
an eye toward pushing a referen-
dum to increase the education
fund tax rate.

m the Cs:hoolll board’s Parent
Advisory uncil is suggesting
steps the district might take to
enhance its financial position, key-
ing off a Financial Advisory Com-
mittee report presented to the
board in August.

The PAC cautioned the board to
go slow on ible consolidation
with any of smaller school dis-
tricts in Macon County. Such a
move could net the districts more
than $12 million in state incentive
payments over three years.

Noting that consolidation “would
meet with a great deal of negative
feeling in the smaller
communities,” the PAC said be-
fore such a move is tried the dis-
trict must make “a concerted
attempt to establish a basic level
of support.” .

To support the financial advi-
sory panel’s recommendation to
seek more federal grants to i
mote magnet and choice schools,
the PAC suggested hiring a grants
coordinator and paying him based
on grant dollars brought into the
district annually.

“Why pay someone when Don
Wachter (associate superinten-
dent) and I are already doing that
job,” said James Hendren, school
district director of business
affairs. “Last year our federal
special grants totaled $600,000.
Over the prior 10 years, our grants
totaled more than $500,000.

PAC members urged the board
to continue employing custodians
and school nurses rather than con--
tracting for those services. They.
said replacing custodians “‘will
have a negative impact on the
daily lives of our students.” :

Hendren said if the legislature
doesn’t act to change the school
aid formula this year and provide
more money to downstate schools,
Decatur will have to be flexible in
responding to that situation.

“But things may change radi-
cally in Springfield,” Hendren
said. ““There are many bills in the
hopper. One is proposing to
change the tax structure.”

The legislative task force study-
ing school finance is recommend-
ing equalizing the taxing power
and tax rates between dual and.
unit school districts, Hendren said.

That plan would increase the
real estate tax rate for unit dis-
tricts’ education funds to $2,47 per.
$100 of assessed valuation over
five years. The current maximum’
education fund tax rate without a
referendum is $1.84 per $100 of
assessed valuation, which is De-
catur’s rate.

Overall, the task force’s recom-
mendations would increase unit
districts’ tax rates to a maximum
of $3.70 per $100 of assessed valu-,
ation versus the current max-
imum of $2.68.

“If we got that kind of an.
increase, we wouldn’t need a tax
referendum,” Hendren said.
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B Ad hoc committee
also takes a look at new
‘education strategies.’

By JEFFREY BILS
H&R Staff Writer

Some said it was time to “‘hold
the taxpayers’ feet to the fire”
and raise more money for schools.

Others said the focus should be
more on encouraging school board
members and administrators to

new ;

The effort comes on the heels of
devastating state aid cuts that
forced the Decatur Board of Edu-
cation to trim $2.5 million from its
educational programs. Several
committee members said now is
the time for voters to approve the
first education fund property tax
increase since 1956.

They noted that Decatur has
among the lowest school property
tax rates in the state. Among 40
slz;me unit districts, Decatur ranks

And Decatur’s ta:r(gayers con-
tribute a smaller portion of their
overall property tax bill to schools
surrounding smaller
es, ace to a com-
lount Zion,
total tax

mittee fact sheet. In

about4spercentofthe

ks focus
ol tax rate

P 3 e l"n
a community meeting

f ///7?&

rate is for schools. In Decatur, the
figure is 39 percent — lower than
in Argenta, Warrensburg, Forsyth
and Maroa. T
“Our school board is in a survi-
val mentality, and I think money
has done it,” said the Rev. James
Lillie of Decatur. ““I want to go af-
ter the money. That's what's
needed. I want to hold our taxpay-
ers’ feet to the fire and say,
‘That’s not adequate.’ " 5
Bill Oakes, also of Decatur,

- emphasized the need for “alterna-

management strat
egies” over the
. | need for more
. | funding. “I'm
| very, vmmdié-
| appointed in the
il school board for

¥ | the lack of ed?-
- | cation strate-
.| gies , that ha\%

' Oakes said.
Since the end of
discussions
about “‘choice”
schools last
year, “it’s been business ‘as
usual,” Oakes said. “We haven’t
heard a single, solitary word
about alternative education man-
agement strategies since then.””
The committee, whose members
come from various backgrounds,
oy “ihat. putis Ty
9, At ¢ meeting,
committee members will discuss
the school"distﬁdem ct’s finances and

community ogra . 3

“We have to become more
informed as a group before we
start going out, reaching out
mh:l;:l;:rso sai:,if Cintgzr R"Y’“’l&s-
¢ n of ano group, the
League of Women Voters of De¢a-
tur School Study and Action Com-
mittee,

tive education
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Board scrubs pian

B Parents protest move to
bring workers to schools four

hours later. i
By RON INGRAM
H&R Staff Writer

and GEORGE ALTHOFF &
Herald & Review Editor

Parental concern is causing the Decatur
Board of Education to rethink a plan to
shift the starting time of elementary custo-
dians by four hours.

“Board members have expressed tha’E
they want some adjustment in the plan,
Superintendent Don Wachter said Friday.

The board held a special meeting to dis-
cuss personnel matters in closed session

parents and custodians voiced their objec-
tions to a plan that would have moved. the
starting time for the elementary custodians
to 10:30 a.m. from 6:30 a.m. '
Wachter said he will meet Monday with
James P. Hendren, school district director
of business affairs, and Robert McDowell,
assistant director of buildings and grounds.‘
to thrash out a new plan. 2. i
“Jt will have to be a compromise,
Wachter said. ““You can’t cut 25 percent of
your custodial budget and expect operations
to remain the same. We can come closer to
meeting parents’ concerns about someone
being there when their children arrive for
school.”’ g A
acing rising operating costs and cu
stzl:te ai%, Decgatu‘:'e trimmed $500,000 from

The “‘ay night. Before the closed meeting,

its 1992-93 custodial budget, axing the equiv-

- i

for custodians

alent of 23.5 full-time positions from its
100-member custodial staff. Fourteen full-
time and a number of part-time custodians
lost their jobs.

Arguing Thursday for an earlier starting
time, Gary Witts, president of the custodi-
ans’ union local, said security at the schools
would be a major concern.

Broken glass often is scattered on
playgrounds, said Witts, president of Local
344 of the Service Employees International
Union. A loaded .38-caliber revolver was re-
cently found near one school and needles
and other drug paraphernalia also have

been discovered on school grounds, he said. _

The safety of teachers and secretaries
also would be a concern with a later start-
ing time, Witts said. Custodians now check
for security problems before opening the
schools in the morning, he said.

—_ —.

i

If custodians began their duties later-in
the day, Witts said the security chores
would be left to other personnel.

Hendren said Friday that principals likely
would be responsible for opening the
schools.

Linda Loman, a Garfield School parent,
echoed Witts’ comments. She said custodi-
ans help provide security at schools because
they “police the area.”

Kent Fuiten, head custodian at Garfield,
said many normal morning duties now per-
formed by custodians would be left undone
or would have to be performed by other em-
ployees if the shift is made ,in starting
times.

Those duties include snow removal, mep-
ping doorways and halls on rainy days and
cleaning up after before-school breakfasts,
said Fuiten, business agent for Local 344.

el .




become an , source of
funding for America’s public

‘A recent survey of 22,000
teachers nationwide showed 96
percent spend their own money on
classroom supplies. In Hlinois, all
elementary teachers surveyed

$44.85 per student. In middle
school, it is $57.03. In high school,
it's $64.26.

“It's based on a reasonable
amount that we feel is adequate,”
Hendren said.

Even so, teachers feel pinch.

“The only way we are ing to
get these things,” said E.
Chambliss, Enterprise Grade

en teacher a

School
president of Decatur Educa-

tion Association, “is to buy them
ourselves.”




Amendment
could cost
schools funds

RON INGRAM

:!m Staf Writer 9/ 23/92
Decatur public schools could

lose state m if a state consti-

tutional amen ent mandating

school is adopted by vot-

ers Nov. 3.

Members of Decatur’s indepen-
dent Ad Hoc School

tur’s education fund tax rate, find

ing ways to increase the school
district’s financial stability tops
itsSgte currently provides

money

aboutSSpercentofthesupportfor
Decatur’s educational gram
with about 38 t coming from
local funds. rest is federal or

privategrantm
' state constitu-

tional amendment states “‘the
state has the t finan-

cial res| bmty for financing

public tion.’

Decatur is among the large
school districts in the state sup-
porting the proposed constitutional
B Bt i

is a
the Illmox'; te Board of Educa-
tion determines that ‘‘preponder-
ant”’ means 51 percent, then
funding to local districts
Decatur, which are getting a
_hx%}zr percentage could suffer.
perc

entagwlocalvs state

funding is reversed for Decatur

school districts, said Rev. Jim
Lillie mtor of Holy Cross Lu-

Tl\e state on average pays about
mmtotmmtotp;ubﬂc ed-
ucation with local taxpayers pick-
_ing up 57 percent. = RS

Except for 4 cents per $1w o
equalized assessed valuation

added by the state legislature, De-
eatur has not had an education
fund tax increase since 1956.

“T'd like to see us go after more
funding locally,” Lillie said. “The
state has proven it is unreliable.”

When committee members ques-
tioned why the school board does
not push for a referendum if it
g::ceives a financial need, former

rd member Jane Hawkins had
an mv:er ?h; said thtl;e board
does not wan give percep-
tion that it is forcing something
down voters’ throats, but instead
wants a grass-roots movement to
come forward that it can then sup-

port.
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must lead
on taxes

A GCRASSroots effort demanding
higher taxes for schools seems a pretty
remote possibility.

Former Decatur School Board mem-
ber Jane Hawkias believes. the
nmgtogetbehmdthxskmdofgroup
Otherwise, it fears it will give people an
impression it is trying to force some-
thing down their throats.

This is what Hawkins told the Ad Hoc
School Concerns Committee when mem-
bers asked why there has been almost
no talk about a tax referendum, even
though there is a perception Decatur
schools need more money.

Another reason is also plausible.

It may be that not all seven members
believe additional tax monies are
needed. .

At some point, we suppose, members
of the board will enlighten us about their
feelings on school finance. They are
going to have to provide the leadership
if a referendum is to be successful.

Ad hoc committees of citizens will be
useful. Volunteers will be needed to dis-
tribute information and drum up inter-
est. But the school board and school
administration will be the ones who will
have to gain the trust of the public.

Other matters will have to be cleared
away. In November people will vote on
an amendment to the Illinois Constitu-
tion that tells the state it must pay the

- preponderant share of the cost of

schools. Backers say this will require
the state to pay at least half the cost.
Currently, state support is down to
about one-third. A decade ago it was
nearly 48 percent. Backers believe
judges will interpret preponderant to
mean 50.1 percent or more. Opponents
insist approval will result in almost con-
fiscatory increases in income and other
forms of taxes.

Decatur’s district is, like others, back-
ing the amendment, though it could con-
ceivably cost the district money.
Decatur currently gets about 55 percent
of its money from the state. So Decatur
could lose if judges interpret preponder-
ant to mean no more than 51 percent.

For the moment a suit that asks equal
funding for all districts is dormant, but
may be revived once we know the out-
come of the referendum.

There are times when it is useful to
wait on the sidelines, seeing what is
going to happen. But sometime soon the
board is going to have to start telling the
public that you get what you pay for.
Grass-roots demands for higher taxes?
Not likely in this climate.
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School districts
need financial aid
While I do not agree with the Expan-
ine’s ju criteria in a re-

The magazine study said that Decatur
scored low in three areas — high ratio
of students per teacher, unusually low
four-year graduation rate, and an un-

3 for ingtructi

Changing these will cost money. While
malwecamntgmmnteegood
schooling, there is some point at which
the lack of money and constant belt-
tightening can put quality education in
jeopardy

many positive programs, a dedicated
staff, and ACT scores that are above the
national and state averages (last year’s
School Report Cards showed that Deca-
tur’s college-bound students averaged
higher than those students #;o
Champaign, Bloomington, Peoria and
Springfield), there are also problems. A
few of the major ones are: Classes are
too large. Programs which have proven
_ successful have had to be cut and others
may be cut in the near future. The pur-
~chase of new updated math books and
‘materials has had to be postponed. Too
many of our students are not graduat-
ing. There is little money for expansion,
innovative programs and programs for
gifted students. .

Decatur does hav;: an unusually low
educational tax rate of $1.84 per $100 of
assessed valuation — a tax rate which
has not been raised since 1956. No, this
is not a printing error. The tax rate has
not been raised for 36 years. Yes,

money was raised for construction dur-

help fromﬂlemtne‘wn ¢

% o
at times like this when the s
broke. tlhe R

I believe that the citizens of Decatur
care about n. This is cern

Tl g

we care. If we want a safe and pleasant o
place to live, we care. If we are cc

cerned with th&&tmdfmmm &

our country, we care. i

‘Schools need all the financial help the
State of Illinois can ﬂgﬁf"""” them,hwp,, s the
also need local communities to Support

and pay for wmﬁ”ﬁ@value_.i:-‘; G
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YES

Voting ‘yes' will let our elected offi-
cials know where our priorities are. For

the last 15 years, state funding for edu-

cation has dropped from 48 percent to 33
percent. These figures define our
elected officials’ priorities. We must
spend money for our top priorities. We
must invest in the future.

Cindy Reynolds
' Decatur
| jml |

The state must correct the totally
unacceptable disparity that exists
among rich and poor communities in II-

linois.
Agnita Dupree
Decatur
mCm _
The schools need more money to help
the children become good citizens.
Lorraine Peterson
Decatur
| Imi
Property tax relief.
H. Wilso
o
Tax relief. iy
Sue Keller
Decatur
alm

Once we get past the rhetoric on both
sides, this issue is quite simple. Do we,
as citizens of this state, believe that all
children within its borders are entitled

READERS' RESPONSE

productive adults.
maEes S

- Should the state
of Illinois be required
by constitutional
amendment to pay half
the cost of elementary
and secondary
education?

B Yes..9 [No..3

to the optimum education possible? If
we do, then education must become the
top priority of the state government.
improved status should be trans-

This

lated into a financial commitment to all

districts throughout the state.
E. Ann Chambliss
President,
Decatur Education Association

mon

So that all children have the same
opportunity to become educated and
n Woyna
~ Decatur

e

"

: mOom
The legislature must be given the
message that the citizens demand a
much higher budget priority for educa-
tion.
Barbara Ohlsen
Decatur

For years politicians have been prom-
ising that education is their first prior-
ity. It's a promise they haven’t kept.
Illinois ranks 47th out of 50 states in
spending. Since 1976, the percentage of
state support has continued to decrease,
resulting in a greater reliance on prop-
erty tax to fund schools.

Terri Melrose
Decatur
mom

NO

In my opinion the Article X
Education, which is sometimes called
the Berman Amendment will become a
taxpayer’s nightmare. It is expected to
cost $2.9 billion and will be a forever tax
with no end. This proposal opens the .
door for the state to create a new state =
property tax on top of our local property
tax which may also be increased.

Madonna Schwarm
Loogootee
| Imf

1 believe education is a community

" responsibility, not state or pational:

Catherine Sloat
Blue Mound -
[ Il | :

Because too many independent, reli-
gious schools would expect their share.
It is hard enough to keep the public
schools funded.

A. Artis
Decatur
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Vote no -
on school
proposal

THAT BACKERS of Illinois schools
are pinning their hopes for more money
on a proposed constitutional amendment
shows the desperation many feel about
the future of education.

At the Nov. 3 electon, voters will be
given a constitutional amendment that
asks whether the state has a “‘prepon-
derant financial responsitgilgty”" not
merely a “primary responsibility” for
financing public education. Backers say

the word preponderant means the state
will pay more than half the cost. Ilinois
now pays about a third, the rest coming

from local and federal sources.

This is really a misbegotten proposal
put together during a session of the Gen-
eral Assembly in which legislators once
again ducked responsibility for schools
and virtually all other matters of inter-
est to the public. Legislators and the
governor have ample authority now to
spend whatever they want on schools.

Indeed, the best argument for passage
is that legislators might get the wrong
message if voters say no, They might
figure the public doesn’t give a hoot
about schools. We shall have to disabuse
them of that notion if it should fail, as it
should.

It is simply wrong to entomb such pro-
posals in a Constitition. A Constitution
should provide us a set of general
principles, not specific proposals that
are better addressed in statutes, Fram- -
ers of the 1970 Constitution were wrong
to include the clause on primary respon-
sibility.

What next? A proposal that at least 3
percent of coiservation money be spent
on catfish. Or that 25 percent of the bud-
get be spent to control air pollution.

These are matters that are best set-
tled by elected officials. Remember, the
governor and legislators can be re-
moved from office if they go against the
wishes of people. Changing consititu-
tions is much more difficult — and
should be,

Whatever the fate of the amendment,
more money will be needed in future
years for elementary and secondary ed-
ucation. Federal sources are drying up.
Property tax referendums are chancy
these days. Opponents say income taxes
may have to be raised as much as $2 bil-
lion.

Our support for adequate funding for
education remains firm, A constitutional
amendment is the wrong way to
accomplish this goal.

——1
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2 Opinion Stephen Decatur High School * October 23, 1992

Schools rank low

Decatur Public Schools can not afford
another state tax cut if it is to prosper.
Currently, class sizes are too large, teachers
lack the proper teaching materials, and
students are not being offered quality
programs similar to schools in Bloomington,
Champaign, and the Chicago suburbs.
Students and staff alike are losing their
motivation. Teachers can not possibly
perform well under the current classroom
conditions, and therefore students fall through
the cracks.

Even worse, recently Decatur scored only
one point higher than East St. Louis in
Expansion Management magazine for
preparing its students for the work force. In
other words, Decatur students are not ready
for entry-level jobs.

The district scored within the bottom third
of 500 school districts, and it ranked an
eighty-three on a scale of fifty to 150. The
district administration criticized the report due
to the fact that they believe it catered to

-wealthy districts.

This is the Decatur Public Schools'
problem. They criticize such educational
studies and fail to act and improve the
educational quality of the district. The school
district should be searching for new ways to
improve the current situation, and in the end,
provide schools that will prepare its students
to compete in the international arena.

N

we want a change for the better?

Furthermore, if the problems this district
faces are to be solved, Decatur must change
its focus from balancing the budget to
providing quality schools. Balancing the
budget is important, but it should not take
precedence over creating a sound education
for Decatur's students.

Most importantly, Decatur schools as a
whole must work together and strive for
excellence. As a district, we must realize that
scoring average or just above the national
norm is not commendable. Rather, Decatur
schools should only celebrate when reaching

 the top tenth percentile. We need to stop

rewarding ourselves for winning last place!

Finally, Decatur schools are an omen for
attracting quality jobs and businesses.
Businesses want to locate where there are
good schools, and unfortunately our schools
do not excel. If Decatur is going to proper as
a community, the Decatur schools must
seriously change its image.

In all, Decatur simply needs to raise taxes.
Decatur ranks considerably low compared to
other districts of its size in tax dollar amount.
We rely too much on state aid and not
enough on ourselves. It is time to invest
money and effort in our schools, and it is time
to create the exemplary school district for
others to follow. Currently, other school
districts pity us. Is that what we want, or do

R et i e i -




School “
money ills
discussed

' Board member hints

at possible tax increase,
cites grass-roots effort

By JEFFREY
H&R Staff Writer
~_ One member of the Decatur Board of Education
hinted Tuesday night that it might be time to turn to
 taxpayers for more school funds,
The hint comes as a grass-roots citizens committee '
i lans ) con nee the pu iC 1La

W R
Lhurs i 4

).
among Decatur’s 826 full-
| time public school teachers,
Py but an official says that's
ight | not good enough.
increase the funds Story/A3
fr\ga:hble for our dis-
1 g

She said she saw three possibilities for increased

funding. One of those possibilities, she said, is that (
. “these local people who have been writing to us,”
| urging support for a property tax increase

referendum, ‘‘they might come through.”

The other possible sources, Walton said, are that
- the economy might improve and that voters might
- Pass a state constitutional amendment on Tuesday

intended to boost state education funding.
+ The independent Ad Hoc School Concerns Com-
. mittee has been discussing the Decatur School Dis-
trict’s devastating financial condition for months.

Group members recently reached a consensus that

they will develop a strategy for convincing the publie
~it’s time for a school property tax increase.

members have declined to push for a referendum
 that would let voters decide on such a tax increase,
They are waiting for grass-roots sugport first.

The board agreed to hold a stu ly session at 5:30
p.m. Nov. 10 to discuss what priorities it would envi-
sion if more funding was available. ‘

The distriet recently made $2.5 million in educa-
tional program cuts, Voters have not approved an ed-
ucation fund rty tax increase since

It was ear whether board members would sup-
part such a ballot referendum soon.

“The board cannot that,”” Walton said after
the meeting. “We're etting to the point where we
have to let people know what we'll do with the
money.” -
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State cuts have

Png i

By JEFFREY BILS
H&R Stall Writer
1t boils down to this: Either in-
crease property taxes for
education, or watch Decatur chil-
dren suffer under a school system
brutalized by spending cuts.
- That was the main difference
between two financial options the
. school district’s
superintendent
presented to the
Decatur League
 of Women Voters
Monday night.
The ‘‘conserva-
tive option,” as
Don Wachter
| ealled it, would

ding on in-

Dansby : ctional
‘People who material and sal-
say you donot  aries. This would
throw money by balanced by
at this problem cutting more edu-
aren’t throwing cational pro-
their brains a1 Eramsand.

i, either.” possibly using
working cash
funds or money
not spent in the

budget.

The “liberal option” was differ-
ent in two important ways:

B First, along with the other
spending increases, it would call
for more than $2 million worth of
educational programs to be
restored, because the cuts are

call for increased

oard to discuss tonight if it will opt
r ‘conservative’ 0

r ‘liberal’ budget -

“harming instruetion™

® Second, instead of trying to
balance the increases by cutting
more programs, funds would be
sought by placing a_property tax
increase referendum on the ballot
in April or November 1993 — or
perhaps in both months.

When asked which option the
school board seemed to be
favoring, Wachter called the ques-
tion “unfair’’ and said he would
prefer not to answer until he has
discussed it with the board. The
school board will discuss financial
options in a special meeting at
5:30 p.m. today at the Keil Admin-
istration Building.

Eunice Dansby, the only school
board member at M y's
meeting, offered her for a
referendum to increase property
taxes for education.

“1 would support even having a
bake sale,”” Dansby said, when
asked if she would support a refer-
endum.

“People who say you do not
throw money at this problem
aren’t throwing their brains at it,
either,” Dansby said. “It’s the
only way of taking care of the
problem.”

State aid cuts forced the school
board to trim $2.5 million from ed-
ucational programs for this school

year.

Among 40 large unit districts,
Decatur has the 39th lowest school
property tax rate. There has been
no education fund property tax in-
crease since 1956,
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CENTRAL

Plan links schools,

M Strategy aimed at boosting chances
for a 1993 tax increase.

By RON INGRAM
H&R Staff Writer

Decatur School District strategic planning ain_red at
an education fund referendum in 1993 will be tied to
updating the Decatur Advantage.

Schools Superintendent Don Wachter on Thursday
told the independent Ad Hoc School Concerns Com-
mittee that “‘the Decatur Advantage is not far from
rejuvenating itself. It would behoove us to be part of
it

The Advantage is a communitywide strategic plan
that incorporates goals for econqmi(; opportunity;
improvement of quality of life, which includes social

ILLINOIS

services, education, housing and recreation; human
relations; community image; and vision, which con-
tinually reassesses changing community needs.

Wachter said the current funding for the Advan-
tage program expires at the end of 1993 and evalu-
ation of the overall plan will have to take place by
June so solicitation for new funding can beglg.

“We hope to piggyback on the Decatur Advantage
and“’,c(‘:!omge up I:vigtﬁya vision of education for the
future,” Wachter said. “We're working with the
chamber of commerce on that.” i

The Decatur Board of Education last week'demded
to embark on formulating an overall education plan
for the school district before going to voters for a
property tax increase to support the educational
program. ;

Board members discussed hiring a professional fa-

—————

A3
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LA |

Decatur Advantage

cilitator to help in the planning process. But Wachter
told the committee Thursday that facilitators are
costly, with one recently used by a group of regional
superintendents charging $1,000 a day.

Following Thursday's committee meeting, Wachter
said he will recommend to the school board that it
put some money into the Decatur Advantage’s strate-
gic planning process to help move it along.

Time is of the essence, committee members
pointed out Thursday, if the school board hopes to get
its plan completed, sell it to the public and then ask
for public support for more real estate property tax
dollars to make the plan a reality.

Board member Norma Walton, who attended
Thursday’s meeting with Wachter, said the board
does not see how it could be ready for a referendum
at the April municipal and township elections and

t
likely will try to put a proposition on the November

school board election ballot.

Ad hoc committee members support a referendum
and indicated Thursday they will immediately begin
formulating a plan to help get the tax proposal
passed.

Committee members agreed they will meet Dec, 17
to discuss ways they can support the school district
and promote the need for a referendum.

The school board has not yet indicated it will seek
to place a referendum on the ballot next year. But
board members appear to be leaning in that direc-
tion.

The school district could raise about $1 million in
new money for each 25 cents per $100 of assessed val-
uation that was added to the education fund tax rate.
Voters last increased the education fund tax rate in
1956.
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B Property owners will
likely have to pay higher
real estate taxes.

By RON INGRAM
H&R Staff Writer

Decatur School District property
owners likely will pay higher real
estate taxes next year thanks to a
6 percent increase in the tax le
adopted Tuesday by the board of
education.

But the amount tax bills will in-
crease depends on how much the
school district’s 1992 assessed val-
uation increases over the 1991
valuation, said James Hendren,

tur schoo

school district director of business
affairs.

Assessment figures will not be
know until April or May, he said.

Projections call for the district’s
assessed valuation to increase
about $22 million, Hendren said.
That would mean about a 5 per-
cent increase in 1992 real estate
taxes paid next year, he said.

The 1992 tax levy is $15,295,384
compared with $14,231,458 for 1991.
_ One reason tax bills likely will
Increase is the school district is
taking advantage of a higher ceil-
ing allowed by state law on the
operations, maintenance and
building fund tax rate.

That rate was 46.5 cents per $100

—
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Is tax levy increases

of assessed valuation last year but
was increased to 50 cents for 1992
by the Decatur board Tuesday.

On a house valued at $100,000
and assessed at $33,333, the extra
3.5 cents would mean a tax in-
crease of about $11.66 a year.

The school board helped reduce
damage to taxpayers’ wallets
Tuesday when it abated $200,000 in
1992 taxes in the bond and interest
fund. It is this abatement which is
keeping the total levy increase at
6 percent instead of the 7.4 percent
it otherwise would increase.

The bond and interest fund levy
would have increased 21 percent
without the abatement, which was
made possible by using accumu-
lated interest in the fund to reduce

the levy. As it was, the bond and
interest fund levy increased to
$1,016,067 from $996,999 in 1991,
about a 2 percent increase.

Hendren said the school board
historically asks for more money
in the tax levy than it anticipates
receiving in order to take advan-
tage of any unexpected increase in
total assessed valuation.

In other matters Tuesday, the
school board reviewed a proposed
change in its policy on vacation
days for administrators. The
change would limit to a maximum
of 20 the number of vacation days
an administrator could carry over
from year to year.

Thus if an administrator qual-
ified for the maximum of 20((Iiays

vacation in 1992 but did not take it,
he could carry it into 1993 but
would have to use it that year or
lose it, said Superintendent Don
Wachter.

Some administrators have accu-
mulated 50, 60 or even 100 days of
vacation time, Wachter said. The
new policy would be phased in
over three years so administrators
would have opportunities to use
the accumulated time without
damaging the school district by
their absence, he said.

However, if they did not use the
time by June 30, 1996, they would
lose it, Wachter said. \

The board will vote on the vaca+
tion policy proposal early next
year. !
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Group says
higher taxes
key to better
education

By TED KLEINE 1[32(93
H&R Staff Writer

DECATUR — A local school
advocacy group plans to ask the
Decatur Board of Education to put
a tax increase referendum on the
November ballot.

The private Ad Hoc School Con-
cerns Committee approved a draft
of its request Tuesday and will

resent it during the school :

’s Jan. 26 meeting. It didn’t
propose a specific tax increase
amount.

“It'sa
statement

The first concern, Oakes said, is
thattbeschooldistrict’sﬁmdingis
ina te. The second concern
he said, is that “There are people
in the community who want excel-
lenceinthesehools,andtheboard
should seek them out.”

'.l‘heschoolboardisworkmg’ on
asb‘ategicplanandhasmtyet
seriously discussed a tax
reiem:&n,saidboard?msident
Je‘anelleNorman.

The committee will ask for a
refh?.?ndum even though a new
sC ma

The 1, written by the Ilii-
nois mrce on School
Finance, is before the state legis-

tur School Dis-
trict would have to raise taxes to
qualify for full state aid. The dis-
trict now has an tax

uation, 'I'hesptaerte posal asks for
at least $3.33 per $100.

‘“There has to be some kind of
district,” said Kim Knauer of the
State Board of Education.

Decatur taxes less than most
districts in Ilinois. In 1991, its tax
rate was 371st out of 422 districts,

The cost of an “‘adequate”
education, according to the task
force proposal, is $3,898 per regu-
lar elementary school pupil. De-
catur brings in $2,671 per pupil,

— T
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SCHOOL MONEY PROBLEMS

Photo by Darrell Goer

Parent volunteer Debbie Fields works with her daughter Danelle, and Aaron Wright, both 6 and first-grade students at Franklin School.

CUTS: Teachers feeling time crunct

Continued from A1
“Anytime you institute something
like that, there’s going to be mo-
rale problems.”

“Everybody is feeling the time
crunch,” said E. Ann Chambliss,
president of the Decatur Educa-
tion Association and a kindergar-
ten teacher at Enterprise School.
“‘More is being demanded of
teachers, and there's less time to
do it. We need to think about the
students and how we're short-

— —

changing them.”
Even Ellen Jacobs has noticed.
“We don’t have a computer
teacher any more,’’ the student
said. ‘I miss the computer time.”’
The computer specialist has
been replaced by parents who vol-
unteer to work with students.
“When you see all the things cut
out for the children, that's what’s
really sad,” said Debbie Fields, a
mother who volunteers about 20
hours per week at Franklin.

“Whenever I spend a day here, I
do a little bit of everything.”

Gendry and other principals
have done their best to cope.

“There’s a difference in
morale,” Gendry said. ‘‘People
feel that they're being asked to do
more in less time.”

As for students answering the
school phone, Gendry said, ‘‘It’s
just something that we need.”

Gendry said she makes sure stu-
dents are able to complete their

work. For example, Ellen is a
straight-A pupil who excels in
reading, Gendry said, so it’s no
problem for her to miss that cla:

And Ellen said her friends anc
parents “‘think it's neat’ that sh
helps out in the office.

Gendry is grateful for the help
from pupils and parents.

“I can’t imagine how we woul(
get by without help from the
parents,” Gendry said. ‘I know
this wouldn’t be as good a school
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The high
.

When he says more money
should be spent on the root
causes of crime, instead of
imprisonment, Macon
County Sheriff Lee Holsapple
knows what he’s talking
about.

Unfortunately, most tax-

payers never will.

Holsapple is skeptical of a
recent flurry of anti-gang
legislation that would
lengthen sentences for gang
crimes, criminalize gang ac-
tivities not already on the
books and try minors as
adults for gang-related-
crimes. Holsapple realizes
the legislation will also
pump even more criminals
into prisons and jails already
unable to keep up with the
current flow.

No one understands this
better than Holsapple. If
jails are society’s garbage
can, Holsapple is the man
who has to sit on the lid.

What the sheriff forgets,
however, is how reluctant
most taxpayers are to recog-
nize the need to spend more
money — even if it saves
them money in the long run.

|

for failing students? Hire
e re teachers he

‘

WE AMERICANS just don’t like
to pay taxes. From cor-
porate chairmen to retirees,
from laborers to former

- presidents, we do anything
and everything we can to
avoid paying taxes.

The last thing we want to
do is increase them. Provide
more remedial instruction

‘more
3

day’s classrooms are filled

with dysfunctional kids from
disintegrated families?
Why face our problems

~ when we can just scowl and

complain that today’s
teachers just don’t crank out
students like they used to.

Decatur officials, long bad-
gered to hire more cops,
have taken exactly the right
approach with the public.
They know we don’t want to
pay for preventive
programs, no matter how
much sense they make, and
they don’t waste time trying
to sell them.

Instead, they’ve offered us
an itemized list of police ser-
vices. It comes in three easy
to understand packages.

For a negligible increase
in the sales tax, we can have
the kind of community polic-
ing programs that will make
our neighborhoods safer. For
a little larger tax, they can
make our neighborhoods
more secure. And for a little
more than that, they can
have the kind of preventive
policing that might actually
discourage criminals from
planning crimes in the first
place.

NO ONE’S asking us to pay
higher taxes. They're simply
telling us what improved
services will cost. It’s up to
us to put our money where
our mouths are.

And that’s just why Deca-
tur won’t have any better po-
lice force tomorrow than it
has today. :

and sidewalks in this city
are reminiscent of third-
world countries.

It’s also why the legis-
lature’s new anti-gagiius
make sense. If we're not
willing to take steps to redi-
rect our young from Jjoining
gangs, we're going to have
to pay the cost of locking

up so at least they
can’t hurt us.
And that means buying a
lot more garbage can):.ng

Rick Manugian is city editor of the
Herald & Review,




Outcry for vision spurs special meeting °

DECATUR — In response to a public outery for a
vision and a strategic plan, the Decatur Board of Ed-
ucation will conduct a special meeting on Feb. 23.

During the meeting, the man who is guiding the en-
tire community of Decatur in its quest for a new
strategic plan will make a presentation.

Jeff Cordes, senior partner of the IBM Customer
Business Development consulting firm, will tell the
board how he would organize a strategic plan for the
school district.

Superintendent Don Wachter said that Cordes has

been hired to spearhead a new strategic plan for the
- entire community. That plan is intended to supersede
the Decatur Advantage strategic plan.

The special meeting and Cordes’ involvement were |
4wo of the four recommendations that Wachter made -
Tuesday night. The other two recommendations: -

® The board should begin a strategic plan for the

istrict after the community strategic plan is far .
enough along for the board to know the education
issues that have arisen. This should be by the end of -
April or the first week in May, Wachter said. ;

M The board should immediately develop the proc-
ess by which the strategic plan will be made, so that '
the board is ready to go in early May.

Wachter said that the fee Cordes would charge is |
subject to negotiation, but did not have a range.

— JEFFREY BILS |

— -

Consultant makes pitch to board

DECATUR — Jeffrey Cordes wants to
help ensure that the Decatur School District
is like a cold frog, not a boiled, dead frog.

“Does anyone know what we have in com-
mon with frogs?”* Cordes, a strategic plan-
ning consultant, asked the Decatur Board of
Education during a special meeting Tues-
day night that was devoted to the quest for

vision.

“We don’t recognize change in our
surroundings,” answered board member

Robert Gruenewald.

““Bob has seen this before,” Cordes joked
as he passed around a fluffy, stuffed frog
and spelled out how his firm, IBM Cus-
tomer Business Development Consulting,
would help the Decatur School District rec-

ognize change in its surroundings — and re-

spond to it.

That change, Cordes said, is the increas-

ingly global marketplace.

“We're going to be concerned about
what’s going on in Los Angeles,” he said.
“We're going to be concerned about what'’s
going on in Oklahoma. We're going to be
concerned about what’s going on in

Frankfurt, Germany.”

He compared unsuccessful organizations
with a frog placed in a pot of water that is
gradually heated to a boil. The frog will not

notice the gradual change and will die.

The board probably will decide next
month whether to spend the $25,000 it would
take to hire Cordes’ team of consultants.

Tuesday’s discussion came on the heels of
a public plea that the school board develop
a visioae for education. Last fmm
in | ass-roots group of col
citizens of various backgroungs,m Hoe
School Concerns Committee, issued a public
statement begging the board for leadership
and vision. TR

Superintendent Don Wachter recom-
mended that the board listen to Cordes’ pre-
sentation. Cordes said he already has been
hired by Decatur Advantage II to develop a
communitywide strategic plan.

Cordes said he has been active in Decatur
since June or July, and that his main con-
tact has been John D. “‘Jack” Strong, presi-
dent of the Federal Kemper Insurance Co.
But he declined to say how much that gro‘:g
was paying his firm, because he said
group has not yet gone public and didn’t
plan to until April.

He said that three to 10 consultants would
work with the school district to help it fit in
with the communitywide plan. Work would
be%in in May and end in August.

he process includes a two-day meeting
with 100 to 150 members of the community

representing all walks of life, Cordes said.
—JEFFREY BILS
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I cuts look per

e
~ unveiled these predictions

ERETR Tuesday in the district’s new .Mm
g g t()fee-):aarnflglanc:al projection. Board adjusts earlier stand on
4 ; ‘We’re going from being in the !
AN i _ red to at least being in the yellow | €xpulsion.
By JEFFREY BILS . this year;” said Wachter, refer- Elm
- H&R Staff Writer ring to the bright yellow cover on & Mh
Decatur school leaders proposed Last year’s cover was red. A new company is hired to
slashing $2.5 million in educa The new financial projection is | _carry the kids.
* 2 ot ..of,,l' v o ’ ’,’ ]ast one. A few WB
" loolking’ ERioPe - Sad Tt ronths agiche said, it looked like
nend, AR T N N e ey dlis vould be $600,000 in :
B hemcﬁm«m%wd 'debt " atthe' end of next school cause of an increase in the num-

‘tur’s public schopls, this. fall, the __ Year. The new financial projection ber of poor children in the district,
vdiSvc'ogr'?éb:;ed' OHts doze si’“ mlﬂ!ems;net-mst more than $1  he said. :
opportunities, ranging fromyswim- “million in the black by that time. Under the projection, next year
ming to.computer instruction, had  Even 80, the district is projected the district would restore money
been - trimmed; or eliminated. -to. overspend. by $854,000 next to buy new instructional mater;.
When the, new- 1 year starts. 001 year-and eat into its sur- als, This was delayed this year to
ugust, . they. probably. von.: S: or . carryover. If nothing save about $300,000. The district
' ; ges, the -district would be would also restore $250,000 for the
than $3 million in debt at the modernization of equipment,
995-96 school year. which includes computers.
Edgar’s recent Wachter cautioned that the pro-
° 1o increase education fund- jection might not be completel
‘has brightened the local pic- accurate. He said that the s
) the tune of nearly $1.6 tried to be conservative. The dis-
ter said. The distriet trict might be able to restore other
. alSo receive more money be- educational programs, he said.
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on schools

Private citizens

By JEFFREY BILS
H&R Staff Writer
DECATUR — While the Decatur
Boardt;f Education searches for a
vision, a grass-roots group of pri-
vate citizens is pushing to raligﬁ
community support for education.
The group, called the Ad Hoc
again Thursday to discuss how to
reach out to dozens of service
organizations — and what to tell

them.

ballot.

The — which has been the
?qhoal%«cheeﬂeadeﬁnd’m

riendly critic — hopes to be at |

board’s disposal if board members
decide to support a push for a
property tax M

District administrators figure
they’ll be unable next year to re-
store most of the $2.5 million in

education program cuts imple- 3
e o S el Vs
have not a ed an eéucamn

fund pr: tax increase since
1956, al Decatur’s education
fund tax rate is among the lowest
in the state, :

3 dun’tme think we have the
power or the constituency to push
a tax referendum right now,” said
Bill Oakes, the group’s chairman.
““The ball is in the school board’s

The board is considering
whether to hire IBM Customer
Business Development Consulting
to provide vision and a strategic
plan. The Decatur Advantage Inc.,
another private group, already
has hi thatdt;xrm to design a
communitywide strategic plan.

The sellu,:ol'bomﬂ has sagait #
hopes to have a strategic plan
vision by August and decide then
whether to pursue a tax increase.

The delay hasn’t stopped the
lS)lchool Concernsd tryleomt:,n(i]tt;ee from

anning an ing to determine
the needs of Decatur’s educational
system.

“I've had | le tell me, the
board’s not doing it, so who’s
going to do this?" Oakes said.
“I've had people ask me, under
normal circumstances, wouldn’t
the board be conducting this dis-
cussion?”’

Jane Hawkins, a former school
board member who is active in the
the School Concerns group, said
the board sometimes appears as if
it does not discuss topics because
board members want to avoid
dissension, and instead tries to
create an image of unity.

Members of the ad hoc group
did not want to criticize the board.

“We’re not going to fight them,”
said the Rev. James R. Lillie of
Holy Cross Lutheran Church. “We
want to unify the whole commu-
nity. Sometimes the best lead-

ership is in the back end, »
pushing.” ! g

The group’s next meeting will be
at 7 a.m. April 15 at First Lu-
theran Church in Decatur.




wants role ”‘;:;w"‘e‘
1 = TUR — The
mm meet casually ever;
superintendent. month. They sip coffee
and talk about Decatur’s
They stand for openness. They stand for mu-
nity involvement. They're virtually begging the
Deaﬁtxhadbmrdtogivemanavoxce_
in efforts that the public traditionally has

In an age when “empowerment” is fast be-
coming a catch-phrase among corporate and
government leaders, the grass-roots Ad Hoc
School Concerns Committee is emerging as the
focal point for private citizens who want more
m in Deuurmﬁc schools.

group is picking up steam. Fifteen le
from all walks of life attended its latwtpr;.xoel;t-
ing wy morning.

“We're certainly in a position to plow right
ahead,” said Bill Oakes, director of marketing

SCHOOL
Continued on A4

SCHOOL: Group

i d L]
Continued from A1
and community relations at St.
Mary’s Hospital and the ad hoc
group’s cha n.

Among the highlights from that
meeting:

# The group is gearing up for a
big push this summer to promote
a local property-tax increase for
education. The school board has
suspended until August its dis-
cussion of a ible referendum
to increase that tax.

B The group is actively seeking
minority involvement. Members of
the group plan to meet with rep-
resentatives from the Decatur
branch of the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored
People and the local African-
American Roundtable.

B The group is forming a speak-
ers bureau. The speakers would
speak at meetings of local
organizations, touting Decatur’s
public schools and discussing local
education needs. These presen-
tations are to begin in June.

W The group will make a formal
statement to the school board con-
cerning programs that members
feel should be restored in Deca-
tur’s public schools. The school
board cut $2.5 million in programs
starting this school year.

The dismal financial condition of
the Decatur School District origi-
nally rallied the ad hoc group
together. Members were joined by
a common frustration: Voters
have not approved an education-

fund property-tax increase since
1956, even though Decatur’s edu-
cation-fund tax rate is among the
lowest in the state.

But the group’s scope is grow-
ing.

its scope

Group members a;
day that the school board should
involve the public much more in
its search for a new superinten-
dent.

The last search, less than a year
ago, was kept highly confidential.
Some business and community
leaders were allowed to interview
finalists, but they were sworn to
secrecy.

Eventually, the school board
hired Don Wachter, who was asso-
ciate superintendent at the time.
Wachter announced Tuesday that
he is retiring.

Several members of the ad hoc
group said Wachter’s decision
rankled them because his tenure
was so short.

Jeanelle Norman, school board
president, said later Thursday
that the board would have to de-
cide as a whole whether to open
the superintendent search process
to the public.

On another front Thursday, the
ad hoc group agreed that it wants
to be intimately involved with the
school district’s effort to develop a
strategic plan. The school board
hired a consultant Tuesday to
coordinate the planning process.

The group has cultivated a role
as the school board’s cheerleader
and friendly critic.

““We obviously don’t want to be
combative. We want to be in a co-
operative mode,” said Cindy
Reynolds, the school district’s
computer coordinator and a mem-
ber of the group. ‘“‘But how long do
we keep silent?”’

The ad hoc group meets next at
7 a.m. May 6 at First Lutheran
Church. .
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Open up
school
selection

AGAIN, AN appeal is in order to the
Decatur School Board to allow the
- public to participate in the search for a
new school superintendent. Board mem-
- bers argue that privacy is necessary be-
- cause some otherwise qualified
~candidates may be reluctant to apply if
‘they know their names will be revealed.
- Why that is the case isn’t all that
" clear. After all, people in all lines of
__work change jobs — even careers — fre-
quently. But even if that is the case, the
benefits of public participation outweigh
the possibility of losing potential appli-
cants.
-~ Not everyone is excluded. In past
“ ‘searches, the board has had finalists
_ meet with carefully selected people,
- meaning that some voters are invited to
* ‘the party and others are left with their
noses pressed to the window.
One group has already put in a pitch
for inclusion — the Ad Hoc School Con-
‘cerns Committee.

|

Should that group be included? Sure,

‘and it shouldn’t have to ask. Neither

should others interested in the quality of

education in Decatur public schools.

Should students be included? Why not?
Superintendent Don Wachter’s deci-

sion to take early retirement caught

some by surprise. But there was no rea-
son to believe Wachter, at age 58, would

‘remain superintendent for more than a

few years. His successor could influence
Decatur schools into the next century.

How should the board proceed?

m Seeking the advice of individuals
and groups about a new superintendent
is a good start. Holding a meeting in
which everyone is invited is one way of

-getting the process started.

® Names of candidates should rou-
tinely be released to the public, includ-
ing the news media.

m People should be allowed to ques-
tion candidates when they come to De-
catur.

@ Inevitably, the School Board must
make the final decision — a decision
that must balance the interests of all.
But it will be better able to do this if it

- hears from as many voices as possible.

This process will:

1. Give the new superintendent a foun-
dation of support in the community.

2. Provide a footing to develop
broader support that will be necessary if
the district decides to ask voters for a

. tax increase.

Richland Community College followed
a similar procedure that led to the se-
lection of Charles Novak as Pr_egi_dent.

RS
- ———— -




will ask ofﬁdals to
| keep process public.

DECATUR — A grass-
roots committee is call
for the Decatur Board of
sea tion to conduct its

PC!] for a new

Deca us: The search for
tur’s top Wﬁon
adﬂ\mlsmw 1S no ! tlme for
secrecy.
l‘l &r
rety at any point,” said
William Scott, a teacher at

Eisenhower High School, as
B s iod

“Wha: I'm

IOOKM atis@ Wl
democratic and y

Pmces&

The

fﬂl’my

at any . succesdes
ndent Don
— William Wachter,
Scott, whois
Eisenhower retiring.
teaCher .ng

the last
superintendent e
ago, the board kseealptcme
names of finalists
confidential. The board
refused to discuss the
backgrounds or strengths of
candidates and released no
names until Wachter was
chosen.

SR TR ik

- Such secrecy 1> uv

maintained in other districts,
3‘30“ said.

n WIE — inel
atm the ad hoc =
DE Members of
Community Roundtable,
including its chairman, the
Rev. Lioyd J s, ihe

Members of Decatur’s
NAACP branch also intend
to join, said Bill Oakes, the
ad m mmlttee’
chairman.

Some commitiee

'mbers, including
initial superintendent
applications could be kept
secret. But once the |
has narrowed the list to
g:am %{;‘mﬁ should

c, committee
b ittee plans to
about the selecmm
schoo e feﬁ“‘ar
e e S urge
tion programs that
were trimmed this year,
mp“ter a‘dﬁ at
the elementary level, a
revised reading
improvement program a8 the
elementary level, and the
the middle school level.




intendent search. :
“There should be input from the
community — and, we believe,

open input,” said Pete Method,
who adg:tessed the board on behalf
of the Ad Hoc School m?m 3
: l(fnlem, s 8
. availability of rel-
evant infor-
m mation.”

- If the board
de;ﬂﬂn‘ lalcce:rtzut;l'es ad

| hoe :
glimpse of the proposal, it would
proposed edu- | be a big change
cation-fund in the Decatur su-

perintendent
budget for search process.
next year. During the last
Story/A3 superintendent
search a year

ago, the board kept the finalists’
names secret. |

Iiven atter the two tinalists pub-
licly acknowledged that they were
in the running, the board refused
to discuss their qualifications -
openly or verify who they were. ;

This year, the search process |
began anew when Don Wachter f
announced his retirement. A ®
screening committee is expect
to give the school board a list of
six finalists in early June.

*“The Ad Hoc School Concerns
Committee believes that the proc-
ess of selecting this person is of
great direct concern to the entire
community,” Method told the
board in a written statement.

No school board member re-
sponded to the committee’s propo-
sal during the meeting. Board
President Jeanelle Norman said
after the meeting that if the board
discusses the proposal, it will do
S0 in open session. The boardMa 's
next regular meeting is May 25.

The ad hoc group proposed that
a committee made up of “board
members and representatives
openly chosen by interested com-
munity groups” evaluate the six
finalists. Under the proposal, this
committee also would interview .
the finalists and conduct in-depth
interviews with those who make
the cut.

Method said a “significant por-
tion of the population” favors a
public search for the school dis-
trict’s chief executive. Such a
search would help build quick pub-
lic support for the new superinten-
dent and ensure that the new
superintendent meets the commu-
nity’s needs, he said.

TO REACH US: Delivery...
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Panel seeks

school board

cooperation

B Group wants names
of superintendent
finalists made public.

By JEFFREY BILS
H&R Staff Writer

DECATUR — Will the Deca-
tur Board of Education publi-
cize the names of finalists in its
search for a new superinten-
dent?

It was nine days since the Ad
mmwmacmt : Comn‘;it-
tee question, an
still there had been no answer.

“Welnm’th?dmu&hereac-
tion or response from
beard,” said Bill Oakes, chair-
man of the group.

During the board’s last regu-
lar meeting on May 11, the ad
hoc group formally requested
htﬂepdahcbeprivy to the
process of selecting a new top
executive for Decatur’s public
schools.

Board Vice President Norma
Walten said in a phone inter-
e st
ng question hasn’t
ieuuilamdyet by the

improvement progra
board has been mute on that
point, as well, Oakes said.

‘Walton said later that dis-
cussion about restoring some
mnamibmtyforfu-
ture meetings now that the
l-dnlwhngatmeschool
district budget.

Thedozenorsopeoplewho
attendedm%ahocgrou p’s
meeting night agreed
that they would hke to receive
some feedback. For the time
being, they decided to wait be-
fore pressing for answers on
their budget questions. But
when it comes to the superin-
tendent search, the group de-
cideditwantsanswmassoon
as possible.
Oakessaidhewmﬂdeontact

‘ board President Jeanelle Nor-

man to find out how the board
would respond to the request
for openness.

was mimw

'rhe board is in th process of‘
searching for a su|
::zmmmm u
have a list with six finalists in
early June and conduct inter-

- views shortly afterward.

et
meetmg y ts regu-
}gﬁeemgbef%theﬁnalse-
on process
b
's ”
Oakusai@lm.“m‘s
Thegroupalsodecidedtodis-
cuss how to raise public inter-
estintheNovemberschool
board election. Several board
seats will be up for election.
Theadhoum'wpwmdisclm
this its next meeting at 7
a.m. June 17 at First Lutheran
Church.
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Schools
must face
change

Rarely does a school district have the
opportunity to change course as dramati-
cally as does the Decatur School District.

Change is occurring on three fronts, and
it could dramatically affect the district’s
nearly 13,000 students, their .parents and
the Decatur business community:

®m For the second consecutive year, the
district is hiring a new superintendent.

® Four school board positions are up for
election in November, and at least two
incumbents have said they will not seek
re-election. .

® A consulting firm has been hired to
help administrators and the school board
set a vision for the district.

Today through Wednesday, the Herald &
Review will provide, editorially, some
insight into each of these areas. .

This newspaper, in some circles, is
viewed as an adversary of the Decatur
School Board and the Decatur School Dis-
trict.

The firsotoff)erception is frequently cor-
rect. A 8 newspaper must serve as a
check and balance on government. That
includes school boards. .

The second perception is wrong. This
newspaper supports a strong school sys-
tem. It recognizes that what is good for the

school district, in the long run, will be
good for the economic vitality of the citv.

‘the two roles are not mutually exclu-
sive. Any gov-
ernmental body
that spends tax
dollars must be
scrutinized.
Often, a news-
paper is the
only organi-
zation that has
the resources
to serve as a Firstof four parts
check and bal- ——
ance on the
government.

In the past year, the Herald & Review
has been at loggerheads with the Decatur
School Board on several fronts:

® The need to conduct more openly the
search for a new su rintendent when
Walt Warfield resigned last year.

This newspaper campaigned viglorously
for the release of the names of finalists for
Warfield’s position and for public involve-
ment in the process. :

The school board did involve selected
members of the community in the hiring,
but the process, for all intents and
purposes, was closed. Also, the board re-
fused to make public the names of the
finalists, putting the finalists’ perceived
need for confidentiality above that of the
taxpageercs’ right to know.

& atur school officials, with the
apparent blessing of the school board,
have repeatedly withheld from the public
information regarding the presence of
weapons in schools. The board also has re-
fused to release specific information about
disciplinary action taken against students
caught with weapons or, until recently, to
even explain its policy on weapons.

In the judgment of the Hera d & Review,
this practice is short-sighted, inexcusable
and intolerable. Taxgayers should not be
stonewalled by the school district.

m School district officials have taken a
nonchalant attitude toward the [llinois
Open Meetings Act. A series of events over
several months prompted the Herald & Re-
view to ask Macon Count{ State’s Attorney
Larry Fichter to assist in seeking the
school board’s compliance with the law.

Initially, Fichter declined to take action
against the board. But after yet another
apparent violation in October, Fichter
sought and gained an injunction against
the rd. The board is seeking to have it
overturned.

These points of contention between the
school district and the Herald & Review
are not restated in an attempt to exacer-
bate the relationship between the two par-
ties. Rather, they are meant as an ethical
disclosure, of sorts.

It is important that you, the reader,
know of these differences as you read this
iqrifs of editorials about the school dis-
rict.

The Herald & Review believes strongly
in the positions it has taken, but there is no
ax to grind. The education of so precious a
commodity as our children is much too
important to be held hostage to a hidden
agenda.

MONDAY: Seeking a superintendent.
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New chief
must bring
changes

For the second consecutive year, the De-
catur School Board is searching for a su-
perintendent to lead the district.

A year ago, the school board’s search
was narrowed to a choice between an in-
sider and an outsider.

The board opted for the former, select-
ing longtime district employee Don
Wachter, associate superintendent, to re-
place Walt Warfield.

Wachter, 57 at the time, was expected to
serve a few years and then retire. But 10
months into the job, he announced his re-
tirement effective June 30. Wachter’s
tenure, unfortunately, was short and
uneventful

For the sake of stability, the board
should hire someone who is willing to
make a commitment of at least three
years to the district. What's needed is a
superintendent with a no-holds-barred ap-
proach to education and a healthy respect
of the need for proactive change.

The new superintendent must possess a
multitude of talents, including:

W VISION. Having a defined and clear
wision is critical to

ﬂnesaoc&ssof':ix‘nh)é
school district for dgs——s
too long has oper-
2ted without w
vision, a realiza- K&
ton that prompted
the board last year

o hire a consult-

Secand of four parts
1" i the s

:

trict’s vision. e —

That work is proceeding, and the new
superintendent should be deeply involved.

B INNOVATIVE IDEAS. Nationally, ed-
ucation is undergoing massive upheaval.
Decatur must be on the leading edge of
that change, utilizing not only the re-
sources of the district, but those of the pri-
vate sector and higher educational
institutions such as Richland Community
College and Millikin University.

The new superintendent must act as a
change agent for the district. Worthwhile
innovations now in place should be
continued, but much more change is nec-
essary. The district must come to grips
with an unacceptably high dropout rate of
more than 40 percent among black males:
student discipline problems and the in.
creasing presence of weapons in the
schools, and the influence of gangs and
drugs. Those are problems that detract
from the primary mission of the district —
educating our children.

B PUBLIC RELATIONS EXPERTISE.
The new superintendent must encourage
public involvement in the district, for that
1s one of the linchpins of success. He or
she must accentuate the positive, but also
be candid in assessing the weaknesses of
the district.

The new superintendent also may have
to take the lead on seeking an increase in
Decatur’s education fund tax rate, which
since 1956 has remained at $1.84 per $100
of assessed property value. A tax increase,
if it is needed, can only be sold to the pub-
lic through open, honest communication.

Last year’s search for a superintendent
was, for the most part, conducted behind
closed doors. A hand-picked grottxl? of dis-
trict residents was involved in the inter-
viewing process, but that was the extent of
public involvement. Names of the finalists
were not released.

But those were last year’s mistakes. The
school board now has the opportunity to
improve on the process and solicit commu-
nity involvement.

At tonight's meeting, the board contin-
ues the process of culling the candidate
field, which has been narrowed to four.
The finalists should be introduced to the
public. A committee of teachers, students,
parents and business owners should be
formed to interview the finalists, Perhaps
the finalists could share their views on ca-
ble television.

The greater the public involvement, the
greater the likelihood of community buy-in
once the board hires a superintendent.

Decatur’s next superintendent must be
someone who can lead the district into the
21st century. Letting that person interact:
with the public prior to being hired would
be a positive step.

TUESDAY: The changing school board.
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Voters face

" ucation coul :
voters go to the polls in November.

|
|

challenge,
opportunity

keup of the Decatur Board of Ed-
i b X change dramatically when

Four spots on the seven-person board
will be up for election. Two incumbents —
Norma Walton and Eunice Dansby — have
said they will not seek re-election for per-
sonal reasons. The other two incumbents

— ident Jeanelle Norman and Robert
Grsgszl»:/igld — are undecided about
whether to run for another four-year term.
A fifth board member, Sheryl Wood, will
be moving to Philadelphia and probably
will resign.

The peg:ding vacancies pose a challenge
to residents of the district: Who will step
to the plate to serve on the board?
" An infusion of new people and new 1de§s
is desperately needed. The current board’s
"norm is to think, talk and act in lockstep,
often approving policy without so much as
the appearance
of discussion.

Case in point:
A review of the
board’s minutes
of meetings from
Oct. 1, 1991, to
Sept. 3(;; 19&2,
'shows that e
board voted Third of a four-part series
unanimously 201

out of 210 times. That does not include per-
functory motions to go into closed session,

i i djourn.
reconvene into open session or adjot :

S

Along with a new superintengent and a
clear-cut vision for the future, the new
board will be expected to chart a course to
take the Decatur School District into the
next centurgé :

It won’t be easy. Serving on the school
board can be time-consuming, challenging
and frustrating.

But a strong, qualified board is needed if
the school district is to grow and meet the
challenges of the future.

Board members must possess many
talents, among them:

m KNOWLEDGE OF BUDGETS.
Decatur, like most school districts, is oper-
ating under severe financial constraints.
Board members must have a good work-
ing knowledge of the district’s budget and
be able to challenge administrators on
financial matters.

True, board members must work in
partnership with the administration. But
the board should not merely rubber stamp
whatever administrators want.

B ABILITY TO LISTEN TO THE PUB-
LIC. Issues that come before the board
should be debated in open session, when-
ever possible. An important part of that
debate should include the public —
teachers, students, parents.

Too often the current board has seemed
to listen with deaf ears to constituents.

Case in point: A grass-roots group, the
Ad Hoc School Concerns Committee, has
for several weeks asked the board to
involve the public in its search for a new
superintendent and to release names of fi-
nalists for the position.

The school board has listened but made
no effort to open the search process, and
has not stated whether it will release
names of the finalists.

Thgdpush for openness by a group of con-
cerned citizens took an absurd twist at the
school board's meeting of May 27. Board
member Dansby stated that the number of
applicants fory the sgferintendent's i-
tion had been uced by one-half. Qual-
ified candidates had been scared off by the
ad hoc committee’s request that the
na_rges of finalists be made public, Dansby
said.

On what did she base that statement?
Someone at a gas station had told her, she
said. Dansby would not identify the per-
son. Absurd, indeed.

And even if Dansby’s statement were
true, good riddance to those potential can-
didates. The district needs a superinten-
dent who is eager to function in the public
eye, not one who fears publicity.

W ABILITY TO SEEK CONSENSUS.
The board must be able to weigh the views
of the public and the advice of the admin-
istration in making decisions.

Compromise is inherent in this process.
But at times, voices of dissent must be
raised, a trait that seems to be in short
suf)fp{i on the current board.

ere is any hope for a wider variety
of voices and leadership on the board, it
lies in November’s election. The time is
ripe for new leaders to step forward.

WEDNESDAY: Developing a vision.
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Vision must
embody
the district

As unsure as the needs of public schools
may be in the next century, one thing is
certain:

The Decatur School District needs a
clear-cut vision of what it wants to be and
where it wants to go.

Does District 61 want to be an average
school system or a top-notch one?

Most people would choose the latter. But
achieving that goal will take the efforts of
a wide variety of people and organizations,
not just the administration, school board
and teachers of the district. It is a commu-
nity challenge.

The school board’s push to draft a vision

for the district is a step in the right di-
rection. A
consultant, IBM
2. Customer Business
Development, has
= been hired to assist
the district in for-
mulating that vi-
: sion. The process is
‘Last of a 4-part series  expected to be com-
. pleted Nov. 1.
: The vision proc-
_ess comes at a critical time for the school
‘district. A new superintendent should be
“hired by July 1. Two to five new board
‘members will join the seven-member
- school board following the November elec-
ition.

‘success of that vision. The district has
‘many excellent teachers and staff mem-
bers. Those employees would bring a
‘unique perspective on education that must
‘be included in the process.
® PARTNERS IN EDUCATION. Part-
ners in Education, a non-profit group
funded by Decatur businesses, has been an
important contributor to the success of the
district. Members of the group understand
the needs of the business community be-
cause they are part of it. As employers,
they recognize the shortcomings of the ed-
.ucational system. The participation of
Partners in Education in the vision proc-
+ ess would be invaluable.

® AD HOC SCHOOL CONCERNS COM-
MITTEE. This coalition of district resi-
dents has been active for several months.
The group supports openness in the hiring
of a new superintendent and an increase in
the district’s education fund levy, which
has not changed since 1956.

# HIGHER EDUCATION. Millikin Uni-
versity and Richland Community College
are tremendous community assets. Admin-
istrators from those schools have shown a

~willingness to get involved in Decatur’s
public educational system.

Tapping into the resources available
through Millikin and Richland could
greatly enhance the school district’s pro-
grams and curriculum.

®m VOLUNTEERS AND PARENTS.
Hundreds of people volunteer their time
throughout the district. Parents are the
primary constituency of the school board
and deserve to be included in this process.
® STUDENTS. Children are on the receiv-
ing end of the educational system. Not in-
cluding them in the vision process would
be inexcusable.

The school board should encourage par-
ticipation by these groups and any others
that wish to be part of the vision process.

To meet the needs of the future, contrib-
utions will be required from all corners.
Freezing some people out of the process
will only deprive the district of their poten-
tial — and probably vital — contributions.

How important is any of this? All that’s
hanging on it is the future of Decatur’s
public schools.




CoOST OF EDUCATION

Committee’s ‘lesson’
may aid school funding

School information campaign aims
to tell community of financial need

By RON INGRAM
H&R Staff Writer

DECATUR — Ad Hoc School
Concerns Committee members
will stump Decatur with the mes-
sage that Decatur public schools
need financial help.

Committee members agreed
Thursday to refine a nine-page
fact sheet prepared by one of its
subcommittees as the basis for
presentations to service clubs,
parent-teacher associations and
other groups.

“The core issue is the commu-
~ nity is not spending as much as it

should on education,” said Bill
Oakes, ad hoc committee chair-
man. “We’ll be asking, ‘Is that
good enough for you? Is it good
enough for you or your neighbor’s
children?’ ”’

While not specifically promoting
an education fund referendum,
which the committee is already on
record as supporting, the group
hopes to enlighten the public on
the schools’ financial struggles.
Presentations will begin in Au-
gust.

‘I was struck the other day in a
conversation with a fairly knowl-
edgeable individual who said, ‘But
I thought the schools were getting
the lottery money,” ”’ Oakes said.
“There is still a lot of ignorance in
the community.”

The lottery money going to edu-
cation only supplants other funds
which were taken away from the

state’s contribution to public
schools, and does not increase that
contribution, the subcommittee’s
financial status report noted.

Much of the report’s information
came from Superintendent Donald
Wachter and Director of Business
Affairs James Hendren and from
surveys by the Illinois Large Unit
District Association, of which De-
catur is a member, said William
Gerstner.

Gerstner, a retired Illinois
Power Co. senior vice president,
chaired the subcommittee that put
together the report. Gerstner will
highlight the subcommittee's re-
port for the school board at 7:30
p.m. Tuesday at the Keil Adminis-
tration Building.

Among the highlights:

B Decatur last passed an educa-
tion fund property tax referendum
in 1956, when the rate was set at
$1.80 per $100 of assessed valu-
ation. The ratc was increased by
state legisiation to $1.84 in 1986.

B Among the 41 members of the
Large Unit District Association,
Decatur, Quincy, Marion and Ca-
hokia have the lowest education
fund tax rates, all at $1.84 per $100
of valuation.

® Compared with other large
Central Illinois districts, Decatur
spends the least per pupil annually
at $4,056. Other district totals are
Urbana, $5,365; Bloomington,
$5,288; Springfield, $4,966;
Danville, $4,566; Champaign,
$4,485; and Normal, $4,156.

|

Oakes

Ad Hoc School Concerns
Committee member says ‘the
community is not spending as
much as it should on education.’

W In 1982 dollars, Decatur is
spending about the same year af-
ter year to educate its students. In
1982 the per pupil figure was $2,416
while the 1993 figure, in dollars ad-
justed for inflation, was $2,421. In
the intervening years the figure
dipped as low as $2,195 in 1991.

M Since 1981, Decatur’s depen-
dence on state funds has increased
from 49.45 percent to 62 percent
currently. That leaves the school
district open to the whims of the
state legislature such as in 1991
when it cut $2 million from Deca-
tur’s state aid, money that will
never be recovered.

B The percentage of local prop-
erty taxes going to Decatur
schools has decreased since 1977
when the school’s tax bill made up
51 percent of the annual tax bill.
Today the school’s share is 40 per-
cent.
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‘Why schools

g0 begging
in Illinois

Despite its wealth,
state provides less
education funding
than many others

School funding has long been
a divisive issue in Illinois poli-
tics, where regional divisions,
antagonisms and jealousies
often block concerted efforts to
fund all public schools ade-
quately and fairly. This year’s
Illinois gubernatorial race be-
tween Democrat Dawn Clark
Netsch and incumbent Republi-
can Jim Edgar is no different.

While elected officials have
fought over the issue, Illinois’
financial support for its ele-
mentary and high schools has
slipped. In an investigation of
school funding across the na-
tion, Tribune reporter Patrick
T. Reardon found that Illinois’
per-pupil funding has fallen
below the national average for
more than a decade.

Although the state ranks 9th
in per capita income among
the 50 states, it ranks behind
42 other states in the share of
this income devoted to schools.

Reardon’s investigation of
the school funding process in
Illinois gives a new insight
into this seemingly intractable
problem.

See Page 12.

School revenues

1993 revenues per $1,000
of personal income:

® As one of the
richest states,
lllinois has the
financial ability to
spend much more
on its elementary
and high schools.
In 1993, 42 other
states devoted a
larger share of
personal income to
education than

U.S. average:
$48.49

lllinois
43rd

Alaska
lllinois did. Rank» 1st

Tribune photo by Michael Budrys

In wealthy Rondout Disﬁrict 72 in Lake Forest, 2nd grader Janet
Valdez, in word-processing class with teacher Sheila Bymes, is get-
ting a lavish education. But most districts are barely getting by.

How lllinois stacks up

Selected states for the 1993-94 school year SCHOOL
and their rankings among all 50 states. REVENUES
PER SCHOOL PER $1,000
SELECTED CAPITA REVENUES PERSONAL
STATE INCOME RANK PER PUPIL RANK INCOME RANK

2

$26,732

' $21,241

onsin $1,2
Wyoming
Indiana $19,161

oy

14,708

Mississippi ~ $

U.S. average $20,781
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‘the bucks

Decatur schools need an infusion of cash

By CINDY REYNOLDS

As a parent and an educator, I applaud your recent edi-
torials which urged our legislators to do something to end the
inequality in education spending and prodded us to examine .
what we want from our schools.

In addition to money coming from the state, I think we as
a community need to look at how much we value education
and ask ourselves if our community is funding education at
an adequate level. The last rate increase for Decatur Public
Schools was in the 1950’s — that was more than 30 years ago!
Times have changled Our student population is different and
has more deman

Decatur is blased with an extremely dedicated staff of
administrators, teachers and support personnel. We have
many positive things happening in our schools, but we cannot
ignore our problems.

Our administrators and board are being forced into mak-
ing too many decisions based on moneyorg?thanwhat we
would like to provide for students. g3

B Do we want to continue to have large classes (over 50
percent of our elementary classes have 26 to 34 students)?

B Do we want to continue to have 10-to-20 percent “split"

Editor's Noto Cindy Reynolds is a computer specialist for the
Decatur School District.

classes (two grades in one room) as a way of conserving
space and staff? ¢

M Do we want to see our test scores decline?

W Do we want to have schools where scheduling mucic,
physical education and the many other beneficial programs
is very difficult because there is not adequate space in many
of our buildings?

® Do we want to continue to have our children knocking
on doors to raise money for our schools' needs?

B Do we want to provide our students with access to the
technology that is available but is not within our budgets of
obtain? We have the vision of how to use technology to help
our students, but we need $60,000 per school to provide the |
equipment.

If our district spent the state average per student, we
would have approximately $11,000,000 more money in our
budget. We cannot solve all of our problems with more
money, but many of the problems that face our schools take
money to solve.

When we played Monopoly as children one of the things we
learned was that you rarely won unless you took a risk and
made an investment in the future. \

Our students and our community are our future. We need
to make an investment now. We need to let our schools know
th:t wl: care and are willing to financially support our
schools.
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By KRISTI RUGGLES mhMMw
H&R Staff Writer o%eﬁeﬁngaqmﬂy

DECATUR — Expansion Man-
agement magazine may not give “m&EQ,forallibmaMaﬁ-
high grades to the quality of edu-  cal cleverness, has one weak-
cation at Decatur’s schools, but it  ness,” the article says. “It does
respeclsthedistﬂct’sabmtyto not reward a school district that
stretch a buck. does more with less.

In a recently published report _““It tends to obscure that thin
relocate in new areas, the trade ﬁd?@tb&amwwﬁﬂm
magazine ranked Decatur schools  of money or had a highly educated
21st among 25 Illinois school dis- populace already, and those
tricts through a formula called the schoolsthathadnextherbutsﬁn
“Education Quotient.” produced great results.”

Researchers base the mag- Decatur, in the eyes of the mag-
:'z;esannual%s;ﬁssmemson azu;: wasonesuc&edish-wtmm

school graduation rates “‘In summary,”’ story
money spent per pupil and “this list honors school districts
teacher-to-student ratios. where parents and educators, no

But, in a separate article in its matter what their own educational
September/October issue, Expan- background, have produced a su-
sion Management applauded rb environment for achieve-
catur for capitalizing on its ment, with proven results, and
limited funds. have done it on a sensible bud-

In a ““Bang for the Buck” com- get.”

Copyright © 2021 Newspapers.com. All Rights Reserved.
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‘ Ils students. It's a stalf of good teachers. It's ’ ’
molivation at home. Most of them want to come
to school. Most of them have fun
while they're learning.
Lloyd Moma
Enserprise Principal

Accenting
the positive
at Enterprise

For educators, making learning fun
more than a cliche, it’s a philosophy

SCORES

Decatur Elemestary Sehocls

By JEFFREY BILS

lot of carrot. A little stick. It
works just fine in Mary
Hipsher's classroom

The carrot: A bingo game

in which students must answer gues-
tions about ancient Rome ta win

The stick: Maybe & look, a verbal
warning if a student 1s making too
much noise. That seems to be all it
takes The childrenare well behaved,
and when class is over, they form an
orderly line at the door

“They will do anything to play
bingo." said Hipsher, a sixth-grade
teacher at Enterprise school.

The timeworn cliche — “make
learning fun” — is a fact of Jife at
Enterprise. And il seems Lo work

Enterprise School, on Decatur's far
southwes! side. serves a diverse stu-
dent population from modest and
aifluent areas. More than 85 percent
of the students travel by bus to a dis-
trict encompassing roughly every-
thing south of Decatur Street and
westof US, 51

Fifteen surrounding acres of play-
ground give the school a country feel

“They built the school, and then the
community forgot to build out this
way.” said Lioyd Moma, the princi-
pal Bul pupils’ parents haven't for-
gotten the school

We have extremely good parents.
We never want for parent support,”
Moma said. On a slow week, eight to
10 parents help out at the school. On

poral punishment. ““1t's not worth it,”

ENTERPRISE

free lunch program

special weeks, as many as 50 help out,

CARROT AND STICK: The Enterprise
staff prefers positive renforcement to
corporal punishment and suspensions 10
shape student behavior,

he said
Jem.”

Even suspensions are doled out re-
luctantly

1 would rather do anything before
we suspend, because we want the
child here,” Moma said. *“There are
times when it has to be done. We hale
i

To avoid suspension, students must
attend a “‘care team’’ meeting if they
accumulate four detentions. The care

“It doesn't solve the prob-

team includes a counselor or teacher,
one of the child’s parents. The goal is

to impress upan the child that there A EAGER TO RESPOND: Seven-year-old Jacob Ahola, a first-

Decatur elementary schools

they're learning "

| e said  arealotol peoplewhocare. . gradcr in Ellen Berger's class at Garfield School, cagerly B Study in contrasts
| The school offers a variety of posi- ““They've been very successful in waits 10 be called on 1o answer a question during a ‘Show Decatur's two magnet |
tive reinforcements, including awards — reducing the number of suspensions,”  and Tell’ session recently., Educators at Garfield respond to schools use opposite |
and certificates. The discipline sys- Moma said. the challenges of ludung in the inner city by filling any role approaches 1o motivate stu- |
tem includes a film festival on the Moma knows his school's methods needed — from:part-tiine. parent to stern disciplinarian. GGk Piéath Ackdedy: vih |

first Tuesday of each month — for might not work in other schools. Why its uniformed dress and

children who have had no detentions. o they work here? " School profile/A14 | canphasis on structure, and |
“We try to find positives,” Moma “It’s students,” he said. “It's a staff IJNIB Hill, which caters to the |
i gt eachers. 'y mosvanon [l PlUS profiles of all other | s e otutens™ |
There's a paddle in Moma's office, home. Most of them want to come to styles are working. |
| but it sits idle. He doesn't use cor- school, Most of them have fun while W profilesiA1d l
|
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Decatur sch

By KRISTI RUGGLES
H&R Staff Wnter

DECATUR — Expansion Man-
e . cal
cation at Decatur’s schools, but it art:clesays ft
respects the district's ability to not reward a school district that
stretch a buck. does more with less. :

In a recently published report “It tends to obscure that thin
used to help businesses expand or line between those schools which
relocate in new areas, the trade did great because they spent a lot
magazine ranked Decatur schoo!s of money or had a highly educated

21st among 25 Illinois sche ol ¢ populace already, and those
ula c: ,, schools that had neither but still
produced great results.”
Decatm' in the eyes of the mag-
m ~ azine, was one such district.
mgbschoolmduaﬁonmm summary,” the story stated,
money spent per pupil and “this hsthmss&wi&stﬁcm
teacher-to-student ratios. where parents and educators, no
But, in a separate article in it:s matter what their own edmti'
September/October issue, Ex background, have produ |
sion Management applauded perb environment for achieve»
catur for capitalizing on its ment, with proven results, and
limited funds. have done it on a sans:ble bud-

In a ““Bang for the Buck’ com- get.”
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School

B Board member says more

money needed to improve
education system in Decatur.

——
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{'s students. It's a staff of good teachers. It's ’
B EYOND : motivation at home. Most of them want to come ,
[ e to school. Most of them have fun |

‘Accenting
the positive
‘at Enterprise

- For educators, making learning fun-
more than a cliche, it’s a philosophy

S CORES while they're learning. |
Decatur Elementary Sehoels Ul)y.d Mofm,
Enterprise Principal

By JEFFREY BILS
HE&R Stalt Witer
ENTERPRISE
lot of earrot. A little stick. It READING

works just fine in Mary
Hipsher's classroom.

The carrol: A bingo game
in which students must answer ques-
tions about ancient Rome to win.

The stick: Maybe a look, a verbal
warning if a student is making too
much noise. That seems to be all it

| takes. The childrenare well behaved,
| and when class is over, they form an

| orderly line at the door.
|
I

[ST66 =

“They will do anything to play
bingo,"" said Hipsher, a sixth-grade
teacher at Enterprise school.

‘The timeworn cliche — “make
learning fun™ — is a fact of life at
Enterprise. And it seems to work. -

Enterprise School, on Decatur’s far  CARROT AND STICK: The Enterprise
southwest side, serves a diverse stu- staff prefers positive reinforcement to
dent population from modest and corporal punishment and suspensions 10
affluent areas. More than 85 percent shape student behavior.
of the students travel by bus to a dis-

Percent eligible for
free Junch program

trict encompassing roughly every-
thing seuth of Decatur Street and he said. It doesn't solve the prob-
west of U.S. 51. lem.”

Fifteen surrounding acres of play- Even suspensions are doled out re-

ground give the school a country feel.  luctantly. )
““They built the school, and then the ‘I Would rather do anything before

ity forgot t 1] we suspend, because we want the
o Motas, 1he prinei-  child here,” Moma said. “There are

pal. But pupils’ parents haven't for- times when it has to be done. We hate
gotten the school. it

5 . To avoid suspension, students must
e “nfvzt‘: ;’:m‘“&aﬂmmﬁ attend a “care team’" meeting if they
Moma said. On a slow week eight' o accumulate four detentions. The care
10 parents help out at the school. On team includes a counselor or teacher,

ars P : one of the child's parents, The goal is

Photo by Darreil Goemaat

;’:’m}, weeks, as many as 50 help oul,  yinsress upon the child that there A EAGER T0 RESPOND:  Seven-year-old Jacob Ahola, a first-
B, 5 _ area lot of people who care. ; grader in Ellen Berger’s class at Garfield School, cagerly | Mv in contrasts
_The school offers a variety of posi- “They've been very successful in waits (0 be called on to answer a question during a ‘Show Decatur’s two magnet
tive reinforcements, ‘31‘:3“".‘3 awards  reducing the number of suspensions,”  and Tell’ session recently., Educators at Garfield respond to schools use opposite
e e hy  oma seid. the challenges of teaching in the inner ity by filling any role approaches 1o motivate stu-
tem includes a film festival on the Moma knows his school's methods  needed — from part-time parent to stern disciplinarian. dents: French Academy, with
first Tuesday of each month — for might not work in other schools. Why : its uniformed dress and
children who have had no detentions. g6 they work here? School profile/A14 | emphasis on structure, and
“We try to find positives,” Moma “It's students,”" he said. “It's a staff : » | Johns Hill, which caters to the
said. : _ of good teachers. It's motivation at . Plus pmf'les of a“ other creative impulses of students.
There's a paddle in Moma's office, home. Most of them want to come to Both styles are working.

but i st dle He doesnt e o oo e M Decatur. elementary schools B
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Squeezed for money, Taft School

heterogeneous state in the union.
It is a melange of Northern sensi-
bilities and Southern grittiness,
Eastern gloss and Western
rawness. Its diverse economy en-
compasses farming, mining, man-
- ufacturing and financial services.
And it contains some of the
wealthiest places in the U.S.—and
some of the poorest.

African-Americans, Hispanics
and Asians make up a significant
percentage of Illinois residents,
but these groups are heavily con-
centrated in the state’s cities, only
modestly represented in its sub-
urbs, and virtually non-existent
on the rural plains.

Two centuries of Illinois history
haven’t dulled the edges of these
diverse elements. Indeed, the con-
stant friction has tended to shar-
pen antagonisms.

This is evident in the single
most important political reality in
Illinois: its regional divisions.

Illinois is divided into three
parts. Isolated in the far north-
eastern corner of the state is Chi-

cago. Ringing Chicago are its sub-

urbs. The rest of the state—

containing more than 90 percent. -

of its land but only about a third

of its people—is called Downstate. .-

For more than a century, Chica-
go dominated Illinois. But since

B T AT TR, VPSR e ST - )

WY RS Y

in Lockport has to use its library as a classroom and a.cafeteria.
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Tribune photo by John Smierciak

The reason? Legislators from
wealthy areas won't vote for the
state aid program unless their
schools benefit.

Like politicians anywhere, they
want to keep their jobs. And this
desire has been intensified in re-
cent years as more and more have
taken to fashioning themselves as
full-time legislators with no other
occupation.

And, to keep their voters happy,
they’'ve found it essential to fight
for their region rather than for
the state as a whole.

The result: gridlock in the Ili-
nois General Assembly.

Master politicians such as
House Speaker Michael Madigan
(D-Chicago) have to use all their
cleverness to keep their disparate
party caucuses together. They
have little time, energy or interest
left over for setting an agenda of
goals to reach.

In fact, anytime the leaders have
to take a stand on an issue—any
issue—they run the risk of frac-
turing their fragile coalitions. It’s
safer for them to keep quiet.

Twenty-five years ago, Gov.
Richard Ogilvie, a Republican,
didn’t keep quiet.

With Ilinois running perilously
close to bankruptcy, he proposed
and pushed through the state’s
first income tax.

ble system of school finance. This
inadequacy and inequity lessen
the educational opportunities
available to our children and dim-
inish Illinois’ ability to meet the
economic challenges of the fu-
ture.”

Inadequacy and inequity—these
two words tell the story of educa-
tion today in Illinois, and also
why it’s so difficult to change it.

Most Illinois schoolchildren—
four of every five—are in school
districts that don’t have enough
money to provide an adequate ed-
ucation. And there’s a huge dis-
parity between what districts do
spend. Some spend nearly five
times more than others.

There’s not enough money for
the vast majority of children, and
what money there is isn’t distrib-
uted fairly. So why doesn’t the
state legislature radically reform
school funding in Illinois?

Because the region of the state
with the most political clout
today—the suburbs—is also the
region where funding for schools
isn’t just adequate, it’s lavish.

Most school districts in Chi-
cago’s suburbs are spending well
above national and state per-pupil
averages, and it’s evident in their
high quality teachers, elaborate
science labs, state-of-the-art com-
puters, swimming pools, gym-
nasiums, sports programs—and
test scores.

James G. Ward, a former labor
organizer who is now an educa-
tion professor at the University of
Illinois in Urbana-Champaign tells
of the time he commuted back and
forth from Urbana to do some
consulting work for a district in
north suburban Glencoe.

“rd drive back home down I-57
and get ticked off that my kids
didn’t have half of what those kids
in Glencoe had,” Ward recalls.
“Downstate, they know the sub-
urbs have more, but they don’t
know how much more.”

With a relatively low level of
funding from the state, school dis-
trict budgets in Illinois are made
or broken by how much money
can be raised locally through the
property tax.

A key factor in the property tax
is the value of real estate. And, in
the suburbs, the land is very valu-
able—from the new residential de-
velopments to the shopping cen-
ters, office buildings and
industrial parks. As a result, most
suburban school districts have
more than enough money. ‘

That’s not the case elsewhere in
Illinois. Downstate, property
values are depressed. In Chicago,
there was a sharp rise in real es-
tate values at the end of the 1980s,
it eitv recidents generally have

THE TALE OF
SCHOOL FUNDING
IN ILLINOIS -

BELOW AVERAGE
REVENUES PER PUPIL
Since 1982, Illinois schools
have had less money for their
students than the national
average. Preliminary figures
for 1993 show Illinois schools
with $5,841 in revenues per
pupil, compared to the U.S.
average of $5,938.

POORER STATES SPEND
MORE ON EDUCATION
Last year, Illinois ranked 9th
among the states in per
capita income, but only 22nd
in total school funding.
Schools were better funded
in states with much lower per
capita incomes, including
Wisconsin (22nd in income),
Wyoming (24th), Indiana
(30th), Minnesota (18th) and
Maine (32nd).

SCHOOL REVENUES
AMONG LOWEST OF TOP
STATES
Illinois is running behind
many of its economic
competitors in education
funding. Among the 20
richest states in the nation,
Illinois ranked 15th in total
school revenues in 1993.
That same year, Illinois was
6th among the 9 largest
urbanized states.

PER-PUPIL FUNDING
BELOW MINIMUM
In a report issued in late
1992, a blue ribbon legislative
task force, working with the
State Board of Education,
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vided an unprecedented boost 0T ~‘and are less able to handle the

elementary and high schools. For
much of the next decade, state
funding for education in Illinois
nearly equaled the national aver-
age, and total funding was signifi-
cantly above average.

But Ogilvie paid the price.
Three years after enacting the in-
come tax, he was narrowly defeat-
‘ed by Democrat Dan Walker.

Illinois politicians have never
forgotten that lesson. Ever since,
ithey’ve been leery of tinkering
‘Wwith the income tax or taxes of
any sort.
~ That'’s part of the reason why II-

linois’ flawed tax system remains
unchanged.

_ Historically, the sales tax in the
US. has been imposed on goods,
such as refrigerators and pencils.
But, over the past decades, Ameri-
cans have been spending less of
their money on goods, and more
0N services.

To adjust to this shift, many
states have expanded their sales
laxes to cover a wide array of
ervices. Illinois, however, hasn’t
ollowed suit.

New York taxes 74 services;
owa, 95; New Jersey, 45; New
dexico and Hawaii, 155 each. By
ontrast, Illinois imposes its sales
ax on just 16 services, and it
lisses out on a major new source
f revenue.

In addition, Illinois doesn’t get
S much punch from its income
X as it might.

The 1970 Illinois Constitution
°rmits only an income tax that
nposes the same flat rate on
ery taxpayer. By comparison, 34
her states have a graduated in-
me tax, that is, a system in
hich wealthier people are taxed

higher rates than poorer ones.

States with graduated income
Xes were in the best position to
D into the income gains over the
st decade and a half, Although
st Americans lost ground to.in-
ition during that period, the
althiest 20 percent were the one
oup that recorded strong in-
ases. And they were the ones
‘with the highest rates.
leanwile, flat-rate states, such
Illinois, were losing ground to
lation because the incomes of
st of their peoplc were falling.

1 late 1992, after two years of
dy, a legislative task force on
ool funding published a report
vhich the group asserted:

The schools and schoolchildren
llinois have long been burden-
)y an inadequate and inequita-

heavy cost of school funding.

The problem with any effort to
increase state funding for educa-
tion in Illinois is that it would re-
quire an increase in the income
tax.

In terms of money raised, that
increase, even without a graduat-
ed set of rates, would fall heaviest
on the suburbs. But the improved
funding would go to schools in the
rest of the state,

From the suburban point of
view, there’s little reason to
change.

The move to improve school
funding in Ilinois also stumbles
over the anti-Chicago bias
throughout the state. In part, that
antipathy is due to a misconcep-
tion that the city takes an undue
share of state revenues.

In part, the antipathy that the

rest of the state feels toward Chi-
cago is due to a misconception
that the city takes an undue share
of state revenues.

However, a University of Illinois
study, published in 1989, reported
that, “considering the severity of
their problems, Chicago and other
hard-pressed areas [of Mlinois] are
receiving relatively less state
funds from a number of program
areas, while the prosperous areas
are receiving relatively more.”

The anti-Chicago feeling is also
due, in part, to racial an-
tagonisms, although rarely are
these expressed publicly.

One veteran legislator says the

.racial subtext is even stronger

now that whites are a minority in
the city than it was 20 years ago
when he entered the legislature.
Yet, for all its prejudices and all
its divisions and all its reasons
for not making a move, the politi-
cal power structure in Illinois can
act when it’s backed into a corner.,
In 1988, the Chicago White Sox
baseball team had all but loaded
its bats-and warmup jackets onto
a plane for a move to St.
Petersburg, Fla., when then-Gov.
Jim Thompson and the legislative
leadership rounded up enough

* votes to force through last-minute

funding for a new $150 million
Comiskey Park.

The same thing happened when
Congress expanded the eligibility
requirements for Medicaid. With
more people able to take advan-
tage of the program, the cost of
the program in Illinois shot up
sharply. It's now the largest piece
of the annual state budget, a dis-
tinction once held by state aid to
schools.

Legislators say they have no
choice but to fund Medicaid at the
required levels.

Education, on the other hand, is
under no_such mandate.

funding level necessary to
ensure an adequate
education for each school
child in the state: $3,898. The
report found that 1,561,938
children — or more than 79
percent — were in school
districts spending below that
minimum.
®

LOPSIDED SPLIT OF
SCHOOL REVENUES
Across the U.S., the average
school district receives about
46 percent of its money from
the state and 47 percent
locally. In Ilinois, however,
the average district got only
33 percent of its funds from
the state in 1993 and 59
percent locally, mainly from
the real estate tax.

HEAVY RELIANCE ON
LOCAL FUNDING
CREATES DISPARITIES
A heavy reliance on local
money means that districts
in affluent areas have a much
easier time bank-rolling
education than districts in
middle-class or poor regions.
The result is huge spending
disparities. In the 1992-93
school year, one Illinois
district spent $11,437 per
pupil, while another had only
$2,394 per student.

MEDICAID FUNDING
TOPS EDUCATION
Funding for elementary and
high schools has fallen to
second behind Medicaid
spending as part of the
Ilinois state budget. In the
present fiscal year, Medicaid
is expected to cost $5.7
billion, or 17.6 percent of the
budget. Schools, on the other
hand, will receive $4.8 billion,

yor 14.7 percent. "
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people and much of its economic
clout to the suburbs.

Those suburbs, once dismissed
by Mayor, Richard J. Daley as
“country towns,” are now the
dominant political force in the
state.

Meanwhile, Downstate, which
ruled Illinois in its early years,

has been buffeted by the loss of

manufacturing jobs in its cities
and deepening poverty in its rural
areas. Although the weakest of the
three regions, it remains a signifi-
cant factor in the state mix.

The divisions, however, are only

“ part of the story. As important in

explaining the nature of Illinois
and its political culture is the phi-
losophy of government of the peo-

‘ ple who pioneered and controlled

the state in its formative years.

There were four major groups
that, together, set the tone for all
that has come after.

One group—prosperous Yankee
farmers from New England—set-
tled in the northwest sections of
Illinois and brought with them a
view of government as a means of
achieving good. Their traditions
were steeped in grass-roots de-
mocracy, and they expected to use
government to improve the quali-
ty of life for everyone. -

Their efforts were frustrated
and ultimately overwhelmed by
the other three groups: poor farm-
ers from Appalachia; European
immigrants; and business en-
trepreneurs.

The Appalachian farmers,
clustered at the southern end of
the state, were the only significant
political force in Illinois when it
achieved statehood in 1818. They
came out of a political back-
ground in which the workings of
government were in the hands of
an elite. The average Joe had no
say in what went on—and didn’t
expect any.

Much different from the Ap-
palachians in language and cul-
ture were the Irish, Germans and
other immigrant groups who
began settling in Chicago after the
Civil War and transformed it into
one of the major cities of the
world.

Yet, they all shared a search for
a better life and a sense of govern-
ment as something outside of
their control. This attitude was es-
pecially pronounced among Catho-
lic immigrants whose clergy-domi-
nated religion dictated beliefs and
brooked no contradiction.

This left a political vacuum into
which stepped the entrepreneurs

Tribune photo by John Smierciak

Taft School teacher Jeanette DaRosa has to double as a nurse,
holding an ice pack to a child’s injured head.

who had come to Illinois and par-
ticularly Chicago seeking their
main chance.

These businessmen saw govern-
ment as a marketplace where
goods, services and favors were
bartered. Politics, in their view,
was a business. What they wanted
from government was to be left
alone to pursue their dreams of
profit.

To achieve this, they put politics
into the hands of professionals,
the political parties. The under-
standing was that they’d leave pol-
itics to the politicians, if the poli-
ticians left business to the
businessmen.

If the cost was, as historian
Daniel Elazar put it, “a tax of
petty corruption,” well, it was bet-
ter than an aggressive set of
crusaders trying to tell business
how to run itself.

The Yankees fought this govern-
ment-as-marketplace attitude with
several waves of reform during
the 19th Century. But, despite
some victories, the efforts always
came to nothing in the end.

As a result, the Yankees and
others with an interest in good
government—often the most edu-
cated and potentially influential
segments of the state’s popula-
tion—began opting out of the po-
litical process. Burned by their
failures at reform, they developed
a cynicism about Illinois govern-
ment and its venality that has
been rooted deep in the state’s po-
litical culture ever since.

The combination of Illinois’
deeply divided nature and its gov-
ernment-as-marketplace philoso-
phy has created a political culture
akin to a raucous bar fight in an
old-time Western. :

Each region of the state, interest
group, racial and ethnic group
and economic class takes part in a

no-holds-barred struggle, seeking *

advantage.

In most other states, politics is
less complex and less fractious. In
Wisconsin, for example, many res-
idents share a common Scan-
dinavian background, and most

share a belief in government as a
means of improving life.

In Illinois, government is the
way to get your fair share—but
only if you fight for it.

Laws in Illinois tend to be
broadly written and filled with ex-
ceptions. That’s because they’re
the result of compromises and be-
cause no one trusts anyone else.

Because of the suspicion at the
state level, there’s a great empha-
sis in Illinois on local control. In
the 1940s, for example, Illinois had
12,000 school districts. Today, the
number is down to a little over
900, but that’s still many more
than most states have.

Also, unlike most other states,
Illinois has three different types of
school districts: elementary, high
school and unit, which includes
both levels of education.

It’s a confusing and unnecessari-
ly complex system, but it’s what
happens when everything is the
result of barter.

The three different school aid
formulas in Illinois are another
example of the unnecessary—and,
arguably, wrong-headed—complex-
ity that results from the state’s
marketplace political culture.

The main school aid formula is
designed to give state money to
school districts that aren’t able to
raise enough themselves to pro-
vide an adequate education for
their children and to those that
have large numbers of children
from poor families, needing extra
help.

Various factors, such as local
property values, are fed into the
formula® to “determine -how much
money each district will receive.
But, under this formula, some dis-
tricts in Illinois, mostly in the
Chicago suburbs, wouldn’t receive
anything since they're so wealthy
and have so few poor children.

So-the state offers those districts
two other formulas, one of which
is a simple flat grant of about $200
per student. Thus, districts that
don’t need state aid are given it
anyway, and there’s less money
for the areas that really require
the - money.



was more than 16 percent below the average.
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Losing ground to competing states
® \When stacked up against its main economic competitors, lllinois is among the also-rans’
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Skewed revenues

® The major cause of the inequities
in school funding in lllinois is the
state’s heavy reliance on local
funding, mainly through the
property tax. Nearly twice as much
money is raised locally for schools
as is supplied by the state.

is provided from both sources.

1993 revenues

Percent of total school
revenues by source

Hlinois k=

Local
State

Federal and other: 8.1%

National -
average

| YLocal

Federal and other: 7.0%

Source of revenues
In percent of total
SCHOOL ILLINOIS Y NATIONAL AVERAGE
YEAR

STATE LOCAL = STATE ' LOCAL

Nationally, about an equal amount -

45.7%

Reduced public school clout

" ® The heavy Catholicism.of Chicago means that a significantly higher
percentage of city schoolchildren are enrolled in private schools,
nearly twice as high a percentage as the rest of the state and the
U.S. It also means that there are fewer parents and politicians
lobbying for adequate funding of public schools.

Private school
enrollment

1990-91
As a percent of total

YEAR

1990-93 school enroliments
Public and private school enroliments;

figures in thousands
¥

{PERCENT

| TOTAL PUBLIC PRIVATE PRIVATE

274

1L3%

1990-91

uU.S. Rest of

Chicago

1992-93

e oy ioailiingis
1992-93

11.2% % Iﬂu

US.  Chicago Restof

inois

icago Tribune/Terry Volpp

Sources: Tribune analysis of data from the U.S. Census Bureau, the National Center for Education
tistics, the National Educatiovn Association and the lllinois Bureau of the Budget.

g
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In addition, there are structural
problems with the state’s tax sys-
tem that limit the amount of reve-
nue that can be raised.

Unlike most states, Illinois has
failed to expand its sales tax to a
wide range of services, such as re-
pair work or landscaping. Yet,
this is an area of increasing
growth in the national economy,
while spending on durable goods,
the traditional objects of sales
taxes, is shrinking.

Illinois’ flat-rate income tax is
another problem because it puts a
relatively light tax burden on the
wealthy, the one segment of the
population that has shown income
gains over the last decade and a
half.

There’s a grab bag of other fac-
tors as well, including such dis-
parate elements as the trend
among politicians to see the Tli-
nois legislature as a career, the
national debate over whether
more money means better educa-
tion and the strong Catholicism of
Chicago.

And, of course, there is the ster-
eotype of the Chicago Public
Schools system as a chronically
mismanaged institution that con-

" stantly demands more money but

fails to educate its children ade-
quately.

Suburban legislators routinely
evoke this image to counter calls
for increased funding for schools
throughout the state. .

“The Chicago Public Schools are
an albatross around the neck' of
state policymakers who want to
commit more money to educa-
tion,” says James Nowlan, a for-
mer Republican Downstate legisla-
tor who, until recently, was
president of the Taxpayers’ Feder-
ation of Illinois. P

Ultimately, however, the answer
most often given for Ilinois’ de-
cline in school funding is: “Poli-
tics.”

Democrats blame Republicans.
Republicans blame Democrats.
But it's not that simple. Both par-
ties have played a role in the slip-
page in school funding. Indeed,
they’ve acted in concert. Despite
their rhetoric, they share a com-
mon belief that it isn’t worthwhile
politically to give much more than
a modest amount to education.

To understand the school fund-
ing problems in Illinois, it’s neces-
sary to understand the nature of
the state and the nature of its po--
litical cuiture. .

Illinois arguably is the mostg
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