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 What began as another slow week at the statehouse suddenly became very 

contentious yesterday after it was revealed that Senate President Susan Wagle and House 

Speaker Ron Ryckman had sent a letter to the State Board of Education with a request to 

place Dale Dennis on administrative leave and also to conduct an immediate and 

independent audit of KSDE to determine if taxpayer dollars are being misallocated.  

Wagle and Ryckman contended in their letter that “KSDE through Mr. Dennis, has 

improperly spent over $405 million in taxpayer dollars in violation of state law.” 

 So, what is this all about?  Last December the Legislative Division of Post Audit 

(LPA) released its performance audit on “K-12 Education: Evaluating Transportation 

Services Funding.  LPA while noting that “KSDE has correctly executed the numerous 

calculations in the transportation funding formula” also determined that the KSDE has 

continued setting a per-student funding level for the most densely populated districts 

that is more than what the statutory formula provided and estimated this additional cost 

to be $9.7 million per year.  LPA noted that a minimum funding level had been included 

in the statute from 1965 until 1973 when the provision was removed.  The LPA also noted 

that among those districts that received less funding than their estimated costs, the 

shortfall was especially significant for the two large, densely populated districts in their 

sample (Wichita and Shawnee Mission) and that “given these results, a funding 

minimum that benefits large, densely populated districts might be appropriate.” 

 LPA recommended that the KSDE “remove the minimum funding level from its 

funding calculation, beginning with the 2018-2019 school year to give adequate notice to 

the school districts that would be affected.”  LPA further recommended that the 

Legislature “review whether a minimum funding level is appropriate for large, densely 

populated districts, and amend state law as necessary.”  House Bill 2445, prefiled before 

the legislative session began on January 5th, by Rep. Melissa Rooker, R-Fairway, would 

address the minimum funding issue raised by LPA.  Her bill also addresses the equity 

concerns raised by the Supreme Court’s in its latest Gannon V ruling. 

  



  

 The LPA audit report also included KSDE’s response given by Deputy 

Commissioner Dale Dennis to the LPA recommendation: 

 “The following is a historical explanation for how we arrived at the current line of 

best fit.  Many years ago, at a time the Legislature was discussing the school finance 

formula, they were making every effort to not discriminate against high-density school 

districts.  KSDE staff was called to the State Capitol and told that the purpose and intent 

was for KSDE to flatten out the line of best fit so that it would not to be disadvantageous 

to those school districts with high-density per pupil.  At that time, legislators were having 

difficulty defining in writing the line of best fit for high-density school districts.  

However, they verbally provided KSDE with their definition of line of best fit. 

 The theory legislators had at that time was to split the line of best fit for high-

density school districts by choosing the median expenditure as a minimum funding level.  

That theory has been in effect for many years.  This calculation has been explained and 

reviewed before numerous legislative committees over the years and has met their 

criteria.” 

 It appears from press reports that the Wagle-Ryckman letter was sent the day after 

a meeting took place with Commissioner Randy Watson, Senator President Susan Wagle, 

Speaker Ron Ryckman, Senate Majority Leader Jim Denning, Senate Education Chair 

Molly Baumgardner, Jeff King (the Senate’s lawyer for the Gannon case), the Governor’s 

chief of staff and budget director, and Attorney General Derek Schmidt.    

 The KSDE has scheduled a one o’clock meeting today to go into executive session 

to discuss this matter.  The Capitol Press corps asked that the meeting be open to the 

public.  At least one board member has asked for a short executive session, perhaps to 

accommodate this request.  There will no doubt be a huge turnout for the meeting.  KSSA 

has issued a “Call to Action on Behalf of Dale Dennis” and is urging its members to attend 

the meeting in a show of support for Dale.  Similar calls are being sent out by other 

advocates.  Late Wednesday evening KSSA, KASB, KNEA, USA Kansas, AFT joined 

forces to issue the first alert in which they cited the unequivocal fact that that we all agree 

that Dale Dennis is the most trustworthy, honest, and respected advocate for children 

and schools and throughout his long service.   



It truly appears that this unfortunate action by Wagle and Ryckman has 

galvanized our education community in strong support of Dale Dennis.  We remember 

Dale’s tireless support for our kids during the past 50 years and I know that each of us 

can recount the many times he has helped us, our districts, and most importantly, our 

kids.   Personally, I have had the privilege of observing from both within and without the 

legislature Dale Dennis’ work.  Early in my legislative career as a state representative 

from Garden City, not being on the education committee, I remember the times that Dale 

would come to the Republican caucus to brief us on the education bills that we would 

soon be debating on the House floor.  Dale would then make himself available to the 

Democratic caucus.  Dale was all facts and answered everyone’s questions.  Never did I 

hear from any legislator that he was biased or pushing a position.  Dale made it clear that 

he felt the policy decisions were to be made by the legislators and that it was his job to 

help by giving them the best information.  As I observed school finance plans being 

developed throughout the following years it was clear that Dale’s information was 

integral to helping the legislature succeed in its work, even though legislators often 

disagreed among themselves on the particular policy changes they wanted to implement.  

Many times he would spend his nights turning out several new computer runs for 

legislators to show them how each school district would be funded under different policy 

scenarios.  It appears that Senator Charles “Charlie” Angell was one of the legislators 

who gave Dale direction on how the KSDE should determine the line of best-fit so as not 

to discriminate against high density schools.  It is unfortunate that Charlie, the Senate 

Vice-President at that time, is no longer with us as I am sure he would be very upset 

about this situation.  Charlie was a highly respected Senate leader who cared about 

making good public policy.  I learned this from him when we both chaired the respective 

energy committees that put together the state water plan in 1984.  Charlie always saw the 

big picture, so while I was not involved personally in this issue, I certainly can understand 

from working with him why he wanted to treat high density urban districts fairly, even 

though he represented a large rural district from his home in Plains, Kansas.  

It is important to remember that it is not uncommon for legislators and staff from 

the agencies charged with implementing the laws enacted by the legislature to visit about 

the legislative intent.  I learned this in more detail from my post legislative work at the 

KCC and the Department of Revenue.  Agencies do tend to listen to legislators, 

particularly those in leadership positions, to assure that they are doing what the 

legislature intended.  It is also not uncommon that LPA will find when conducting an 



audit that certain statutes may need to be revisited and clarified as to intent.  This appears 

to be one of those situations and a bill was quickly introduced to address it. 

The timing of the Wagle-Ryckman letter and the manner in which it took place is 

very disconcerting, to say the least, particularly with what appears by many to be a 

personal attack on the most respected champion of education in the state.  The resultant 

turmoil within the legislature will not help our legislators as they struggle to come up 

with the legislation to meet the court’s Gannon V mandate. 

It is important that SQE members continue to show their support for Dale Dennis 

and our state board of education.   The number of tweets I have received from our 

members this morning alone demonstrates you are already doing this.  The press is 

already taking notice.  Celia Llopis-Jensen at KCUR noted in one of her tweets: “Gratitude 

& respect among them toward Dennis is immense.  I haven’t come across this level of 

emotion toward any other public servant.”  Yesterday I noted that the Wagle-Ryckman 

letter was like the attack on Pearl harbor that caused a Japanese Admiral to state: “We 

have awoken a sleeping giant.” Please continue to dialog with your legislators, state 

board members, and your community about Dale’s great work and how he has made a 

difference.  Each of us can also make a difference by joining in our support of Dale.  I 

hope to see you at the one o’clock state board meeting. 

 

The legislature’s committee schedule for next week appears again to be very light; 

however, the turmoil created by the Wagle-Ryckman letter will no doubt be at the top of 

everyone’s attention.   

Please call or e-mail me at any time if I can assist or provide you with any 

information.  My cell phone is 785-213-9895. 

 

New Bills of Interest 

 

Senate Bill 333 – Amends the Jason Flatt Act to require each school district to develop a 

written plan to provide suicide awareness and prevention programming to selected 

school staff that is to be published on the school district’s website.  The plan shall also 



include a listing of the written materials to be used and identify the school staff members 

who are required to participate in the training. 

Senate Bill 319 – Clarifies residency requirements for school attendance.  Children placed 

by DCF or a court with a foster care contractor, or is being provided respite care, may 

attend school in the school district where the foster care contractor is located. 

Schedule for the Week of January 29th – February 2nd 

(Changes often without advance notice)  

Monday, January 29th 

 No hearings of specific education interest scheduled at this time. 

 

Tuesday, January 30th 

 Joint Meeting of K-12 Education Budget and Senate Education Committee 

Presentation on: Proposed Concurrent Enrollment for General Education 

Courses -- Dr. Blake Flanders, Kansas Board of Regents and Dr. Randy 

Watson, Kansas Department of Education 

 

House Education Committee – 

Presentation on: Jobs for America's Graduates (JAG) Communities In 

Schools (CIS) Attachment Biobehavioral Catch-Up (ABC) Pilot Program 

 

Wednesday, January 31st 

 No hearings of specific education interest scheduled at this time. 

   

Thursday, February 1st  

 Senate Education Committee – 

Presentation on: Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate 

Overview: KBOR - KSDE 

 

Friday, February 2nd 

   

 No hearings of specific education interest scheduled at this time. 

 


