Pre-K expansion carries $26.6M tab

Governor studies plan for adding 300 classrooms statewide
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NASHVILLE -- Tennessee school districts want to add more than 300 prekindergarten classrooms next year, but it will cost another $26.6 million a year.

Gov. Phil Bredesen said Tuesday that it is "way too early" in the budget process to say how much new pre-K money he will request from the legislature.
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Central High School senior Paul Briscoe composes an e-mail with the help of assistant principal Anne Allen that Bredesen would answer live following budget hearings via online video conference streaming.

He said the program, which he began expanding three years ago, "is something I deeply believe in" and that he is all but certain to ask for some increase.

State Education Commissioner Lana Seivers told Bredesen during the opening round of the budget hearings that a survey of Tennessee's 136 school districts shows the districts want to add 303 pre-K classes statewide. There are 934 classes now, mostly funded by the state.

Memphis City Schools would add 20 to the 108 it already has. Shelby County Schools asked for two more to its existing 14, the Department of Education said.

If the legislature ultimately approves money that would pay for fewer than 303 classes, the Department of Education would select which requests to fund.

The state's current pre-K program serves about 17,000 students. Based on the experience in other states, education officials estimate that up to 60 percent of parents of 4-year-olds would choose to send their children to the state-funded preschools, which would mean a total of 47,000 children.

In addition to the possible expansion for prekindergarten, it will take estimated $126.5 million to maintain the state's funding system for local schools at current program levels, including inflation and enrollment increases but with no improved services, Seivers told the governor. Her department is asking for an additional $6.7 million for education program improvements, including technology and to pay for 24 additional high school students for the Governor's Institute for Science and Math.

The hearings are for the state budget that the Bredesen administration will present to the legislature in late January, for the fiscal year that starts next July 1. Lawmakers will approve the final budget next spring.

Bredesen also said during Tuesday's hearing that he is considering legislation to prevent city and county governments from cutting local spending on schools when the state increases school funding.

Seivers said some local governments cut the share of local tax rates for school after the legislature increased state spending on public schools by $320 million this year, effectively using state money to reduce local funding.

"I feel like the General Assembly and I have both stepped out, willing to take the political heat of passing a cigarette tax (increase) to provide funding for education," the governor said.

"For somebody to take advantage of that and say we're going to make our budget problems a little easier or divert money somewhere else as a result, it is a disappointment to me. I don't think it's widespread but there clearly have been some instances of that. We're going to take a look at it and see if there's anything we need to do about it."

Central students quiz the governor 
NASHVILLE -- Gov. Phil Bredesen used the education portion of his state budget hearings as an online civics class for government and social studies students at four high schools, including Hardy Thames' class at Memphis' Central High School.

Details

Students watched the hourlong Department of Education budget hearing on monitors in their classroom and then participated with students from elsewhere in an online question-and-answer session with Gov. Bredesen and state education and finance officials.

"I wanted to bring into the classrooms the real world of government. I think this process of how decisions are made is an important part of learning how government works," Bredesen said.

Central student Jessica Lofton told the state officials there aren't enough optional school programs and asked them what they will do about that.

Not much, the education commissioner said, because the state sends money to local school systems and they decide, within broad parameters, how to spend it.

But she said the state is working closely with Memphis to improve its low-performing schools.

Students Milton Stewart and Paul Brisco found they have allies in Bredesen and Education Commissioner Lana Seivers when they suggested the state reduce the grade-point average required for students to maintain Tennessee's Hope Scholarships from 3.0 to 2.75.

Contact Nashville Bureau chief Richard Locker at (615) 255-4923.
