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New chair eyes consolidation effort
By Jim Broadway, Publisher, State School News Service

Rep. Linda Chapa LaVia was appointed Tuesday to the chair of the House Elementary and Secondary Education Committee - a powerful position in the legislature's school policymaking process.

On the same day she filed legislation to establish a short-lived commission on school consolidation.

HB 1216 would establish a commission on "School District Realignment and Consolidation" to report within 60 days the "optimal enrollment for a school district and where consolidation and realignment would be beneficial."

The commission's recommendations would focus on: savings from reducing "duplication of efforts"; having "less obstacles between qualified teachers and their students"; lowering property tax burdens; estimating the "net costs savings' that would result from "realignment" statewide; and providing "input to school districts on reorganization."

The commission would have 18 members, three to be named by each of the legislative caucuses and six by the governor - who could name up to four from either political party. It would take 11 votes in favor to approve the commission's report.

Once approved, the General Assembly would have to vote "whether to accept" the report within 14 days after the legislature first convenes after the commission's report has been filed. The commission would be dissolved the day after the House and Senate take action on its report.

An uncomplicated hit-and-run approach

Other than hints at political partisanship - it's safe to assume there would be 10 Democrats appointed, and 8 Republicans - the bill says nothing about the commission's structure and processes.

There is nothing about public hearings, or methods of arriving at an "optimal" enrollment figure, or how "savings" would be documented. It is not even clear what legislative "acceptance" of a report would mean. Would the Commission's suggestions then become a binding forced consolidation law?

Perhaps it would mean, "Thanks for your advice."

Since the bill was just filed, it was not posted for a committee hearing next week. The earliest it could be heard posted would be on February 23. (At this writing, 13 Democrats, none representing rural areas where small districts are most common, have been appointed to the committee. Republicans are likely to be appointed soon, perhaps today.)

As filed, this is most likely an attention-getting bill, a two-by-four upside the head, a worst case scenario for advocates of small districts to think about. For it to pass as filed seems almost impossible.

It does announce, however, and in strong terms, that a serious effort to consolidate school districts is on the 2011 legislative agenda.

And the Senate is also getting into the act.

SB 1324, filed Tuesday by Sen. Jeffrey Schoenberg (D-Evanston), also an influential sponsor, would do the same as HB 1216 - but in a slow but binding process that uses the State Board of Education instead of a new commission.

This signals a coordinated effort.

Most School Code bills so far are shells

By Tuesday night, 2,686 bills had been filed in the House and Senate for consideration this year. Only 88 of them would amend the School Code in any way, and of that number 54 are "shell bills."

For new SSNS readers, a "shell bill" makes merely a "technical" change in current law. It turns the word "and" into the word "also," for example. It is just a vehicle to be amended into substantive legislation after the bill-filing deadlines have passed.

A legislator who does not have his bill in final form may file a "shell" and then amend it early, before a committee considers it. Legislative leaders usually file hundreds of shells each, on all topics, for use as needed throughout a legislative biennium.

House Speaker Michael Madigan and President of the Senate John Cullerton have already done this.

The filing deadlines are looming. In the Senate, all 2011 non-budget bills are to be filed by Friday (but an extension seems possible since last week's snow storms erased session days). Members of the House have until February 24 to file their bills.

Based on current totals, it seems likely that 5,000 or more bills will be on file by the deadline. Of those, you should expect perhaps 350 or 400 will affect public schools and educators in some ways - either by directly amending the School Code or changing law on pensions or local governments in general.

As a rule of thumb, you should expect no more than 10% of the bills to make it all the way through the legislature to wind up on the governor's desk. So, about 35 or 40 bills affecting education may pass.

Most bills die, and few mourn their passing.

Procedurally, most initiatives to alter the School Code surface early in the session and remain visible until they die or are enacted. Ambushes are rare, but they do happen. We'll track the progress of all bills that advance, and we'll tell you how we do it.

(Click here to see pending School Code bills.)

Some bills stir clouds of controversy

Most bills propose relatively minor policy changes, but some - perhaps a half-dozen in the education area this year - have the potential to turn the air in the Capitol blue by session's end.

But which ones will do that? It is not always easy to tell just from the content.

For example, Rep. Monique Davis' bill (HB 152) to create an independent Department of Education is unlikely to stir up much of a fuss - not because it is non-controversial but because it is unlikely to reach the floor of the House. It will die early on.

The consolidation bills described above, however, are a brawl just waiting to happen.

We can also expect the fight over teacher tenure and the right to strike - issues that surfaced late last year but went unresolved - to return soon, likely to the House, but no bill has yet been filed.

No bill to create a voucher program has been filed, either, but the measure came close to passing last year - at the initiative of Sen. James Meeks, who still chairs the Senate Education Committee - so it is almost logical to assume the issue will return.

The "Student Prayer Act" is returning to the arena in the form of HB 293, filed by Rep. Jim Durkin (R-LaGrange), who wants to repeal the "moment of silence" mandate recently upheld by a court.

And of course, as we recently reported, SB 136 is a lightning rod of a bill. Filed by Sen. Edward Maloney (D-Chicago), it would require parents of non-public school students to "register their children with the State Board of Education."

That seems likely to draw home-school parents to the Capitol bearing pitch forks and torches. And of course, advocates for most line items in the ISBE budget will be fighting for funding in April and May.

Yes, we will see some controversy in school policy this year. Buckle up for a bumpy ride.
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