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MIAMI-DADE COUNTY'SPUBLIC SCHOOLS:
AN EDUCATION IN DIFFERENCES

. INTRODUCTION

The United States of America is often referred to as a nation of immigrants. The
tales of those who arrived at Ellis Island still resonate at the core of our national mystique.
Around our nation, New Y ork City with its Statute of Liberty stands as the national symbol
of this influx of foreign-born people to our shores. While many of our nation's 20™
Century immigrants entered America through New Y ork Harbor, it is becoming more and
more apparent that the immigrant’s new image for the 21% Century may be the Freedom
Tower and the beaches of our community. Where else in today’s America is there a
community that has been so quickly changed by immigration? Where else in today’s
America has a community absorbed, relocated, supported and educated such a huge influx
of foreign-born people in such a short period of time? The true strength of our immigrant
heritage rests, not upon the difficulty diversity of interests and customs presents, but upon
the powerful results the blending of diverse talents can bring about. Today, throughout our
community, our immigrant “melting pot” stands as a pool of raw potential, lacking only the
uniform focus needed to realize its hidden promise. We believe our educational system

represents the best method by which this promise can be realized.

From the creation of the first public schools, the education of children has been
looked upon as the key to societa advancement. Education has come to represent the
hopes and dreams of every society’s future. For each parent, it has represented an
optimistic belief in his or her child’'s bright future. Regardliess of race, creed, national
origin, religion or gender, education has been the one goal that has, throughout modern
history, been universally sought by all. It isno surprise therefore to find this goa adopted
into the most basic of our State’ s laws:

“The education of children is afundamental value of the people
of the State of Florida. It is, therefore, a paramount duty of the
state to make adequate provision for the education of all children
residing within its borders. Adequate provision shall be made
by law for a uniform, efficient, safe, secure, and high quality

system of free public schools that allows students to obtain a high
quality education and for the establishment, maintenance, and



operation of ingtitutions of higher learning and other public
education programs that the needs of the people may require.”*

With these simple words, the Florida Constitution provides a specific and
important guarantee to its people; that of the fundamental entitlement to a free public
education. It also places a very specific burden upon the State of Florida by mandating it
provide whatever is reasonably necessary for all children residing within its borders to
receive a high quality education. The importance of this constitutional mandate is
highlighted by the fact that the words “high quality education” are among those recently
added to our constitution through the vote of the people of our state. Y et, our evaluation of
our local educational system during our grand jury term has revealed many instances where
our state government is failing the children of Miami-Dade County. We have found many
instances where a failure to understand the unique needs of our student population, or an
unwillingness to learn about them, results in insufficient and inequitable state funding for

our local school district.

We have adso found, despite the exhaustive efforts of our Miami-Dade County
Legidative Delegation, an apparent lack of willingness within the state legidature to
consider the changes necessary to provide Miami-Dade County’s public schools with its
fair share of the funding needed to address the unique educational needs of our children.
Unguestionably, there have been substantial improvements in the statewide funding of
education in recent years. The recent 1997 Special Session that resulted in a large one
time infuson of money to build new schools statewide (Classrooms First) stands as the
best example of this fact. However, our anaysis of the methods used by our State
Legidature to fund public education in Miami-Dade reveals a number of ways in which the
funds needed are ssmply not appropriated or the differences that justify additional funding
seem to smply be ignored.

We have chosen to use the limited time in our grand jury term to undertake the task
of educating the government and the public of our state about these differences. To try to
make them understand our very different needs and to try to get them to fund our very
different costs. Especidly in light of today’s greater reliance upon state mandated
standardized testing, the multitude of factors that need to be resolved with many of our

! Congtitution of the State of Florida, Article IX, Section 1, as amended 1998.



children before they can even begin to be taught, places them a an unfortunate
disadvantage if they are to be simply compared with students not needing similar
intervention. Unless the fiscal disadvantages placed upon our local school system by the
current state funding formulas are favorably resolved, the true promise behind the wordsin
our state’s constitution, at least for the children of Miami-Dade County, will never be fully
realized. Our state government must make “adequate provision” for all of its children to
have the same “high quality education.” It is our sincere hope that our report will provide

the catalyst necessary to accomplish this change.

Il. THE MIAMI-DADE COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOL SYSTEM

Nine months of every year, five days out of every week, the entire population of
what could be considered one of the largest cities in Florida is transported from home,
housed, fed, taught and then returned home. In redlity, this city is the Miami-Dade County
Public School System. Nationally, only the school systems of New Y ork City, Los Angeles
and Chicago are larger. With its current enrollment of over 360,000 students and its
operation of amost 300 schooals, it is by far the largest school district in the entire State of
Florida. If the entire metropolitan populations of Gainesville and Panama City together
were seated in our student’s desks, there would still be over 14,000 empty seats. In fact,
only 11 of Florida' s 67 counties have a larger total population than the student enrollment
of our local public school system. In addition to its student population, by employing over
35,000 people in support of its educationa mission, the Miami-Dade County Public School
System is considered one of our community’s largest employers. Besides being the
county’s largest local purveyor of food services, it also operates Miami-Dade’'s largest
transportation system, providing more bus service than the Miami-Dade County Transit
Department. In comparison to the other 66 Florida school districts, very few even come

close to matching it for sheer size”

Total Percentage Of
School District Enrollment State Enrollment

2 Source: Florida Department of Education, “Membership in Florida's Public Schools - Fall 1999”,
Statistical Brief, Series 2000-04B, January 2000



Miami-Dade County 360,142 15 percent

Broward County 241,036 10 percent
Hillsborough County 159,479 7 percent
Palm Beach County 149,664 6 percent
Orange County 144,057 6 percent

Duva County 126,354 5 percent
Pinellas County 111,786 5 percent

All 60 othershavelessthan 79,000

By itself, Miami-Dade’s public schools account for 15 percent of Florida s public school
students. In fact, smply by combining Miami-Dade’'s school population with that of
Broward and Palm Beach, we in South Florida account for almost one-third of all students
enrolled in the public schools of our entire state! Y et, many witnesses that have testified
before us this term have expressed frustration with the difficulty of getting the rest of the
state legidature to understand this simple fact. Many have told us of instances where,
despite the large number of students affected, the distinct needs of our public school system
are either not understood or simply ignored. When asked why this is so, some offered the
words “politics’ and “turf battle” by way of explanation. Others attributed this to an
honest lack of understanding of our unique differences by the rest of the state. Underlying
these explanations is the complete lack of common experiences between amost all of
Florida's other school districts and that of our own. In the final analysis, the victim of a
continuation of this apparent stalemate is the quality of the education of our children. That
one fact alone should provide the impetus necessary for this status quo to be changed.

. MIAMI-DADE'SOVERCROWDED PUBLIC SCHOOLS

No one can even begin to discuss the Miami-Dade Public School System without
hearing the word “overcrowding” immediately mentioned. This is the single issue that
always seems to take center stage in any public school debate. The overcrowding of our
public schools has been a fact of life for as long as any member of our grand jury can
remember. In fact, aslong ago as 1953, a Dade County grand jury reported that:

“The School Budget for this year is well over $30,000,000.

Ever increasing demands upon the public purse for school
purchases seem inevitable. A shortage of classrooms and



facilities is complained of. An extensive building program is
under way, with more to follow."*

Despite being written forty-seven years ago, the words of that grand jury could
easily describe today’ s school system aswell. Clearly, our perceptions of overcrowding
in our present day public schools are truly based upon along-standing historical precedent.
We wonder what our 1953 predecessors would think of the fact that today’s 3.7 billion
dollar Miami-Dade County school budget, is still not enough to end our shortages of
classrooms and facilities? Considering how long this problem has existed, we also
wondered why, after all these years, we have not been able to build our way out of
overcrowded schools? The answer lies in our fiscal inability to adequately address the
changes relating to immigration that our loca community, and its school system, have
endured in the many years that have passed since the 1953 Fall Term Dade County Grand
Jury issued its report.

Unlike ailmost every school district in the State of Florida, the Miami-Dade school
system must strive on a daily basis to provide the high quality education mandated by our
state constitution despite the effects a regular influx of immigration has upon the population
of its schools. As of November of 1999, approximately 22 percent of the entire student
population of the Miami-Dade County Public Schools were foreign-born, many speaking
little or no English. The impact of such immigration is highlighted when we look at the

new enrollment of foreign-born students over the past six school years:

Number of New Foreign

School Year Born Students Enrolled Cumulative Totals
1994-1995 13,876
1995-1996 15,167 29,043
1996-1997 13,144 42,187
1997-1998 11,863 54,050
1998-1999 14,448 68,498
1999-2000* 19,552 88,050

Before our grand jury service, we had thought that the largest immigration event in

our community, and thus the largest increase in immigrant student enrollment in our local

% Final Report of the 1953 Fall Term Dade County Grand Jury.
* As of May 31, 2000.



public schools, was the 1980 Mariel boatlift. The following account effectively recreates

its effect upon our community and its school system:

“State and local governments were totally unprepared for this
human avalanche. While public agencies scrambled to deal with
the immense problems facing them, South Florida school districts
had to develop programs and prepare facilities for over 13,000
children of Mariel who would be in school in September 1980. ”°

Comparing the effects of the Mariel boatlift with the total foreign-born students that have
enrolled in the Miami-Dade County Public School System every year since the 1994-1995
school year brings a somewhat ominous prospective to our current concerns. With the sole
exception of the 1997-1998 school year, we have enrolled more foreign-born children in

our local school systemeach year since 1994 than enrolled as aresult of Mariel.

What other school district or community in the State of Florida has had to absorb
into its classrooms a total of 88,050 new foreign-born students in such a short period?
What other Florida school district has had to find classroom space in which to educate this
huge influx of new students for whom English is usualy a new language? In fact, only
seven of the 66 other school districts in the State of Florida have 88,050 students enrolled
in their entire school system. Of course the expansion of the population of students
enrolled in our local school system is not based completely upon foreign-born students.
Adding to this number are students who have relocated here from other areas of Florida or
from other parts of the United States. However, virtually the entire increased enrollment of
our local school system has its source in immigration. As a result, unlike every other
school district around our state, this huge influx of foreign-born students stands as the
single most significant factor causing the overcrowding problems facing our loca school

system today.

A. The Human Side of School Over crowding.

To those of us who are not teachers, who do not work within our public school
system, overcrowded schools mean less individualized attention given to students by their

teacher. Whilethisis clearly an important effect, our visitsto severa local schools during



our term have shown the results of overcrowding to be far more troubling than we first
imagined. We have visited schools where two totally different classes had to be conducted
a the same time by two different teachers using a single classroom; separated only by a
chest high makeshift wall of file cabinets and bookcases. We have visited schools where
students had to be taught in classrooms created out of storage rooms or alcoves. We have
visited schools whose class size necessitated two teachers but whose classrooms could
only accommodate sufficient desk space for one. We left convinced that overcrowding has
a severe, negative impact not just upon the ratio of teachers to students, but upon the entire

educational environment our schools are able to provide.

The many educational opportunities forced to be discarded in a futile attempt to fit
the number of students enrolled (or enrolling) into our existing facilities is nothing less than
shameful. Our schools have had to abandon their science labs, their computer labs, their
music labs, their band performance areas, their media centers, their teacher planning areas,
their counselor meeting rooms, their teacher lounges, their book storage rooms, their utility
storage rooms and even some of their covered patios, locker rooms and custodial closets;
needing to convert them to classroom use instead. We have discovered that even
lunchtime at our local schools can be an exercise in frustration. Lacking sufficiently large
cafeteria areas to accommodate the number of students enrolled, the majority of our public
schools are forced to feed their students through a number of 30 minute shifts throughout
most of the school day. Many times this has resulted in lunch hours for students that are
frankly ridiculous. In 153 of our local schools, the first lunch shift begins at 10:30 in the

morning. Incredibly there are 34 othersthat are forced to begin even earlier.

Even with the significant number of new schools being added to our system each
year, the goal of building our way out of overcrowding seems to always be outside of our
reach. Throughout our term it was a common event for us to hear witnesses express their
frustration by describing even new schools as being overcrowded from the very first day
they opened. Without the time or the fiscal ability to build new permanent school facilities
in the amount demanded by the regular increases in its student enrollment, Miami-Dade
County has needed to resort to supplying amost 50,000 “relocatable student stations”
through the use of temporary buildings to supplement the capacity of the more traditional

® “The Children of Mariel From Shock To Integration: Cuban Refugee Children in South Florida Schools”,



mortar and steel facilities. Incredibly, even with this small city of over 3,000 “portables’
supplying additional classrooms to our permanent school facilities, the vast magjority of
public schools in our community still must start each day with far more students than their
facilities were ever designed to hold. New schools are finding the addition of portables a

necessary part of their landscape before their paint is even dry.

Our visits to loca schools have left us amazed at the Herculean efforts undertaken
by the school’s personnel to make unsuitable areas, such as small storage rooms, into
pleasant classroom environments. While we congratulate (and greatly appreciate) their
efforts, we find it inexcusable that these types of efforts must be expended in order to
provide the minimum space needed for the education of our children. Our teachers and
principals should be allowed to choose between the best solutions for our children’s
education. They should not be forced to pick the least worst alternative available. Our
children’s education is not just our local obligation but a primary obligation of our state
government as well. We find that the lack of sufficient state funding for the construction of
new schools, or the needed renovation of existing facilities, to be an inexcusable limitation
on the provision of the high quaity education the children of Miami-Dade County so

clearly deserve and the law so clearly mandates.

B. The Sources Of Funding To Build New Schools

Since it is clearly the state’s obligation to provide a high quality education, the
state budget is the obviously appropriate source of funds necessary to accomplish that goal.
Accordingly, we decided to examine the methods by which our state currently provides
appropriations in discharge of this obligation. We quickly found the fiscal operation of
this system to be incredibly complex. Throughout our term we have had to continually
revise and improve our understanding of the various sources of the school system’s funding
and the manner by which the moneys it receives are calculated and appropriated. Many
timesit felt like we were trying to make sense out of a can of alphabet soup. For instance,
the State of Florida appropriates money to build new schools through formulas contained in

a system known as “PECO.”® The State money to fund the operation of the schools is

Helga Silva, The Cuban National Foundation, Inc., 1985, page 12.
® PECO stands for “ Public Education Capital Outlay”



appropriated according formulas in a system known as “FEFP.”’  Specific programs for
students with specia needs (ESOL® and ESE °) also receive additional funding above the
FEFP base through computations that apply different “program weights."*°

Despite its complexity, the short story of school finance is that the money to build
schools (capital expenditures) are derived from local property taxes, the State of Florida's
annua school construction appropriations (through the formulas in PECO) and, in an
extremdly limited fashion, from some Federal grants or programs. The money to operate
the schools themselves (operating revenues) are derived from the State of Florida (through
the formulas in FEFP) and from additional local property taxes. Although virtually no
federal money is made available to operate our schools, substantial federal assistance to
help needy children pay for mealsis provided under the free/reduced lunch program. Later
in this report we will discuss the issues we have found relating to FEFP. However, we
have found the greatest inequities for the Miami-Dade County Public Schools to exist
within the formula used to distribute state money under PECO. We began our analysis with
the unquestionable proposition that state law places the legal burden of high quality
education squarely upon the State of Florida and not upon local communities:

“The intent of the Legidature is. To provide each student in the public

education system the availability of an educational environment

appropriate to his or her educational needs which is substantialy equal

to that available to any similar student, notwithstanding geographic
differences and varying local economic factors...""

Notwithstanding this fact, the vast mgjority of funding for school construction does not
come from any state budget. For example, witnesses from the Miami-Dade County Public
School System have told us that in the budget for the just completed 1999-2000 school year
State of Florida revenues encompassed only one quarter of the entire capital budget for
local school construction. The remainder has to be derived locally from property taxes

and to asmall extent from impact fees”?. The authority of our local school board to assess

" FEFP stands for “Florida Education Finance Program”

8 «English For Speakers of Other Languages’.

® “Exceptional Student Education”.

19 «program weights’ are factors added to the base student funding that provide aslightly larger share of
the total state FEFP appropriation in an attempt to fund the additional coststo the local schools districts
for these special needs programs.

! Chapter 235.002 Florida Statutes 1999, page 377.

12 | mpact fees are paid by adeveloper for new residential housing to help defray the financial “impact”
upon the need for roads, sewers, police, fire, emergency medical services and, to amuch lesser extent,



local property taxes is controlled, first by the Florida Constitution (which limits the
maximum amount that can be assessed unless approved by the voters) and secondly by the
Florida Legidature (which determines by law the amount of tax that can be assessed by a
local school district up to the constitutional maximum). Once these limits have been
reached, it would take a favorable vote of local taxpayers in a genera election to raise
them any further. In Miami-Dade County we are currently a the maximum set by the
legidature. Therefore, absent a local vote to raise these taxes, we are totally dependent
upon rising property values and increasing amounts of property to be taxed for any increase
in local revenues needed to build new schools. Recognizing this scenario, in 1988 the
Dade County Public Schools were able to obtain voter approval of a $980 million dollar
bond issue™ intended specifically for the building of needed new schools. With this
funding added to the revenues from local property taxes and state PECO dollars, the
Miami-Dade County Public Schools has been able to undertake an unprecedented local
school building program. By June of 1999, they had constructed and opened 56 schools
and 12 Primary Learning Centers (PLC)*. Under construction were an additional 7
schoolsand 1 PLC. Two additional schools and 5 additional PLCs were in the design and
planning stage. However, even such unprecedented building activity has failed to match
our steadily increasing student population as clearly evidenced by the fact that most of our
new schools are aready severely overcrowded from the very moment they open their
doors. The remaining uncrowded schools are only in that fortunate status because they

have yet to enroll studentsin every grade and swiftly become overcrowded once they do.

schools. The additional costs are usually passed on to the purchaser in the form of higher purchase
prices.

13 A “bond issue” isarequest by the school system for the voters to approve the borrowing of money in
exchange for a guarantee of repayment through the issuance of bonds backed by the assets and revenue of
the school system. It must be approved in a countywide election by amajority of those voting. Witnesses
have told us that the amount of this bond issue was deliberately chosen to avoid the negative impact on
votersin 1988 by asking them to approve bondsin the "billions" of dollars. Although this bond issue was
successful, withesses indicate little hope that voters would approve additional bonds considering today’s
“no new taxes’” mentality. The most recent attempt in Broward County (which was defeated soundly at the
poles) provides some substance to their concerns. We have also been told that, considering the increase
in new student enrollment that actually occurred since 1988, to truly address the needs of our school
system the amount of this bond issue should have been in the neighborhood of 2 to 3billion dollars.

1% A Primary Learning Center isanew type of educational center developed by our local school district in
an attempt to alleviate overcrowding at the elementary school level. It isused to conduct classesin
kindergarten through 3" grade only and can be constructed where space is available at existing elementary
school sites.



Our needs are so great that even the $980 million from this bond issue would not
have been sufficient to directly pay for the completed school construction. To meet our
school construction needs, our local school officials had to leverage those dollars by
issuing “Certificates of Participation” (COPs)™. These COPs permitted the purchase of
far more capital improvements than could be accomplished by the total dollars derived
from that bond issue aone. Witnesses have described this system to us as similar to buying
on a credit card where the monthly payments are made through the dedication of already
existing school tax revenues. Through its use, our school system has been able to open far
more new schools (and perform far more renovations of existing schools) than capital
revenues aone would have permitted. We congratulate our local school officials for their

innovative effortsin this regard.

However, COPs is now like a credit card that has reached its credit limit.
Available new tax revenues can not responsibly fund its continuation and we are now
reaching the end of our ability to buy new school facilities through this creative approach.
As aresult, without the ability to raise the additional local moneys needed to build enough
new public schools, we must look to the State of Florida, and its fundamental duty to

provide high quality education, for the money that we so desperately need.

Annualy, through its PECO formulas,® the Legidature of the State of Florida
distributes state revenue to the individual school districts around the state for the
construction of new schools and the renovation of existing ones. The legidature aso
determines the amount of money to be made available for this distribution through the sale
of public education bonds and the appropriation of money from general revenue for this
purpose. We have spent a substantial amount of time during our term attempting to fully
understand this extremely complicated appropriation method. Our examination first
revedled that there is ssimply not enough state money allocated for distribution through
PECO to adequately fund school construction for most large school districts statewide if

15 Certificates of Participation” operate as atype of |ease/purchase agreement where the companies
building the schools accept payments from the school system for a specific period of time after which
they deed the property to the school system. Like any lease, the payments are smaller than direct
financing would necessitate. In addition, this system is permissible without the issuance of a school bond
and thus the approval of apublic vote.

16 see Florida Statutes Chapter 235.435 (1)(a) for the formula used to allocate funds for renovations of
existing facilities and Chapter 235.435(3)(a) for the formula used to allocate funds for new school
construction.



they are experiencing anything close to the level of growth we are here in Miami-Dade.
For example, we received atotal of $20,445,302 of new school funding from PECO for the
entire 1999-2000 school year. Including the purchase of land, one new elementary school
in Miami-Dade costs approximately $14 million; one new middle school costs
approximately $23 million; and one new high school approximately $56 million.
Considering our current overcrowded conditions and the substantial increases we
experience monthly from enrollment based upon immigration, this state appropriation
amounts to little more than a proverbia “drop in the bucket.” An analysis done at our
request by the Miami-Dade County Public Schools reveds how completely inadequate
current PECO funding is when contrasted with our actual school construction needs. To
build enough new schools to accommodate just our currently enrolled student population
in permanent facilities would cost an additional $1.3 billion. The construction needed
would take between 8 and 10 years to complete. With each increase we experience in our
student enrollment these costs will increase as well. This analysis highlights the total
inadequacy of the state's new school construction funding for Miami-Dade's public

schools.

Secondly, we have determined that the way PECO is currently formulated
effectively handicaps school districts whose growth is based upon immigration as opposed
to birthrate or migration. The school district that is handicapped to the greatest extent from
this computation is the Miami-Dade County Public Schools. An examination of the formula
itself reveals why. For new school construction, PECO calculates the distribution of state
funds by taking 40 percent of the total number of students currently (and physicaly) using
existing school facilities' (called the “ Capital Outlay FTE”). Added to this calculation is
60 percent of the growth of this same number over the previous 4 school years. From this
total calculation the actual allocation of PECO funds to individual school districts is made.
For a school district experiencing little or moderate growth or one whose growth is based
predominately upon local birthrate, this formula would work well. The problem liesin the
fact that 60 percent of this calculation takes into consideration only the past growth of a
local school district. But in Miami-Dade County we receive virtualy all of our growth

from immigration. Past growth is a completely ineffective predictor of future international

17 e. this does not include students being schooled in homebound programs, hospital's and charter
schools.



incidents, or changes in federal immigration policy, that provide the underpinnings for most
of the future enrollment of students into our local schools. Even worse for us in Miami-
Dade is the fact that the other 40 percent of this calculation does not use growth of any type
asafactor at all. Additionally, nowhere in this formulais the inclusion of a cost of living
differential for the higher costs of construction in Miami-Dade when compared to other

parts of the state.

We recognize that PECO was developed in a noble attempt to ensure that every
school district, no matter how rich or poor, gets equal state funding for school construction.
However, its failure to factor in the true nature and effects of immigration growth has
resulted, we hope inadvertently, in adistinct inequity for those school districts such as ours
where immigration is the primary factor affecting continued student population growth.
This results in an inequitable distribution of the state’s new school building dollars to the
detriment of the Miami-Dade County Public Schooals.

Our state legidature has to be made to recognize that the ability of our local school
system to even plan for the needed construction of new schools is severely hampered by
the nature of immigration itself. Throughout our state, other school digtricts are fortunate to
be able to rely mostly upon the birthrates within their communities to project their future
construction needs; a concept that provides the rationale for the formula used for PECO.
This is a method totally unusable here in Miami-Dade County since none of our new
foreign-born students were born here. For an example, one need look no further than the
recent projections for our school system done by the Florida Department of Education and
based solely upon this birthrate analysis. According to that projection, we currently have
no need for additional elementary schools and should expect an increase in enrollment of
less than 129 studentsin our entire school system for the 2004-2005 school year! Birthrate
projections can be used to predict future needs over five, ten or even fifteen year periods
of time with great accuracy. But increases in immigration depend upon events occurring in
foreign countries, changes in our national foreign policies, and a myriad of different

societal events that are ssimply not readily susceptible to a statistician’s science.

Adding to our funding difficulties, as we in Miami-Dade well know, the effect of
events that trigger an influx of new foreign-born children into our local school system are

usually measured in days or months and not in the years needed for new construction



planning. Therefore, our need for adequate PECO funding takes on an urgency far different
than other school districts. Simple mathematics provide the reason why. Witnesses have
told us that most Miami-Dade public school designs, generally, provide student stations for
between 1,000 and 2,800 children depending upon whether they are designed for
elementary, middle or high schools®® They have dso told us that, again generaly,
congtruction of a new school usually takes approximately 3 years once the money is
appropriated. Beginning with the assumption that sufficient facilities aready existed for
the entire school population in the 1994-1995 school year (certainly not an assumption
based upon redlity!), the addition of the amost 14,000 new foreign-born students that
enrolled that year would have created an immediate shortage of between 5 and 14 public
schools.  Applying the amount of time needed to build a new school (3 years), and
assuming that the funding needed was immediately available for appropriation, it is easy to
see that the earliest that new classroom space could become available in which to teach
these additional students would be sometime during the 1997-1998 school year. However,
many more new foreign-born students continued to enter our school system during the
subsequent schools years (by the 1997-1998 school year cumulatively totaling over
40,000). As aresult, on the very day when these new schools opened their doors there

would still be aneed for as many as 40 new schools in addition to the original amount.

We suppose the lack of consideration given to immigration in the PECO formula
would be understandable if these events were episodic in nature and reoccurred only
rarely. But in truth we know only too well that immigration has been affecting the
overcrowding of our community’s public education system for at least as long ago as the
year that the 1953 grand jury issued its report. We aso know that there is every reason to
believe that it will affect our schools student enrollment well into the foreseeable future.
We continue to hope that our state government will finally understand our unique funding
needs and add the immigration “urgency factor” so desperately needed to provide uniform
high quality education for Miami-Dade County’s student population. Otherwise, our local
school officials will need to keep their eyes, not only on our local birthrate, but also on a
crystal ball in an attempt to foretell which future crisesin international affairs will impact

in the classrooms of Miami-Dade County.

18 The capacity of (prototypical) new permanent facilities built in Miami-Dade County are 1,060 for an
elementary school, 1,482 for a middle school and 2,846 for a high school.



V. EUNDING THE OPERATION OF OUR PUBLIC SCHOOL SYSTEM

The funds needed to operate our local public school system come mostly from the
State of Floridathrough aformula known as FEFP:

“The maor portion of support is distributed under the
provisions of the Florida Education Finance Program
(FEFP), which was enacted by the State Legidature in 1973,
FEFP funds are based on full-time equivaent student
enrollment (FTE) through a formula that takes into account
(i) varying program costs, (ii) cost differentials among
districts, and (iii) a minimum required level of local
support. Program cost factors are determined by the State
Legidature. The amount of FEFP funds disbursed by the
state is adjusted three times during each year to reflect
changesin FTE and other variables comprising the formula
To participate in FEFP funding the Didrict must levy a

minimum ad valorem property tax millage for operating
purposes which is set annually by the legislature. ”*°

Overall, we found the formulafor FEFP to be, generdly, fairer to us than the PECO
formula used to distribute state funds for new school construction. Through the use of
“program weight,” we do receive additional state money for our many ESE and ESOL
students needing those specialized services. However, the additional financia “weight”
given to these programs is the same for every school district in the entire state, regardless
of the level of concentration or impact the sheer number of students needing these services
have upon the school system asawhole. Additionally, the funding of ESOL is based upon
the average cost of all such programs across our state. Because our costs are above this
average, this calculation means we receive less than our actua costs would necessitate.
The fact that there is a District Cost Differential for this funding does nothing to address
these additional costs since it is based upon a cost of living calculation that does not take
any of these issues into account. It istherefore in this portion of the FEFP formula that we
feel, once again, the failure of our state to acknowledge the true effects of immigration upon
our local educational environment have resulted in Miami-Dade County ending up with a
shorter end of this state funding stick.

In many parts of our state the population attending public schools is far more

homogeneous than ours. Witnesses have confirmed that the vast majority of students in



school districts outside of South Florida enter their local school system in kindergarten (or
pre-kindergarten) and can therefore progress through the entire continuum of that local
educational system until they graduate with a high school degree. In Miami-Dade County,
again because of the nature of immigration, a substantial number of our students enroll at
virtualy every possible entry point and at virtually every possible entry time during the

school year.

For every student entering after the beginning of the school year an additiona
educational challenge is presented to our school system. This challenge can be small in
scope if, for example, they are at grade level from the school system from which they are
transferring. This challenge can be enormous if, for example, they arrived from a foreign
and dissimilar educational system, or they do not have English language proficiency or
have never previoudy attended a formalized educational system of any type. We certainly
recognize that overcrowded classrooms present a significant challenge to the school
systems that operate in other parts of our state. However, we believe that the many factors
we describe in this report make providing a high quality education in Miami-Dade

County's overcrowded classrooms a far