LEGISLATIVE ACTION ITEM #2:

VA PTA reaffirms our position in support of legislation granting a local option in setting school calendars and school year start dates.

Rationale:
In 1988 members of Virginia PTA adopted a position in favor of local school divisions being able to set their own calendar and school start dates. Our original position was in response to a law passed by the General Assembly in 1986 that prohibits school divisions from beginning classes before Labor Day unless granted a “good cause waiver” by the Virginia Department of Education (DOE). This law is often referred to as “The King’s Dominion Law” and has remained in effect since 1986.
The law passed in large part because of the efforts of the hospitality and tourism groups. They argue that opening school before Labor Day could result in a decrease in tax revenue from last minute summer vacation-goers who may opt out of travel if school is in session. Additionally the law intended to allow high school workers to remain on the job through the Labor Day holiday to help manage the increased demands on the tourist destinations in Virginia. There was no educational foundation or reasoning behind the law.
Virginia PTA is seeking a reaffirmation of this position given the changes that have happened since we took our original position. Since then almost 60% of Virginia’s school divisions are granted waivers by the DOE to open before Labor Day. Additionally with the implementation of the SOLs and associated tests, many school divisions argue that they are at a disadvantage having to start school later than those divisions that are granted waivers while saving to meet the same test requirements. Also since 1986, most School Boards in Virginia are elected rather than appointed which would make a local option in setting school start dates responsive to the needs of the families they serve.
Every year since 1986 bills have been introduced in an effort to repeal “The King’s Dominion Law” and every year those bills fail. In the 2011 General Assembly session there was a crack in the wall when Roanoke City Schools were granted the right to open before Labor Day not by a waiver but by law. Many believe that this may be an opening for a change in the law. When VA PTA members testify on behalf of this position at the General Assembly we are often asked if our current membership supports allowing schools to open before Labor Day. The reaffirmation of this position will allow our advocates to state that this is a position of our current membership.
