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Chairman Lent called the Senate Education Committee (Committee) to order
at 3:01 p.m.

Senator Carlson moved to approve the Minutes from February 24, 2025.
Senator Burtenshaw seconded the motion. The motion carried by voice vote.

EDUCATION - Adds to existing law to establish provisions regarding

an Early Literacy Readiness Program. Senator Harris noted that many
students in grades K-5 were not grade ready and were not up to standards for
reading coming into kindergarten. S 1145 introduced students to early readiness
programs that help strengthen their learning skills before going into kindergarten.
Senator Harris invited Superintendent Debbie Critchfield to speak about more
of the particulars regarding the bill.

Superintendent Critchfield stated that this bill represented an opportunity to
maximize dollars that had already been appropriated and did not force a school
to have a Pre-K program. Furthermore, this bill emphasized local control. She
explained that this bill allowed schools and districts to access more of the budget
that had already been appropriated and that it would be decided by the districts if
they wanted to create this process of preschool early learning for reading.

Senator Carlson wondered why legislation was needed when districts already
had programs such as this one. Superintendent Critchfield explained that
non-school aged children could not receive funds for educational programs. So,
this bill made it possible to use those literacy dollars to operate the program.

Ken Price, Pre-School director for Marsing School District, testified in support
of S 1145 and noted how beneficial the program had been in generating early
learning success in literacy in younger children who had taken their Husky Pup
Program. He noted how this program had increased the entrance exam scores in
the ldaho Reading Indicator (IRI) for children who had been through the program.

Written testimony submitted online appears in Attachment 1.

Senator Semmelroth noted that the best interventions were early and often,
and asked if this was the case for these early literacy intervention programs. Mr.
Price stated that yes, and many kids who had speech or social issues were
experiencing many benefits from these programs.
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Lori Billaud testified against S 1145, stating that children of ages 4-5 should
be focusing on hands on activities and play rather than being forced into school
models that weren't proven to work. She explained how foreign countries, who
excelled in education, focused on creative play and educational models that
were developmentally appropriate for their age.

Senator Woodward noted language in the bill did state that educational material
needed to be age appropriate. So, he questioned whether the material could

be adapted to make appropriate for younger ages and wondered if public input
could help shape the way the program was enacted. Ms. Billaud stated that
educational practices in foreign countries did not start until the age of seven.
She noted that testing should not be done at a young age, and they should be
encouraged to learn through creative processes. She further argued that Idaho
should be looking outside of models and methods that were currently being
engaged in the classroom.

Tennille Call, Director for United Way of Southeastern Idaho, testified in support
of S 1145 and noted that strong literacy skills set the foundations for all further
learning.

Samuel Lair, Idaho Freedom Foundation, testified against S 1145 and explained
that the additional money Idaho kept putting into early literacy programs did not
seem to be making a large difference in proficiency scores (Attachment 2).

Senator Nichols clarified if he was stating that the money Idaho had been putting
into early literacy had not equated to sufficient outcomes. Mr. Lair stated that
yes, and Idaho should be focused on increasing student retention rates. Senator
Nichols asked about the methods would he implement to increase growth in
proficiency scores. Mr. Lair stated that the last two pages of his handout noted
focuses on retention and that would be the model he would implement.

Chairman Lent stated that there was a national trend downward and noted
how Idaho did not trend as drastically down during the COVID-19 pandemic as
other states. He wondered if Mr. Lair had taken the COVID- 19 pandemic into
effect with his data points. Mr. Lair stated while that was correct, states like
Mississippi had shown reverse trends since and had shown rapid growth after
the COVID-19 pandemic. Chairman Lent asked for further clarification on the
national disparities. Mr. Lair noted that he believed despite those COVID-19
disparities, ldaho was still dramatically behind.

Senator Ward-Engelking asked if most of the money put into the literacy
intervention programs were federal dollars. Mr. Lair stated that there was some
funding given federally during the COVID-19 pandemic, but the dollars he was
pointing out in his argument were solely State allocated funds.

Senator Harris closed by recognizing that this program was voluntary only and
was not mandated. He further acknowledged that the programs could be taught
through a variety of different methods, including more creative measures. He
expressed the importance of this bill and the necessity of these programs to
increase literary success.

Senator Nichols asked if four- and five-year-olds would be broken up into
different classrooms and how this program would operate. Senator Harris
stated that when children turned five, they would enter kindergarten as normal.
Senator Nichols asked how the program was incorporated in the districts that
did use the program. Senator Harris stated the schools decide the hours but
that it did happen on school grounds. Senator Ward-Engelking noted that the
Boise School District had a similar program which was highly successful, and the
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hours of the program were often very flexible.

Chairman Lent clarified that this bill did not really change the program, it simply
allowed for more flexibility in the appropriated dollars.

Senator Nichols asked how this program was different from the Head Start
Program. Senator Harris stated that Head Start did have an early literacy
component, however, this program was run by the school district. Senator
Ward-Engelking also noted that there was a long waiting list for Head Start, so
this would provide another method for early learning.

Senator Zito requested a roll call vote.

Senator Burtenshaw moved to send S 1145 to the floor with a do pass
recommendation. Senator Ward-Engelking seconded the motion.

Senator Nichols stated she wanted to check with her district and how it would
be implemented, and stated she would support the motion but would reserve the
right to change her motion on the floor.

Vice Chair Cook, Senators Woodward, Nichols, Burtenshaw,
Ward-Engelking, Semmelroth, and Chairman Lent voted Aye. Senators
Carlson and Zito voted Nay. The motion carried.

Chairman Lent passed the gavel to Vice Chairman Cook.

EDUCATION - Amends existing law to provide for outcomes-based
funding. Senator Lent noted how this had been a drastic year for change in
the field of education. Therefore, this bill attempted to address some of those
changes requested by the public. He stated that S 1147 changed the funding for
public education, and provided base funding for targeted areas, and each district
had the opportunity to add to that based on their success. He noted how page
4 defined outcomes-based funding and page 7 defined the distribution-based
formula. He explained how there would be a base dollar amount allocated to
each school, and then based on growth rates and proficiency rates, schools
would receive more funding.

Senator Ward-Engelking stated her one concern was the special education
students and the refugee populations and wondered if this bill took those
demographics into account. Senator Lent stated that was incorporated into

the growth component of the bill. Growth simply needed to be shown from

a student's starting point, regardless of where that point was at. Senator
Ward-Engelking asked if this was solely done through testing or if it would be
through portfolios. Senator Lent stated that standardized testing would be the
methodology. Senator Ward-Engelking noted that many kids simply could not
take tests, and maybe building in a portfolio aspect would be beneficial. Senator
Lent agreed that would be a great idea.

Senator Nichols asked if he would be willing to put in that amendment regarding
that portfolio aspect. Senator Lent stated that he would, however, the Legislature
was getting short on time for the session. So his first effort would be to get

this program through, and then to come back and tweak the bill. Senator Lent
further clarified that there were measures in place for individuals who could not
take standardized testing, therefore, an amendment may not even be needed.

Fred Birnbaum testified against S 1147 and stated that this bill would ask for
new spending not covered by the Governor's budget (Attachment 3). Therefore,
this created more unnecessary spending for something that, he believed, schools
should already be focused on.
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Senator Ward-Engelking noted that the Legislature had collapsed a lot of
the line items in the budget, and how Idaho was ranked 51st on spending in
education per pupil. Mr. Birnbaum noted that while many line items were
collapsed, several others had been added.

Lori Billaud testified against S 1147 as she was concerned with the reliance on
what she called the "drill and kill" method of striving for success, which involved
success through testing and not retaining the information. She argued that she
would allocate these funds towards additional school aids and professional
teacher development.

Senator Lent stated that the funding came from the Governor's budget not out of
the education budget. He explained that Idaho had the opportunity to make some
of these necessary changes in education that were fundamental to success.

Senator Zito requested a roll call vote.

Senator Carlson asked if he would be willing to send it to the 14th Order.
Senator Lent stated they had already gotten feedback that noted there were
accommodations for those who could not take online tests, such as special
education students.

Senator Nichols wanted more clarification on where the money was being
received from. Gideon Tolman, State Department of Education, explained that
when the Governor set his budget about $50 million was set aside for school
choice and $50 million was set aside for public schools. This bill was already
factored into that budget, and the Governor had already anticipated this being
incorporated.

Senator Zito asked if this would be appropriated through the Joint Finance
Appropriations Committee (JFAC). Mr. Tolman stated yes. Senator Woodward
stated that the maintenance budget had already been through the floor, and the
enhancement budget would be coming fairly soon. So, it would likely be seen as
a trailer bill.

Senator Woodward moved to send S 1147 to the floor with a do pass
recommendation. Senator Burtenshaw seconded the motion.

Senator Nichols noted her concern with the money component. Senator Lent
noted that several people were asked by the Governor's office for suggestions
in regard to the education budget, and this was one of those ideas. Senator
Woodward also discussed that JFAC had already set a cap for the budget, so if
competing interests were passed, then the cap would still not be exceeded.

Vice Chair Cook, Senators Woodward, Nichols, Burtenshaw,
Ward-Engelking, Semmelroth, and Chairman Lent voted Aye. Senators
Carlson and Zito voted Nay. The motion carried.

Senator Nichols stated she was still concerned on a few issues and reserved her
right to change her vote on the floor. Senator Zito stated she wasn't comfortable
with adding more funds and increasing spending. Senator Ward-Engelking
expressed that this bill was an important piece to help support public schools.

Vice Chairman Cook passed the gavel to Chairman Lent.

There being no further business at this time, Chairman Lent adjourned the
meeting at 4:12 p.m.
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