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Executive  Summary
Public elementary and secondary education in

Louisiana has historically ranked at the bottom of
the nation in measures of education performance
and funding levels. But, in recent years the state
has made some gains in these areas. The school
and district accountability system has prompted
increases in student performance and closer scruti-
ny of problem areas. A higher budget priority for
state-level education funding has increased the
per-pupil and teacher salary funding levels.
However, in spite of that effort, Louisiana has
barely kept up with other southern states as they,
too, strive to increase student performance and
teacher pay.

In terms of the funding effort Louisiana tax-
payers put forth, the state ranks quite well in com-
parison to its southern peers and the nation as a
whole. Considering that Louisiana citizens devote
a higher percentage of their personal income to
education than the national and southern averages
and given current economic conditions, substantial
increases in funding for education will be difficult
to achieve.

Rather, education reform in Louisiana needs
to incorporate programmatic, governance and
funding changes to effect lasting, comprehensive
improvement. Reforming the state’s elementary
and secondary education system is key to building
Louisiana’s reputation as a state worthy of corpo-
rate investment and economic development. A
strong education system ensures that prospective
employers, whom the state is trying to attract, will
have a strong candidate pool from which they can
draw future employees. Additionally, high quality

public education is essential to improving the
overall quality of life in the state, making it an
attractive place to live for recent college graduates
and corporate executives alike.

A top priority for education reform in
Louisiana is to fix the state’s failing schools. A
means must be established for temporary state
takeover of schools that consistently fail to meet
the new quality standards outlined by the account-
ability system and reinforced by the federal No
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001. Also,
until a failing school can be fixed, its students
should be guaranteed school choice by a limited
voucher program that subsidizes their attendance
at a private school when no other acceptable pub-
lic school option exists. 

Accordingly, to assist every school in meeting
the improved performance standards, the state
must find innovative and effective ways to attract
and retain highly qualified, motivated and profes-
sional teachers to its classrooms. Effective recruit-
ment and retention strategies incorporate mentor-
ing, scheduling and placement tactics designed to
reinforce a teacher’s commitment to the profes-
sion, but also include fair and competitive pay as
their foundation.

Adjusting the state’s tenure laws is another
strategy for improving teacher quality. The teach-
ing probationary period should be more flexible,
tenure should be awarded according to the attain-
ment of professional standards and loss of state
certification should result in loss of tenure.

—CONTINUED (Page 3)

This is the third report in PAR’s four-part white paper series to inform the issue debates of the
2003 gubernatorial and legislative campaigns. The white papers will address the
topics of higher education, state finance, K-12 education, and governmental ethics/
constitutional revisions.
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PAR Recommendations

ACCOUNTABILITY
No. 1 Maintain Louisiana’s commitment to fully fund programs designed to improve student
performance in accordance with the federal No Child Left Behind Act and the state’s School
and District Accountability System. 
No. 2 Establish constitutional authority for the state to take direct control over chronically fail-
ing schools.
No. 3 Establish a limited private school voucher program to accommodate school choice for
students in consistently failing schools for which there are no other public school alternatives.

TEACHER QUALITY
No. 4 Develop recruitment strategies including a differential pay system and/or bonus program
for more competitive or hard-to-fill areas, harder teaching assignments and less desirable
teaching areas. Continue to expand recruitment efforts by the state’s teacher training programs
and colleges of education.
No. 5 Create high quality and consistent placement, induction and mentoring programs for
new teachers to improve teacher retention. Provide funding to support local school districts in
offering these programs and eliminating practices that place novice rather than experienced
teachers with the most challenging students. 
No. 6 Base tenure awards on the attainment of minimum professional teaching standards with-
in the first three to five years of employment. Require the revocation of tenure upon the revoca-
tion of teaching certification.

STATE FUNDING
No. 7 Avoid across-the-board pay raises for teachers or support workers.
No. 8 Continue the work of the School Finance Commission to evaluate the Minimum
Foundation Program and consider options to improve the formula for equity and adequacy in
school funding.

SCHOOL-TO-WORK
No. 9 Base high school funding on student credit hours per semester and allow funding to fol-
low students into alternative senior-year programs. 
No. 10 Develop sound alternative paths such as advanced placement, dual enrollment in sec-
ondary schools and postsecondary institutions, rigorous structured work experiences and com-
munity service for credit toward high school graduation to ease the transition from high school
to postsecondary education and the workforce. 

ADMINISTRATION
No. 11 Give the district superintendent and school board complete control over decisions on
how to provide student support services.
No. 12 Place the clear authority to hire, fire, promote, demote, transfer or suspend teachers
under the district superintendent rather than the school board.
No. 13 Streamline the tenured employee dismissal process and require that an independent
administrative law judge be used to hear appeals of tenure decisions.
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—Continued from Page 1

To reinforce the ability of district superintendents
to make necessary personnel decisions, local school
boards and their political tendencies should be removed
from personnel decisions. However, school board
power should be expanded to allow districts complete
control over their provision of transportation, janitorial
and food services. Outsourcing such services is a viable
and more cost-effective option in some cases and
should be allowed. 

State-level funding of local districts should contin-
ue to be examined to ensure maximum equity and ade-
quacy around the state. Thus, statewide teacher pay
raises should be resisted, and the state’s funding formu-
la for school districts, or Minimum Foundation
Program (MFP), should be adjusted to base high school

funding on student credit hours per semester. Further,
state funds for high school students should be more
flexibly distributed to allow for the expansion of voca-
tional and technical programs for students who are not
college bound and college-credit options for those who
are. 

Elementary and secondary education in Louisiana
has the potential to play a major role in improving the
state’s economy and breaking the cycle of poverty
prevalent in many of its communities. First, however,
policies must be established to break Louisiana’s edu-
cation legacy of unstable education funding, low stu-
dent and school performance expectations and ineffi-
cient delivery of services. The next governor and new
Legislature face major challenges in determining the
proper level of funding for schools, how to fund
teacher pay raises and the best way to improve school
facilities in the state.

Introduction

A sound public elementary and secondary education
system provides the state’s population with the essential
intellectual basics needed to progress to the next educa-
tion or skill levels required for jobs in today’s knowl-
edge-based, high-tech global economy. Quality schools
shape children into more productive and involved mem-
bers of society. Also, the reputation of a state’s public
education system is an important consideration for cor-
porations as they decide whether or not to invest in an
area. Thus, a good elementary/secondary education sys-
tem is a fundamental building block in developing a
state’s economy. 

Louisiana has ranked at the bottom of the nation in
most measures of education progress. Policymakers
have recognized this fact as they have struggled to
implement education reforms that improve student and
school performance. Unfortunately, many of the reform
attempts were eventually ignored, poorly implemented,

challenged in court, repealed or simply watered down
until they were ineffective. 

In 1996, the state embarked on what was acknowl-
edged as a very long journey to education reform by
beginning the development of the Louisiana School and
District Accountability System. Accountability is not a
miracle cure that will fix the state’s education system
overnight. The system must be given time and strong
support from all levels of government to allow schools
and school districts to implement difficult reforms
before they can achieve their new, challenging goals of
reducing the achievement gap between subgroups and
raising student academic achievement by 2014. 

This report focuses on the status of elementary and
secondary education in Louisiana and offers recommen-
dations for improvement. The report also identifies sev-
eral tough policy choices that the next governor and
new Legislature will face as they set their priorities for
the next four years. 

Primary author of this report is Richard Omdal, Research Analyst.
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Framing the Debate

Status of Education
Funding in Louisiana

Recently, a great deal of concern has been raised
over the increased cost of public elementary and sec-
ondary education in Louisiana. Mainly, critics note that,
while the public school student population has decreased
in Louisiana, education funding in Louisiana has
increased 56% from 1990-91 to 2000-01, and the aver-
age teacher salary has increased by only 28%. (See
Figures 1 and 2.) These statistics by themselves raise
significant red flags, making one wonder if there were
misplaced priorities and inefficient operations in the
state’s education system. Although inflation accounts for
much of this increase (the Consumer Price Index rose
31% for this period), one questions why education
spending increased at a rate significantly higher than the
increase in teacher salaries. 

The major problem in looking at gross statistics such
as these is that they fail to compare Louisiana’s educa-
tion funding growth to the growth experienced in other
states. In addition, these statistics do not compare
Louisiana spending to what an adequate level of educa-
tion services should cost the state.

Funding Adequacy

Unfortunately, there is no nationally recognized or
validated formula that defines an adequate level of fund-
ing for a school or school system. The main reason for
this lack of a standard is that the funding a school or dis-
trict requires is determined by several complex variables
affected by difficult policy decisions. Some of these var-
ious policy considerations include:

School Size. Consolidating students into larger
schools allows those schools to provide more services
and courses at lower costs. However, some research sug-
gests that large schools negatively impact student moti-
vation and performance due to their more impersonal,
less engaging or less inclusive learning environments. 

District Size. Consolidating school districts into
larger districts reduces overhead expenses for the district
by spreading the cost of essential services such as pur-
chasing, financial management, supervision, curriculum
development, professional development and other ser-
vices over a larger financial base. The trade-off is loss of
local control.

Class Size. Increasing the number of students in a
class reduces costs. However, some research suggests
that smaller classes, especially for high-risk students at

FIGURE 1
Ten-Year Growth Comparison

FIGURE 2
Ten-Year Change in Total Staff,

Teacher and Student Counts

SOURCES for the above figures: Education Data, Louisiana Department of Education Annual Financial and Statistical Report;
Personal Income Data, U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Economic Analysis.
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the elementary grades, result in higher student achieve-
ment. There is no general agreement on what the opti-
mum class size should be.

Staffing Requirements. Reducing non-instruction-
al staff positions allows schools to put more resources in
the classroom to improve student achievement. But
schools are also facing several societal and health issues
that demand additional non-instructional services for
students.

Resource Targeting. Redirecting resources to
areas identified by school accountability programs as
needing improvement should result in higher student
achievement and a reduction of the performance gap
between identified subgroups. But accountability pro-
grams, especially those with “high stakes” testing, gen-
erally require summer school, tutoring, individualized
instruction or other remediation programs that demand
resources for schools at all levels of achievement. In
addition, accountability programs require all schools to
devote resources to curriculum development, profession-
al development and other programs to improve or at
least maintain their performance. With such high
demand on resources statewide, it is difficult to identify
which high performing schools might be able to sacri-
fice resources for the sake of targeting them toward
poorer performing schools.

Special Populations. Louisiana uses a funding
formula, the Minimum Foundation Program (MFP), to
equitably allocate state funding to school districts in
relation to their wealth and additional costs they incur

due to their unique student bodies. However, there is no
generally accepted and validated measurement that
defines the additional cost of educating high poverty stu-
dent bodies or children with varying degrees of disabili-
ties, so the adequacy of the funding supplements is still
up for debate.

Without having a general consensus or established
policy on the above issues, it is virtually impossible to
establish what is an adequate level of funding for each
school and district. On one end of the spectrum, policy-
makers could select a funding level that provides a very
cost-efficient system that only minimally aims to
improve student achievement. At the other end of the
spectrum, they could select a funding level that maxi-
mizes student achievement, but also provides education
services in an inefficient manner at a greatly increased
cost. 

National Comparison

Since there is no accepted measurement of adequate
funding for schools, we are limited to using national
comparisons of per-pupil expenditures to evaluate the
state’s adequacy of spending on education. The danger
in using this comparison is that it encourages the use of
two possibly false assumptions: (1) average state spend-
ing is adequate for the average state; and, (2) average
state spending (either at the national level or southern
regional average) is adequate for Louisiana. Table 1 pro-
vides a history of per-pupil expenditures and average

TABLE 1
Current Expenditures Per Pupil and Average Teacher Salaries,

Selected Years



teacher salaries in Louisiana
compared to the nation and the
16-state Southern Regional
Education Board (SREB)
region. 

Louisiana has consistently
ranked at the bottom of the
SREB and nation in per-pupil
expenditures and teacher
salaries. Even with a significant
increase in state dollars for edu-
cation during the past eight
years, the state’s ranking has
remained low, since other states
have also increased education
spending. 

Louisiana’s per-pupil spend-
ing rose $1,590 from 1995-96 to 2000-01. School dis-
tricts spent over $940 million more in 2000-01 than in
1995-96, accounting for some of the per-pupil increase.
But, Louisiana also tied for fourth in the nation with

West Virginia (also tied for first in the SREB) with the
highest student loss, a 6.8% decrease. Only four other
states in the South and 15 other states in the nation
experienced student decreases. Thus, the rise in per-

TABLE 2
Louisiana Education Revenues by Source

TABLE 3
K-12 Education Revenues from State and Local Sources as a

Percentage of Total State Personal Income
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pupil spending was due partly to increased spending and
partly to a loss of over 50,000 students during this peri-
od. 

At the U.S. per-pupil spending rate of $7,376,
Louisiana would have spent almost $995 million dollars
more in 2000-01 on elementary and secondary educa-
tion. For the SREB per-pupil spending rate of $6,479,
over $328 million in additional spending would have
occurred. Thus, spending on education in Louisiana was
well below the U.S. and SREB levels. 

Personal Income 
and State Effort

The lower spending did not mean that the state
placed a lower priority on education. Louisiana is gener-
ally a poor state, ranking 42nd in the nation and 11th in
the SREB in per capita personal income for 2002. (This
was an improvement over previous years, with the
state’s ranking bottoming out at 46th and 13th, respec-
tively, in 2000). A lower per capita personal income
generally means that it is somewhat harder to raise tax
revenues in Louisiana than in other states. 

While Louisiana’s per-pupil spending was around
82% of the national average
in 2000-01, its per capita
personal income was closer
to 78%. Of course, total
school spending includes
federal money, which inflates
Louisiana’s apparent effort.
While total spending cannot
be broken down according to
revenue source, total rev-
enues can. Table 2 shows
Louisiana’s total revenues
according to source. Local
and federal sources are
responsible for most of the
56% education revenue
growth in the state for the
past ten years.

A better measure of fis-
cal effort is to compare edu-
cation revenues from state
and local sources only, as a
percentage of the state’s total
personal income. As shown
in Table 3, Louisiana’s edu-
cation funding exceeded the
SREB and national figures in
2000-01, even though the

state’s per capita personal income growth was one of the
lowest in the nation. Seven of the ten poorest states in
the nation in 2000 (including Louisiana) were SREB
states, and all of them exceeded the national and SREB
figures in education funding effort. In fact, nine of six-
teen SREB states are exerting an education funding
effort higher than the national percentage. For this
group, the average state used 4.8% of its personal
income for education. 

How Does Louisiana
Spend Its Education Dollars?

The latest data from the U.S. Census Bureau show
that Louisiana compares quite well in spending on
instruction. (See Table 4.) The state as a whole spent
59.9% of its total current expenditures on instruction
compared to 60.7% for the nation and 60.3% for the
SREB. Moreover, the state exceeded the national aver-
age on the amount spent on instructor’s salaries and
employee benefits. Over 55% of the state’s education
expenditure was spent on teachers, paraprofessionals
and other instructional employees, exceeding the nation-
al and SREB percentages. 

Public Affairs Research Council of Louisiana, Inc. 7

TABLE 4
Comparison of Current Expenditure
Spending on Instruction, 2000-01
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Status of Public School
Staffing in Louisiana

Louisiana’s school systems tend to employ more
staff than other school systems throughout the nation. As
seen in Table 5, there were about 139 employees per
1,000 students for the state in 2001-02, with the state
ranking 18th nationally and fifth in the SREB. The
largest category of employees is instructional staff, with
over 60% of the total staff employed in the classroom.
(See Table 6.) 

In the past ten years, Louisiana’s student/teacher
ratio has decreased 14% from 17.3 students per teacher
to 14.9, and the state’s student/staff ratio has decreased
12% from 8.6 to 7.5. National data also show that over-
all Louisiana’s school districts: 

Tend to have more teachers and aides per student
than most other states, but the state’s percentage is very
close to the national and SREB percentages.

Have fewer administrators and administrative
staff than other states due to large, parish-wide school
districts and economies of scale.

Tend to have larger school support staffs than
other states, in a catego-
ry containing slightly
less than 30% of the
school systems’ total
staff.

Have consider-
ably more guidance
counselors than other
states. This category is
misleading in its label-
ing since it also con-
tains therapists and spe-
cialists that are not per-
forming guidance coun-
selor duties. In addition,
this is a very small part
of a school’s staff, con-
sisting of slightly over
3% of the total employ-
ees. 

The National
Center for Education
Statistics (NCES)
employment data are
contained in categories
that are too broad to
allow comparison of

most specific types of workers. Thus, it is difficult to
determine why the state has more employees in certain
categories and if there is a valid reason for the higher
staffing levels. While the data indicate that the state does
have a higher staffing level than most states, there are
several plausible reasons that explain some of the vari-
ance. Further examination of how these employees are
used would be useful. 

There are often significant pressures or direct
demands on a school system to hire non-instructional
staff. For example, instances of school violence have
raised security concerns for the safety of students,
adding pressure on school systems to add security per-
sonnel to school staffs. High rates of students with
health problems and lacking health insurance increase
the need for schools to employ full-time school nurses to
handle student medications and be on hand for medical
emergencies. Increased use of technology in schools has
increased the need for schools to maintain full-time
librarians, and desegregation has required the state to
maintain more transportation staff for busing. Also,
“high stakes” testing requirements and remediation pro-
grams for students who have failed or are at risk of fail-
ing place pressure on school districts to hire tutors, test
coordinators and other specialists.

TABLE 5
Public School Employees 

Per 1,000 Students, 2001-02
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Additionally, the
Legislature continues
to mandate that cer-
tain non-instructional
personnel be
assigned to schools.
Besides mandating
that certain schools
have guidance coun-
selors, legislation
was passed in 2003
that requires all fail-
ing schools in
Orleans Parish have a
full-time social work-
er. 

School staffing is
often a contentious
and highly debated
issue. School systems
face many demands
for services in their
schools and must bal-
ance the cost of pro-
viding these services
with the requirement
to provide a quality education for all of their students.
Many walk a fine line, especially during periods of lim-
ited revenues.

Given that per-pupil funding in Louisiana is general-
ly lower than other states, that the state spends around
the national average on instruction and instruction com-
pensation and that the state’s school districts have a high
percentage of their staffs assigned to the classroom, it
does not seem feasible to believe that restructuring the
state’s staffing will result in a significant cost savings
that can be applied to teacher pay raises. The state’s
school district staffing is out of alignment with the other
states, but the data do not suggest that this is a major
problem that requires immediate and drastic changes.

Status of Student
Performance

One of the main components of No Child Left
Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) is that it requires states to
reach a level of “proficiency” by the year 2014. Yet, it
has also given states discretion in defining their own
level of proficiency.

Louisiana has defined proficient as the “Basic” level
on the state’s primary assessment test, the Louisiana

Educational Assessment Program for the 21st Century
(LEAP). Considered a “NAEP-like” assessment of stu-
dent achievement (see below), LEAP 21 is a content-
based test administered to all fourth- and eighth-grade
students in Louisiana. In recent years, student perfor-
mance on the LEAP 21 has improved. For instance, on
the language arts portion of the test the percentage of
fourth-grade students scoring at the Basic level or above
increased from 55% in 1999 to 59% in 2003; and,
eighth-grade scores increased from 43% to 53%. In
mathematics the percentage of fourth-grade students
scoring at the Basic or above level increased from 42%
in 1999 to 58% in 2000; and, eighth-grade scores
increased from 38% in 1999 to 47% in 2000. 

In addition to the state’s annual assessment test,
NCLB also requires all states receiving Title I funds to
participate in the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) test. Administered by the federal gov-
ernment and often referred to as the “nation’s report
card,” NAEP provides an independent assessment of
student achievement in Louisiana and, further, allows for
comparison of student achievement across states. NAEP
biennially tests a sample of Louisiana students at the
fourth- and eighth-grades in both reading and mathemat-
ics, using four levels to mark achievement: Advanced,
Proficient, Basic and (by default) Below Basic. The

TABLE 6
Distribution of Public School Employees, 2001-02



Public Affairs Research Council of Louisiana, Inc. 10

Basic level is defined as “partial mastery of prerequisite
knowledge and skills that are fundamental for proficient
work at each grade.”

Louisiana’s student scores have consistently ranked
at the bottom of states participating in the NAEP tests.
For instance, on the 2002 reading test 50% of tested
Louisiana fourth-graders and 32% of tested eighth-
graders scored at the Below Basic level. However, the
percentage of fourth-grade students scoring at the Basic
or higher level increased from 44% in 1998 to 50% in
2002; and, eighth-grade scores increased from 63% in
1998 to 68% in 2002. In mathematics, the percentage of
fourth-grade students scoring at the Basic or above level
increased from 42% in 1999 to 58% in 2000; and,
eighth-grade scores increased from 38% in 1999 to 47%
in 2000.

Thus, it appears that students in
Louisiana continue to perform well below
their peers on the NAEP tests. But, stu-
dent scores on both the LEAP 21 and
NAEP tests also seem to be improving
with many reaching or exceeding the
state’s 2014 goal of Basic.

Louisiana administers the Iowa Tests
of Basic Skills (ITBS) in the third, fifth,
sixth and seventh grades and the Iowa
Tests of Educational Development (ITED)
in the ninth grade. The Iowa Tests are
norm-referenced achievement tests that
are standardized nationally. Thus scores
can be used to compare the performance
of students tested locally with the perfor-
mance of students tested in the national
sample. The national average is a per-
centile rank score of 50.

The latest scores for Louisiana students on the
ITBS/ITED also showed gains from previous years. For
2003, the state’s third- and fifth-graders scored well
above their national peers at the 55th and 56th per-
centiles, respectively. But the scores also show a wide
gap between districts and a decline in performance from
the early to middle grades. (See Table 7.)

Student test score data indicate Louisiana is heading
in the right direction, but that the state still has a long
way to go to make the 2014 goals. The positive results
strongly suggest that the accountability program should
be continued. But the data also show that more innova-
tion and systematic reform is needed to increase student
performance, especially in the middle grades and high
poverty, high minority districts such as Orleans. 

TABLE 7
Louisiana Spring 2003 IOWA Test

Scores for Selected Districts

Recommendations for Reform

Louisiana’s poor history in education reform
prompts major concern for the future. Over the last quar-
ter century, a series of education reforms have come and
gone leaving little impact on student achievement. This
trend in education reform in Louisiana may have been
broken with the state’s implementation of a school and
district accountability program that is showing some
positive results in improving student achievement.

Recommendation No. 1:  Maintain
Louisiana’s commitment to fully fund pro-
grams designed to improve student perfor-
mance in accordance with the federal No
Child Left Behind Act and the state’s School
and District Accountability System. 

Accountability Program



Public Affairs Research Council of Louisiana, Inc. 11

However, the program is not a miracle cure and will
take several more years to accomplish its objectives of
raising the educational achievement level of all stu-
dents to acceptable levels. 

The program is currently undergoing significant
changes due to recent federal government action.
Louisiana was the 11th state to receive federal approval
for its plan to modify its current school and district
accountability program to include the federal require-
ments mandated by NCLB. The state has committed to
make several major changes to the current accountabili-
ty program, which will result in an even more complex
but generally improved system with new tests, sanc-
tions and other changes.

The transition to a new governor and Legislature at
this critical juncture in the accountability program rais-
es great concern. The program will need considerable
support from the administration and restraint by the
Legislature from meddling in the program as it transi-
tions to the new NCLB compliant program. This is
especially true as the changes place harsher sanctions
on several schools for failure to improve at an accept-
able rate. 

The accountability program will also require a
strong commitment from the next governor, new
Legislature and current school boards to fund remedia-
tion programs, summer schools, option programs for
LEAP failures and other school improvement initiatives
to give the accountability program the tools it needs to
be successful. The system should be used to give every
student in the state access to a quality education, an
opportunity to succeed and, if behind, some assistance
to catch up. 

Give Accountability
Program More Teeth

It is likely that, in the next few years, some schools
under local school board control will continue to fail
after reaching the harshest level of sanctions under the
state’s school accountability program--reconstitution.
Some local school boards will be unable, or possibly
unwilling, to take the necessary (and sometimes innov-
ative) action that is required to enable their schools to
break the cycle of failure in which they are trapped.

Therefore, the state needs some leverage over local dis-
tricts to force needed and sometimes drastic changes.

The state constitution prohibits the State Board of
Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE) from
controlling the business affairs of local school systems,
including the selection or removal of their officers and
employees. This basically leaves state funding as the
only leverage the state has against local school systems
that fail to improve their schools. This sets a condition
where the “death penalty” of removing funding from a
school is the state’s only recourse in dealing with an
inflexible or incompetent school board that cannot
effect change in its consistently failing school(s). The
removal of funding would effectively close the school,
creating new problems of overcrowding in the districts’
other schools, if other schools were even available to
take on the extra load. Thus, the constitution needs to
be modified to allow the state to take control of a fail-
ing school after a local school board has had ample
opportunity to implement reforms. 

Limited Voucher Program

NCLB and the current state accountability program
sanctions (punishes) schools and school districts that
continually fail to achieve the minimum standard of
performance. One of these sanctions is public school
choice, required when a school fails to achieve the
minimum standard of performance for two consecutive
years. In Louisiana, the accountability program requires
school districts to offer parents of students in schools
labeled “Academically Unacceptable” for two consecu-
tive years the option to transfer to another acceptable
public school. In addition, public school choice must be
offered to students in Title I schools that have a sub-
group that fails to achieve the minimum standard for
two consecutive years. 

In many cases, the public school choice sanction is
ineffective and needs to be strengthened. The problem
with the policy is that there are few choices in some
areas due to several reasons including:

School overcrowding in the few acceptable pub-
lic schools in an area.

Recommendation No. 2: Establish constitu-
tional authority for the state to take direct
control over chronically failing schools.

Recommendation No. 3:  Establish a limited
private school voucher program to accom-
modate school choice for students in consis-
tently failing schools for which there are no
other public school alternatives.
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Lack of another acceptable public school within
the district.

Lack of funding for transportation.
Lack of incentives for other school districts to

accept transfer students.
Unwillingness of parents to send children to a

more distant school.
Title I schools receive additional federal support

because they have been designated high poverty schools.
NCLB provides a vehicle for funding transportation
costs for students in federal Title I schools that are
required to offer school choice. Parents may be required
to pick up the tab for transportation costs for students in
non-Title I schools. 

Leaving students in failing schools if there are other
viable options available is an unacceptable policy.
Expanding school choice to include non-public schools
gives parents with students in failing schools more
options as they search to find a quality education for
their children. Besides, school districts should not be
rewarded with a captive student population if they have
failed to provide the resources or governance to correct
a school that has failed to meet the required standards.

It should be noted that this recommendation does
not call for a full voucher program in Louisiana. (See
PAR’s 1999 report “Education Accountability and the
Role of School Choice.”) The state could not afford to
cover the costs of students already in private schools.
Besides, the redirection of funds from public to private
schools can eventually be fully avoided once local
school systems provide an adequate education for all
their students. In addition, any student in the voucher
program should be required to take the state’s assess-
ment tests, but this requirement should not be extended
to all students at schools that accept voucher students. 

Teacher Recruitment 
and Retention

NCLB has mandated that by the 2005-06 school
year all students must be taught by “highly qualified”
teachers and paraprofessionals. To comply with this fed-
eral mandate, Louisiana school districts are faced not
only with filling their existing shortages of certified
teachers and stemming the flow of teachers leaving the
profession, but also with ensuring that the state’s teach-
ers at all levels meet the definition of “highly qualified.”
At the state, district and school level, administrators are
challenged with choosing the right policy instruments to
attract and retain qualified teachers. 

Basically, federal law defines highly qualified teach-
ers as those who hold a bachelor’s degree from a four-
year college, have state certification and demonstrate
competence in the subject they teach. According to the
U. S. Department of Education, only 54% of secondary
teachers, 47% of math teachers and 55% of science and
social studies teachers are highly qualified nationwide.

Teacher shortages are primarily the result of defi-
cient recruitment and retention strategies. Finding highly
qualified teachers for every teaching position in the state
will be a difficult task. Louisiana universities are not
graduating enough education students to fill all the posi-
tions currently filled by uncertified teachers, and many
districts are increasingly losing their certified teachers to
other professions or districts. In 2002, there were 8,667
uncertified teachers in Louisiana public school class-
rooms, or 15.6% of the state’s faculty. Since 1997, the
number of uncertified teachers has grown by 7%, while
the size of the statewide faculty has grown by only 3%. 

The Blue Ribbon Commission on Educational
Excellence has been studying teacher quality, recruit-
ment and retention issues in Louisiana since 2000. The
Commission has made progress in defining the scope of
problems and developing recommendations for action in
these areas. Its recommendations are presented annually
to the Board of Regents and BESE, some of which have
been implemented and others are still under considera-
tion. Many of the solutions to Louisiana’s teacher quali-
ty and shortage problems are not currently financially
feasible to implement. However, others can be phased in
or established with cost-free policies and procedures. No
matter their present affordability, work to define and
solve the problems in this area should continue as the
nature of education in the state evolves.

Enhanced recruitment strategies incorporate incen-
tives to attract new teachers to the field. Incentives are
primarily financial, such as scholarship opportunities,
tax breaks, student loan forgiveness and pay increases.
Depending on the shortage area, different incentives will
be appropriate. Bonuses and tax incentives may be more

Recommendation No. 4:  Develop recruit-
ment strategies including a differential pay
system and/or bonus program for more com-
petitive or hard-to-fill areas, harder teaching
assignments and less desirable teaching
areas. Continue to expand recruitment
efforts by the state’s teacher training pro-
grams and colleges of education.
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appropriate to fill geographic-area shortages, while pay
supplements may be more appropriate to ease subject-
area shortages. 

Differential pay is a highly contentious issue due to
the traditional pay-for-time-in-service model commonly
used in elementary and secondary education. However,
school systems operate in the same human resources
market as their competitors, which offer higher pay for
skills in higher demand. The common example used to
make the case for differential pay is competition for sci-
ence and math teachers, who often choose to work in the
private sector where their specialized knowledge is bet-
ter compensated. 

Another recruitment strategy is to use targeted guid-
ance to expose students to the teaching profession at
their secondary and postsecondary education institu-
tions. Programs to place qualified high school seniors in
lower level classrooms to expose them to teaching and
give them some practical experience can be effective
recruitment tools. Additionally, rural and high poverty
districts and schools should encourage local graduates
and paraprofessionals already familiar with the culture
and challenges associated with those environments to
become certified. 

In developing recruitment initiatives, focus should
be maintained on data-defined shortage areas.
Developing across-the-board incentives for teachers
ignores problem areas and encourages out-of-field hir-
ing. 

Simply attracting new teachers to the field is only a
portion of the solution, however. Fostering the profes-
sional commitment and development of the new recruits
must follow suit to maintain any gains new recruitment
strategies win. In 2000, 33% of the teachers who
became certified to teach in Louisiana did not enter into
teaching positions in public schools. Further, of those
who did begin their careers in the public school system,
16-22% left after their first two years of teaching.
Additionally, an average of 4-6% left after the end of

their third year, 4% left after the end of their fourth year
and 3% left after the end of their fifth year - leaving less
than three-quarters of new teachers in the public schools
after their first five years of teaching. 

Intensive mentoring not only encourages new teach-
ers to stay in the profession, but also enables them to
become competent more quickly. The state needs to pro-
mote the use of effective mentoring and induction pro-
grams to retain new teachers in the classroom and make
them more effective in a shorter period of time. There
are some successful teacher induction and mentoring
programs in the state that can be used as a model. For
example, Lafourche Parish developed the Framework
for Inducting, Retaining and Supporting Teachers
(FIRST), which dropped the rate of new-teacher attrition
from 51 percent to 12 percent in its first year. The attri-
tion rate in Lafourche is currently holding at 7 percent. 

An important component of any mentoring or induc-
tion program is providing new teachers with sufficient
planning time for developing their lesson plans under
the guidance of an experienced mentor. Accordingly, the
extracurricular responsibilities of new teachers should be
limited.

Many schools often place their newest teachers in
their most difficult classrooms. To the greatest extent
possible, new teachers should not be assigned to the
more difficult classes until they have demonstrated
effective classroom management skills and have been
trained to work with “at-risk” children. This recommen-
dation will be impossible to implement, however, until
experienced teachers are given sufficient incentive to
teach in the more difficult classrooms - getting back to
the case for differential pay. Similarly, new teachers
should only be assigned to teach the fields in which they
specialize.

Teacher Tenure
and Certification

Tenure is an outmoded concept that should be
replaced with generally accepted human resource man-
agement practices. But, as most states still have tenure

Recommendation No. 5: Create high quality
and consistent placement, induction and
mentoring programs for new teachers to
improve teacher retention. Provide funding to
support local school districts in offering these
programs and eliminating practices that
place novice rather than experienced teach-
ers with the most challenging students.

Recommendation No. 6:  Base tenure awards
on the attainment of minimum professional
teaching standards within the first three to
five years of employment. Require the revo-
cation of tenure upon the revocation of
teaching certification.
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laws, removing them here would place Louisiana at a
disadvantage in recruiting and retaining teachers if
neighboring states continued to offer tenure as an
incentive. Thus, the state’s current tenure laws should
be revised to require a higher professional standard to
earn tenure. Accordingly, teacher certification should
require periodic renewal to ensure that professional
standards are maintained in the state’s classrooms. 

Certification is a state-level responsibility and
tenure and dismissal are matters of local discretion.
However, the state could establish more stringent
requirements (i.e., continuing education, evaluation,
etc.) for tenure awards, issue five-year renewable cer-
tificates and define the absence of a certificate as
potential grounds for termination. This would leave the
decision to dismiss an uncertified teacher to the discre-
tion of the local school district, while providing a rea-
sonable basis for dismissal. It would also provide
teachers with a strong incentive to meet the statewide
requirements for certificate renewal. 

The current three-year probationary period for
tenure may not be appropriate for all cases. If there is a
question regarding a teacher’s development, the district
should have the flexibility to postpone granting tenure.
The extra time would allow for additional education,
mentoring, monitoring and evaluation. 

Examine 
State’s MFP

One of the most vilified programs in the state is the
Minimum Foundation Program (MFP), which deter-
mines state financing for public schools. The MFP is a
complex formula that distributes state funding to local
school systems in a manner that is designed to be equi-
table. The formula is also supposed to provide local
school systems with a minimum financial foundation to
operate schools, but it does not guarantee that they
receive “adequate” funding. Many legislators and oth-
ers dislike the MFP program because they cannot con-
trol the process or modify the formula to protect their
local school systems. Although many bemoan the com-
plexity of the MFP and its unfairness, no one has pro-
posed an acceptable change that would improve its fair-
ness while maintaining equity. 

The MFP is a constitutionally protected program
that gives BESE the sole authority to set a formula to
distribute over $2 billion in state funding to local
school systems. Once BESE has set the formula, it is

forwarded to the Legislature in the form of a concurrent
resolution where they can approve it or return it for
BESE modification. If the Legislature fails to approve
the concurrent resolution and/or BESE fails to submit a
revised formula, the last approved formula is continued
with an automatic increase, currently 2.75%. This is an
important protection, since legislators tend to take a
local perspective on school funding to the detriment of
a consolidated statewide approach that places a greater
priority on equity. Equity (and possibly now including
adequacy) issues have been cited by state courts in rul-
ing that several state funding mechanisms are unconsti-
tutional. 

The MFP seeks equity in state funding to local
school systems in order to give all students a similar
quality of education. The current formula appears to
have generally accomplished that goal, as evidenced by
Louisiana’s ranking based on the difference in spending
at the state’s highest- and lowest-spending district.
Louisiana has the fourth lowest spending gap in the
nation and SREB. The state also ranked fourth in the
nation and SREB in terms of having the lowest district-
level, per-pupil revenue gap. (See Table 8.)

Recently, the state provided across-the-board
teacher pay raises by placing the funding for the raises
outside the MFP formula. While this gave each teacher
in the state the same raise, it also skewed the equity
portion of the formula by giving some districts more
than they were due under the formula and other dis-
tricts less than they deserved. An across-the-board pay
raise also maintains instead of reduces the gap between
the highest- and lowest-paid teachers. Across-the-board
raises are more political than practical, since they allow
politicians to take credit for the raises while ignoring
the problems they create with funding equity. 

Recommendation No. 7:  Avoid across-the-
board pay raises for teachers or support
workers.

Recommendation No. 8:  Continue the work
of the School Finance Commission to evalu-
ate the Minimum Foundation Program and
consider options to improve the formula for
equity and adequacy in school funding.
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The School Finance
Commission was formed
to evaluate the current
MFP process and suggest
improvements. They con-
sidered several proposals
but did not find any
acceptable changes that
would improve the MFP
formula. Their lack of suc-
cess is not a mark against
the Commission because
of the complexity of the
funding mechanism and
the major consequences
that can occur with even
minor changes to the MFP
formula. The state does
not have a formal process
to review the MFP that
involves all of the stake-
holders in the discussion,
so the Commission serves
a vital function that should
be continued. 

The Commission
should consider the fol-
lowing, at a minimum, to
see if there is a better way to fund education in the state. 

Should high schools be funded on a student cred-
it hour basis per semester? Could this funding follow a
student to a Community College or Technical College to
take courses there? 

Should the state conduct two student counts for
MFP funding as is currently done for charter schools?

Should the state set a minimum level of effort for
school districts in raising local revenues?

Should the state reduce or eliminate the home-
stead exemption/industrial tax exemption on school mill-
ages?

Is there a better way to determine a school dis-
trict’s wealth?

Should school districts be empowered to collect
revenues through local income taxes?

Should the Hold Harmless provisions in the MFP
be eliminated?

Is there a way to lessen the effect of strong fluc-
tuations in tax revenue collected by a district?

Should the constitution be amended to increase
the constitutional tax millage limit for school districts?

High Schools That Work

There is a general consensus that high schools are
not meeting the needs of many of today’s students. High
schools need to better prepare students for the transition
to life after high school, whether life puts them directly

TABLE 8
District-Level Revenues and 

Expenditures Per Pupil, 1999-2000

Recommendation No. 9:  Base high school
funding on student credit hours per semester
and allow funding to follow students into
alternative senior-year programs.

Recommendation No. 10:  Develop sound
alternative paths such as advanced place-
ment, dual enrollment in secondary schools
and postsecondary institutions, rigorous
structured work experiences and community
service for credit toward high school gradua-
tion to ease the transition from high school to
postsecondary education and the workforce.



into the workforce, in a workforce training program or a
traditional university setting. 

The senior year is notably problematic. Some stu-
dents reach their senior year with only one or two cours-
es left to complete their graduation requirements, leav-
ing them with a half-day or more of “free” time. Other
students leave school early because there are no
advanced courses available that fit into their career or
education goals. Consequently, the senior year for many
students is simply a period of marking time until gradua-
tion, even for college-bound students.

The state needs to rethink its policies concerning
high schools. Flexibility is the key in placing students in
the correct level of schooling with a demanding curricu-
lum that meets their future needs. Close cooperation
between the state’s technical colleges, universities, com-
munity colleges and local employers is needed to devel-
op a seamless transition from high school to work or
other schooling. Cooperation between these stakeholders
should aim to maximize efficiency and reduce the dupli-
cation of efforts. 

There are many technical programs being developed
throughout the state to prepare students for work. From
paramedic training to welding to restaurant career train-
ing, these technical programs provide students with
skills and exposure to a range of careers. These pro-
grams should be continued and expanded where possible
to maximize student access, but it is impractical to
expect every high school in the state to offer every pro-
gram to every student. Course demand, availability of
teachers and equipment, local job requirements, avail-
ability of business partnerships and other factors will
limit a school’s or school district’s ability to offer such
programs. 

To increase access to the courses students need, the
state should change the way it funds high schools.
Currently, school districts receive full funding for high
school seniors, whether they are in class for one hour or
seven, one semester or two. Funding high schools on a
credit hour basis per semester and allowing students to
use that funding at colleges, technical schools or other
high schools that offer specialty courses would maxi-
mize student access to career-relevant courses.

Outsourcing

State law should be amended to give school boards
and superintendents complete control over student sup-
port services. With school districts facing tight budgets
and pressure to increase student performance, they
should be granted increased flexibility in making deci-
sions on how they staff their schools and provide certain
services. Districts should have full authority to outsource
transportation, janitorial services and food services in
order to increase efficiency. In addition, state law should
be amended to remove mandatory staffing requirements
and give the local school boards the flexibility to staff
their schools without state interference while they are
making necessary adjustment to improve their district’s
education outcome.

Improve State’s Tenure Law

The separation of powers between school boards and
their superintendents is vague and illogical. Too often,
school board members interfere with their superinten-
dents’ staffing decisions, even though they are holding
the superintendent accountable for the performance of
all employees. Many of these personnel decisions made
by the school boards are political in nature and not in the
best interests of the school district. 

State law should be amended to clearly define the
roles and powers of local school boards and their super-
intendents. The position of superintendent as chief exec-
utive officer of the school district should be strengthened
by making him or her fully responsible for personnel
decisions. The often very large, unwieldy and political
boards should not make individual personnel decisions
or even serve as the ultimate arbiter of such decisions.
The role of the school board should be to hire a profes-
sional administrator to make those decisions and to hold
him or her responsible. If the board loses confidence in
the superintendent, it can refuse to renew the individ-
ual’s contract.
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Recommendation No. 11: Give the district
superintendent and school board complete
control over decisions on how to provide stu-
dent support services.

Recommendation No. 12:  Place the clear
authority to hire, fire, promote, demote,
transfer or suspend teachers under the dis-
trict superintendent rather than the school

Recommendation No. 13:  Streamline the
tenured employee dismissal process and
require that an independent administrative
law judge be used to hear appeals of tenure
decisions.



State law concerning tenure should be amended to
remove the school board as the group responsible for
tenure hearings. Currently, the school board hears
charges against teachers to determine if they are
“guilty” of willful neglect, incompetence, dishonesty or
prohibited membership. The board, a large body of
locally elected politicians, serves as prosecutor, judge
and jury. The board’s decision can then be appealed to
the courts where the entire case can be heard again.

This process should be revised to require that the
superintendent would determine if a tenured teacher’s
behavior or performance has met the conditions neces-
sary for dismissal. An independent administrative law
judge (ALJ), instead of the school board, would then

hear the case against the teacher. The school board
could then accept the ALJ’s judgement, offer a lesser
punishment or drop the case. The final decision could
still be appealed to a court of competent jurisdiction.
However, the entire case would not be heard again, as
the appeal would be limited to matters of law. Upon
appeal, the burden of proof would be shifted to the
employee to show that there was legal error, fraud or
bias on the part of the administrative law judge. 

This change would improve the tenure hearing
process by removing politics from the decision and
placing the hearing in the hands of someone trained to
conduct hearings in a professional, fair and procedural-
ly sound manner.
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Costly Solutions

As the next governor and new Legislature take
office in January 2004, they will be faced with several
serious challenges requiring costly solutions. There will
be strong pressure to fund teacher pay raises (and proba-
bly support workers also), pre-K programs, school facil-
ity improvements and reforms for high poverty schools.
If these items are a priority with the next governor and
Legislature, they will have to come up with additional
funding to support them. The availability of funding for
these programs is doubtful, and difficult policy choices
will be required if any of these programs are ever to be
fully funded. 

As seen in Table 9, Louisiana’s percentage of educa-
tion revenues generated
by local sources is slightly
below that generated by
the average state in the
nation or the South. This
indicates that some of the
additional funding could
come from local sources if
the state gives locals a
greater ability to raise rev-
enues or forces them to
increase their efforts to
raise funding. The major
problem with raising local
revenues is that it usually
requires voter approval,
which can be difficult, if
not impossible to get. 

The percentage of education revenues raised by state
sources is roughly equivalent to that in the average
state--about half of the total revenues. If overall funding
is increased, the state will have to pick up its fair share.

Louisiana receives a large portion of federal funds
to support education. Given the challenges facing the
federal government, it is doubtful that the state would
receive additional federal funding that was not ear-
marked for a specific program. Besides, the state is
already anticipating a loss of federal funding that is cur-
rently paying for several of the pre-K programs. 

TABLE 9
Percentage Distribution of Revenues for Public
K-12 Schools by Source, 1998-99 and 2000-01



Teacher Pay

One of the top state priorities for the last eight years
was to get the average teacher salary to the southern
average. Teachers were given several across-the-board
raises and the MFP was modified to require districts to
use half of any new state funding for teacher raises.
Because of these and other efforts, teacher salaries rose
37.5% from 1991-92 to 2001-02, one of the highest
increases in the nation (see Table 10). But the state never
achieved its goal of raising teacher pay to the southern
average ($39,711 in 2001-02, according to the SREB),
mainly due to budget problems, a recession and a rapidly
increasing southern average. Of the sixteen SREB states,
ten (including Louisiana) exceeded the national rate of
salary increases from 1991-92 to 2001-02. 

Although Louisiana had one of the highest growths
in average teacher salary, it still ranks at the bottom of
the nation and the South in teacher pay. (See Table 10.)
The ranking changes slightly when the state’s average
salary is adjusted for cost-of-living and experience level,
but not enough to make it competitive with salaries in
Texas. In addition, there is a wide gap in average salaries
among the state’s school districts, with an almost
$12,000 difference between the highest (Caddo) and low-
est (Tensas) paying districts. 

Some argue that teacher salaries have not been given
a high enough priority by local school districts, consider-
ing the large influx of education funding. However, U.S.
Census Bureau data show that Louisiana exceeds the
national average in per-
centage of current educa-
tion funding spent on
instruction compensation,
ranking 18th in the nation
and seventh in the South.
Recent salary data
released by the American
Federation of Teachers
support the census data.
Therefore, it appears that
teacher pay in Louisiana
has received the same or
slightly higher priority as
teacher pay in other states. 

The state should con-
tinue placing a high priori-
ty on raising teacher pay
to a level that makes it
competitive with its neigh-
bors, primarily Texas, and
is more equalized across

school districts. Teacher pay remains a difficult political
issue. Legislators, the governor and other elected offi-
cials all want the credit for raising teacher pay. But, the
decision and responsibility rests squarely with local
school boards. State funded across-the-board pay raises
outside the MFP formula should be avoided at all costs,
since they negatively affect equity in state funding. In
addition, the state cannot set salary levels, because eco-
nomic conditions in the local districts vary considerably
across the state. 

Pre-K in Louisiana

The Louisiana Department of Education (DOE)
administers five different educational programs for 4-
year-olds. Four of these programs are funded with feder-
al money and one is funded with Louisiana mineral rev-
enues through the 8(g) funds. They are:

8(g) Early Childhood Program (mineral rev-
enues), 

Starting Points Preschool Program (Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families [TANF] funding), 

LA 4 Early Childhood Development Program
(TANF funding), 

Title I Preschool (Federal Title I, Part A funding), 
Even Start (Federal Title I, Part B funding).

In addition, Head Start, administered by the
Louisiana Head Start Association and funded by the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, operates
educational programs for 4-year-olds across the state.
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TABLE 10
Status of Louisiana’s 2001-02 Teacher Salaries



These early childhood development programs are
primarily aimed at providing services to “at-risk” chil-
dren. “At-risk” children in this case is defined as those
who qualify for free and reduced lunch programs. They
make up around 62% of Louisiana’s 4-year-old popula-
tion. In the 2002-03 school year, Louisiana’s public early
childhood development programs served around 26,000
of the nearly 42,000 at-risk 4-year-olds in the state.
Because some of these children are enrolled in private
care centers, around 7,000 at-risk children are not receiv-
ing pre-K service. 

The per-pupil funding levels in the DOE programs
for 4-year-olds vary from around $2,900 to $5,700 per
pupil. The Title I Preschools spend the least per student
($2,897) and have the highest enrollment levels. The LA
4 Early Childhood Development Program, only in its
second year of existence, has the highest per-pupil fund-
ing level ($5,711). The DOE estimates an ideal pre-K
per-pupil funding level to be around $5,000 per pupil. 

Every Louisiana parish has some type of pre-K pro-
gram, but only 22 parishes in 2003/04 have LA 4 pro-
grams, considered to be the highest quality in the state.
Since the establishment of LA 4, some underfunded pre-
K programs have been upgraded to meet the LA 4 stan-
dards. LA 4 requires the availability of certain curricu-
lum materials and supplies in classrooms with any LA 4-
funded pupils. It also requires certified teachers, a ten-to-
one student/teacher ratio and adherence to state curricu-
lum standards for LA 4 classes. 

The majority of research literature on pre-K pro-
grams supports the contention that early education for at-
risk students increases the likelihood of those students
succeeding throughout the rest of their years in school.
However, the quality of a preschool has been linked to
the success of its students.

The continuum of state-level pre-K policies has no
public pre-K at one end and mandatory, universal pre-K
at the other. Louisiana is moving toward optional pre-K
for its at-risk students and is now 7,000 pupils short of
offering pre-K for all at-risk 4-year-olds in the state.
However, the funding base for many of its pre-K pro-
grams is unstable (from unpredictable federal funds) and
inadequate to provide high quality instructional environ-
ments. TANF funding for pre-K is disappearing. To con-
tinue at the current level of service and especially to
expand the number of children served, Louisiana will
have to find funding, probably from state resources. 

By placing at-risk pre-K instruction under the
Minimum Foundation Program (MFP), Louisiana could
ensure the funding stability of its pre-K programs.
Further, by expanding pre-K under the LA 4 program
guidelines, the state could ensure high quality delivery of

early childhood education. At $5,000 per pupil, public
pre-K for the state’s 42,000 at-risk 4-year-olds would
cost around $210 million annually. However, if the pre-K
program were included in the MFP, local school districts
would have to pick up approximately 35% of the cost, or
$73.5 million. 

School Facilities
Historically, in Louisiana and many other states,

local communities have been responsible for all aspects
of school construction and maintenance. But recent law-
suits in Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, Ohio and Texas
are challenging that tradition. Recently, a local school
board voted to sue the state to gain funding for facility
upkeep and maintenance, so Louisiana may soon be join-
ing this list of states being sued. 

Louisiana does not maintain data on the age and con-
dition of its schools, so it is difficult to assess the magni-
tude of the problem. However, Louisiana school districts
are experiencing the same problems as districts around
the nation in dealing with poor school facilities. If the
state is required to take a more active role in fixing its
school facility problems, finding the funding to do so
will be yet another drain on education resources.

There are many options available to the state, but
each will take additional funding. Some states subsidize
or match local funding for construction projects. Some
provide low-interest loans for low-income school dis-
tricts, and some have even established a new agency to
oversee school construction within the state.

The issue of school facilities will present a major
challenge to the next governor and Legislature if the
courts rule that they must provide state funding for facili-
ties. The state should be prepared for that possibility by
examining the issue on its own. At a minimum, the state
needs to assess the adequacy of school facilities with
respect to enrollment projections, determine who is
responsible for funding the needed projects and develop
a funding mechanism to meet the needs.

High Poverty Schools

Several high poverty schools are on the Louisiana
Department of Education’s watch list of poor performing
schools. If these schools do not improve, they will even-
tually enter the reconstitution phase of the accountability
program and may be eligible for state takeover.
Eventually, the state will have to deal with the issue of
how to fix chronically failing schools. 

—CONTINUED (Back Cover)
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—Continued from Page 19
Some have suggested that these schools will require

additional funding well beyond what they currently
receive. While there is some additional federal funding
available, it may not be enough to cover the costs of
completely reforming failing schools. To fix these high
poverty schools, the state may have to implement poli-
cies that support increased funding for quality resources,
facilities and materials. In addition, teachers in such
schools might need to be given additional preparation
time, as well as access to additional professional devel-
opment that focuses on the particular challenges associat-

ed with teaching in a high poverty environment.
Recruitment of high quality teachers through higher
salaries or bonuses might also be required.

Giving additional funding to these schools may
involve a difficult political fight. Some view these
schools as failures and they are unwilling to throw more
money at the problem. Others will see the need to pro-
vide additional funding, but not at the expense of
reduced funding for their schools. In an era of tight bud-
gets, it is difficult to find additional money to fund what
is undoubtedly a highly risky endeavor--reforming a
school that has refused to be reformed. 
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Conclusion

Elementary and secondary education in Louisiana is
at a critical crossroads. The state’s accountability system
has shown some positive results, yet it is entering a peri-
od where the more controversial and harshest aspects of
the plan, such as school reconstitution and raising the
bar on the “high stakes” tests, are being implemented.
To continue the progress being made, difficult and inno-
vative reform policies will be required to raise the quali-
ty of instruction and remediation. Moreover, the state
will need additional leverage in the form of a constitu-
tional amendment allowing state takeover of failing
schools to ensure that the lowest performing schools in
the state get the attention they desperately need. 

Public education in Louisiana will be competing for
additional resources in this era of very tight state bud-
gets. Spending and staffing reforms by themselves will
not generate the revenues needed to fund critical spend-
ing priorities such as increasing teacher pay, continuing
and expanding pre-K programs and upgrading or main-
taining school facilities. This is especially true in a
labor-intensive industry such as public education where
spiraling health care costs place an even greater demand
on limited resources. Tough choices will be required to
define and provide an adequate level of funding for the
state’s public schools.
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