OPINION

4A
HARLAN NEWS-ADVERTISER
FRIDAY, JANUARY 26, 2024

Senator Jason Schultz: The Schultz Perspective

The 2024 session of the

Schultz's Iowa Legislature began on
Comments January 8, and work be-
gan on various topics. The

by Jason biggest topic making news
Schultz, was the Governor’s plan to
lowa reform our Area Education
Senator Agencies. It created an in-
District 6 stant response as AEA em-

ployees and their families,
teachers, and parents who
have received services called and emailed their concerns

Rep. Feenstra: No
veterans should be
homeless in America

Every night, across our

Guest country, tens of thousands
of veterans - our nation’s

COIUmn most cherished and honor-
by able citizens — sleep on the
streets. It’s wrong and un-

Rep. Randy acceptable. The men and
Feenstra, women who answered the
lowa call to serve our country in
4th District uniform deserve better, in-

cluding a safe, warm place to

call home. As a strong sup-
porter of our veterans, I remain committed to ensuring that
our veterans receive the high-quality healthcare and benefits
that they have earned because no veteran should be homeless
in the United States of America.

The U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs estimates that
there are nearly 70,000 homeless veterans nationwide. In my
book, one homeless veteran is one too many. We owe our vet-
erans an immense debt of gratitude for their service and en-
suring that they are housed and cared for is a top priority for
me.

To help reduce homelessness among Iowa veterans, I re-
cently voted for the Housing our Military Veterans Effective-
ly (HOME) Act, which passed the U.S. House of Representa-
tives by a vote of 408 to 10. This legislation — which takes real
action to support homeless veterans — is three-fold. First, it
would increase the per diem rate that the U.S. Department of
Veterans Affairs (VA) pays nonprofit organizations that sup-
port homeless veterans from 115% to as high as 200% for ru-
ral communities and other areas with higher-than-average
rates of veteran suicide. Second, the HOME Act would estab-
lish a stipend for homeless veterans to pay for food, clothes,
personal hygiene items, transportation, and housing. Third,
this legislation ensures that the VA is efficiently deploying its
resources to help feed, clothe, and find permanent homes for
veterans.

This three-pronged approach helps our veterans afford ev-
eryday necessities while delivering the financial assistance
that they deserve to live with dignity and respect. By mak-
ing this meaningful investment in our veterans, we can help
those who served our country at home and abroad stand on
their own two feet again and weather the crushing impact of
inflation — all while working to end veteran homelessness.

Homeless veterans are also more likely to face behavioral-
health challenges. I've been at the forefront of this issue and
have supported legislation over the last several years to con-
nect our veterans with the resources that they need to lead
healthy, fulfilling lives. Last year, I voted for the Restoring
Hope for Mental Health and Well-Being Act of 2022. This bill
included an amendment that I sponsored, which requires the
Behavioral Health Crisis Coordinating Office — whose cre-
ation is authorized as part of this comprehensive package
— to include the Veterans Crisis Line as an entity to provide
rapid, post-crisis follow-up care to veterans who need it. More
broadly, this comprehensive legislation reauthorizes and
strengthens federal programs and grants to support mental
and behavioral wellbeing, while also expanding access to opi-
oid treatment and recovery services.

I also supported the Sgt. Ketchum Rural Veterans Mental
Health Act — which was signed into law - to expand mental
healthcare in our rural communities. This bill requires the
Department of Veterans Affairs to establish three new cen-
ters of the Rural Access Network for Growth Enhancement
(RANGE) program in rural areas that are in dire need of ad-
ditional resources for veteran mental healthcare. It further
encourages the Government Accountability Office to conduct
a study and report to Congress on whether the VA has suf-
ficient funds and tools to properly serve rural veterans and
address their brain-health needs.

I firmly believe that mental health should be treated just
like physical health, and I am glad to have worked to expand
critical programs that support our children, our families, and
our veterans. It’s my promise that I will continue to advocate
for greater investments in our mental healthcare infrastruc-
ture — particularly in rural Iowa — so that every American
who needs lifesaving support can get it as quickly as possible.

As a grateful American, I'm proud to support the HOME
Act, and other legislation that benefits our veterans, to up-
hold our commitment to our servicemembers, fund mental
healthcare for those in need, and ensure that every veteran
has a place to call home. I will always do my part to support
and honor our brave veterans.

about changes to the current AEA structure. The original
plan is being modified to show consideration of what we
heard. As the bill develops, I'd like to provide a bit of back-
ground on why AEAs are receiving high level oversight.

AEAs are large entities created fifty years ago to sup-
port our K-12 schools, focusing on a broad range of special
education services. Programs you may be familiar with are
speech, reading, hearing and vision, autism, physical ther-
apy, and other services. These services help schools, espe-
cially rural schools, by providing trained employees so each
school does not have to hire for services that do not justify a
full-time employee. Private schools can also receive servic-
es. While funded by state, federal, and property taxes, AEAs
are governed by local-to-the-district public boards.

AEAs are large organizations. There are nine AEAs
across the state. Together, they employ 3,400 employees.
AEAs receive their funding from the education state aid for-
mula, federal government, and property tax levy. Their state
money grows at the same rate as K-12 schools each year. Al-
together, Jowa AEAs will receive about $526 million tax dol-
lars. A person would think that is an incredible amount of
financial resources for special education, but the financial
reports reveal growing problems.

Only 40.8% of the over half billion tax dollars are going
to Student Support Services. The other 59.2% goes to admin-
istration, maintenance, staff support services, fund balanc-
es, and financing. I know a case can be made that some of
the line items in the 60% could be argued to be essential to
providing the student services. But if the core mission is to
provide special ed services, it seems proper that most of the
money would go to serving the local student.

“Administration and Central Support Services” make up
a whopping 13.5% of the $526,600,000. That is much higher
than most programs are allowed in other areas. It comes out
to $71,091,000 to administer and manage 3,400 employees.
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With that much money available, it shouldn’t surprise us
that the average Chief Administrator makes over $300,000.
Something just isn’t right and needs to be addressed.

For all this money being spent annually, we should ex-
pect excellent results. But those numbers are troubling also.
While we spend more on special education than the national
average, we are seeing less than average results. Using Na-
tional Assessment of Educational Progress data, the mea-
sured achievement gap between students with and without
disabilities has been either getting larger or stayed the same
over the last twenty years.

Additionally, the Federal Department of Education has
identified Iowa as “Needs Assistance” in this area and will
step in if we do nothing to improve performance. If we do
not act, the Biden Administration may take over and tell us
what to do. I don’t think any Iowan would want that to hap-
pen. Already, in-person monitoring of our special ed pro-
grams will begin this fall. I can only see this making the
situation worse.

The achievement gap in 4th grade reading between stu-
dents with and without disabilities was 46 points in 2003. It
was 56 points in 2019. Math was better, with 4th grade gaps
of 26 points in 2003 and 44 points in 2019. Overall, 4th grade
reading scores are trending 10 points below the national av-
erage. We shouldn’t accept this as taxpayers. More impor-
tantly, our students and parents deserve better results.

While there is a bit of controversy about looking at AEAs,
it shouldn’t have taken this long to match dollars and re-
sults. I'm glad the governor was bold enough to raise the
topic. I've received many emails describing great outcomes
from parents, and good reviews of the AEA employees who
are working with the students. We know we are spending
more than the national average on special education. Let’s
see if we can re-focus and get better results.

COMMUNITY CALENDAR

Note: for questions related to Alcoholics Anonymous

Harlan Cemetery Association Town and Country Credit Union,

specific events, contact event
leaders.
Event Calendar

Mondays, Jan. 8 - April 1

* Grief Share Seminar/Support
Group, 5:30 - 7 p.m. First Baptist
Church

Saturday, February 3

» Shelby County Cattlemen’s Annual
Banquet Doors open at 5 p.m.
St. Peter's Hall, Defiance, $20
per person.

Harlan Community Library
Calendar

712-755-5934 718 Court St, Harlan

www.harlan.lib.ia.us

Library and Lunch

Second Tuesday of Every Month,

noon - 1 p.m. Harlan Library

*

%

Shelby County Extension and

* Fridays and Sundays, 7 p.m. - 8
p.m., St. Michael's Rectory Harlan,
lower level.

+ Sunday mornings, 8 a.m., Walnut
Public Library, 224 Antique City Dr.,
Walnut

Al-Anon

+ Sundays, 7 p.m. - 8 p.m., St. Mi-
chael's Centennial Room Harlan,
lower level.

Narcotics Anonymous

* Mondays at 7:30 p.m., St. Michael's
Rectory, Harlan, lower level. Thurs-
days at 7:30 p.m., United Methodist
Church, Harlan, lower level. Satur-
days at 5 p.m., SCCO/Hero's Attic,
1105 8th St., Harlan.

Currently no local Zoom® meetings. A
list of virtual meetings are located at
https://iowa-na.org/online-meetings/

(Narcotics Anonymous # 1-800-897-
6242)

* Fourth Tuesday of the month, 4:30
p.m., Stowe Red-E-Mix

TOPS- Take Off Pounds Sensibly

* Every Wednesday, 5-6 p.m., Christ's
Church, 1205 Lincoln Ave., Harlan

Noon Enthusiasts Toastmasters

* First and third Wednesday of each
month from noon - 1 p.m. in Room
#010 in Looft Hall on the lowa West-
ern Community College campus,
Council Bluffs.

Gardening Angels Garden Club

* Meets first Monday of every month
from April-November. For more info.
contact Judy Rasmussen, 712-766-
3338 or facebook.com/shelbycoun-
tygardeningangels

VFW and Ladies Auxiliary

+ Second Monday of the month, 7 p.m.,
Veteran's Auditorium, Harlan

Harlan Kiwanis Club

+ Second Mondav of the month. 6 n.m..

Harlan. For more info. contact Bob,
402-670-3268.

Shelby County Red Cross Disaster

Assistance Team

* Third Monday of each month, 7 p.m.,
Myrtue Medical Center Cafeteria. All
are welcome. Questions, contact
712-747-2617.

Lions Club of Harlan

+ Second and fourth Thursday of each
month at the Harlan Country Club
at 6:30 p.m. For more info. contact
Christine, 755-2969.

Ladies Homestead Gathering

* Third Thursday of each month,
6:30-8:30 p.m. Immanuel Lutheran
Church, 1700 19th St., Harlan. For
16 years and older.

Outreach 1- 712-755-3104
Open Walking
+ 8 a.m. - Noon. Veteran's Mer
rial Aud. 1104 Momingview
Harlan, 712-755-3440.
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