<<Date>>

The Honorable <<First Name>> <<Last Name>>

<<Address>>

<<City>>, <<State>>    <<Zip>

RE:  State School Finance

Dear <<Office Title>> <<Last Name>>:


I am writing to you today to express my concern about funding for public education in general and about Chapter 41 of the Texas Education code, or the "Robin Hood" plan, and its impact on the Carrollton-Farmers Branch ISD.  

My wife and I reside within C-FB ISD and our two children attend district schools.  For a long time, I have had growing concerns over funding for public education and my concerns have now reached a state of alarm.  Since I agree that as a society we have a responsibility to educate all of our children, I am not totally opposed to the general idea of re-distributing a portion of the funds raised through property taxes within certain districts to other districts throughout the state.  However, the method currently being employed is inherently flawed, unfair, and is now having a severely negative effect on those very districts that make the plan possible in the first place.


When our family decided to move to this area, we chose to live in the C-FB school district because of its reputation as one of the most academically successful districts around.   Excellence in education is achieved through many avenues—a strong curriculum, dedicated teachers and staff, and an unwavering commitment from students, parents, and the local community.  C-FB ISD enjoys each of these benefits in abundance.  However, since C-FB is a property wealthy district, the current and growing drain from the district’s financial coffers is putting its continued excellence at risk.


C-FB tax revenues began being “recaptured” when Chapter 41 was enacted.  At that time, only 8% of the district’s maintenance and operations (M&O) funds were redirected toward the Wealth Equalization fund.  For the current 2002-2003 school year, this percentage has increased to a staggering 25% or approximately $57 million!  Since inception of Robin Hood but especially in the last four years, our district has continually monitored its expenses and cut costs and corners wherever possible … reducing administrative positions, janitorial service, landscape maintenance, etc. … anything to protect the classroom and our students.  At the same time, we have faced a growing student population, rising utility rates, increasing personnel costs. 


Our student population grows approximately 5% (800 students) every year.  C-FB ISD is one of few Property Wealthy districts that have a minority majority population.  We have a very large Limited English Proficiency population coupled with a large lower socio-economic population.  These students need more support to be academically successful and that simply costs more.   


The picture quickly worsens.  C-FB ISD reached the maximum tax rate of $1.50 per $100 in property valuation in the 2001-2002 fiscal year; therefore, our revenue is capped by state law. However, our Robin Hood payment has continued to rise.  Because so much money is flowing out of the district and the tax ceiling has been reached, C-FB ISD budgeted for a $5 million dip out of fund balance (or retained earnings if the district was a business) this year and is currently trying to find a way to reduce a projected $7 million deficit for the budget beginning in September. If Robin Hood was intended to “equalize” our best districts, it surely can be described as successful.  The only problem is the educational opportunities for our children are being reduced.  


The Dallas Morning News has reported that 408 school districts are at the $1.50 tax cap with approximately 100 more within three cents of the cap.  These 408 schools represent slightly less that 40% of the districts in Texas but educate approximately 75% of the students in Texas.  It is estimated that there will be over 500 districts at the tax cap within the next two years; those districts will educate over 85% of the students of Texas.


It doesn’t take a math teacher to understand that spending per student will continue to decrease markedly as the district’s ability to raise property taxes is restricted and the tragedy is even worse when a greater (and unrestricted) percentage of funds are siphoned off to send other districts.  If this continues, no amount of teacher and parent dedication will be able to stem the eventual tide of lower academic performance within the district.  And to take this word of warning to its logical conclusions, lower performance will lessen the district’s appeal to homeowners, leading eventually to lower property valuations, which lowers the overall tax base, which not only contributes to lower standards in our own district but leads to less money, in the long-run, for Chapter 41 districts to be applied to property poor districts.  Further, as the districts have less money to pay teachers, it will become more and more difficult to attract and retain qualified committed teachers.  With less qualified teachers, our students will be less prepared for the workforce, college or university thereby impacting businesses in the area that seek qualified employees; ultimately those businesses will decline or relocate to a place where they can find an educated workforce.  In other words, we all lose.


As a representative of the chief legislating body within the state, you have a responsibility to not only ensure equal access to education for all students in Texas, but to ensure that the system remains healthy, continues to set high standards for everyone, and is self-sustaining.  If C-FB is any indication of what is happening across the state to other similar districts, I have grave concerns that self-sustainability is being jeopardized.


Several modifications to the current law have been put forth.  They need to be seriously considered. At a minimum, the state should not penalize those districts whose citizens have committed themselves to high educational standards by enacting the highest allowable property tax rates.  Conversely, it should not reward those districts that have failed to set appropriate property tax rates to support their public schools.  If a school district’s ability to generate revenues is maxed out at $1.50, the recapture payment should also be capped. Let those funds remain in the district and be a reward to the students for their parents’ commitment and willingness to dedicate a greater portion of their incomes to support their local school district.


Thank you for your commitment to the service of Texas.  Please give these matters your time and attention in the upcoming months, and let’s work together to ensure that our children are afforded the best opportunities for an education that we can give them.

Sincerely,

<<Your name>>

<<Address>>

<<City>>, <<State>>   <<Zip>>

<<Phone number>>

