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Retention does not result
in achievement growth

Thanks to Gov. Terry Bran-
stad, the feckless remedy of
retention has returned to our
schools. According to the Reg-
ister’s Iowa Poll, 67 percent of
Iowans agree with this policy
of holding back third graders
who are reading below grade
level [Most favor holding back
poor-reading third graders,
March 14]. 

Branstad and those polled
need to read the research on
retention. Studies that include:
Jackson (1975), Matthews
(1984) Jimerson (2001), Roder-
ick and Nagaoka (2005) and the
(National Center for Education
Statistics, 2006), show the
practice of retention does not
result in achievement growth.
In all of these studies, strug-
gling students who were pro-
moted ended up being more
successful that their retained
peers. The other troubling
results show students who
drop out are five times more
likely to have been retained
than those who graduate, and
black students were twice as
likely to be held back as white
students. 

I believe that Gov. Branstad
needs to have a sense of urgen-
cy over his continuous cutting
of educational budgets. If he
wants to make sure the funds
benefit students’ reading abil-
ities, then he should provide
what is asked for. My students
who are behind in reading have
one thing in common: They
didn’t have preschool. 

We need to help students
years before third grade; our
state’s lack of universal pre-
schools and the annual legisla-
tive battle over educational
funding is where the urgency
is needed. 

— Betty Wolfe, Des Moines

Senate Republicans
misinterpret ‘Biden rule’

In the discussion over the
current Supreme Court va-
cancy, much has been made of
a 1992 speech by then-Sen. Joe
Biden, in which he supposedly
argued that the Senate should
not consider any Supreme
Court nominee during the last
year of George H.W. Bush’s
term. Sens. Mitch McConnell
and Chuck Grassley have ap-
pealed to this speech as estab-
lishing a so-called “Biden
Rule.” 

But those who have actually
read Biden’s speech will know
that this represents a funda-
mental misinterpretation of it.
Biden argued that if a vacancy
occurs during the summer of a
presidential election year, the
confirmation process should

not take place until after the
election in November. But note
that it would still be the in-
cumbent president nominating,
and the sitting Senate voting
on the nomination. Such a de-
lay would not have deprived
President Bush of his constitu-
tional duty to forward a nomi-
nee, nor would it have relieved
the Senate of their duty to
“advise” and offer (or with-
hold) “consent.” 

Current Senate Republi-
cans, on the other hand, are
arguing that a Supreme Court
vacancy that occurred in the
winter of an election year
should not be filled by the
incumbent president at all, but
by the next president after
his/her inauguration in Janu-
ary of 2017. This is totally dif-
ferent from the process that
Biden proposed. Biden wanted
to preserve the right of the
incumbent president to have
his nominee considered apart
from the frenzy of a campaign;
McConnell and Grassley want
to cancel that right altogether. 

— David E. Timmer, Pella

Pipeline coverage ignores
potential impact on climate

Regarding the front-page,
above-the-fold story on the
alleged inevitability of the
Bakken pipeline [Experts:
Pipeline nears despite lower oil
prices, March 24], I am truly
shocked that the Register did
not see fit to discuss what the

real “experts” (i.e., scientists)
have to say about any massive
expansion of the fossil-fuel
infrastructure. 

The inevitability of climate
disruption (already happening,
and at an accelerating pace)
should be a central part of any
news story about a pipeline,
which is only inevitable to
those who choose to stick their
heads in the sand and ignore
the reality of what is unfolding
around us with Earth’s chang-
ing climate. 

If America’s media and
politicians don’t start prio-
ritizing the climate crisis ev-
ery day, in every relevant sto-
ry or speech, at every opportu-
nity, humanity’s short stint as
Earth’s dominant species is in
jeopardy, as the experts (again,
scientists) warn repeatedly. 

I await the Register’s fol-
low-up, above-the-fold, front
page story, perhaps titled:
“Scientists: Climate tipping
point nears.” 

— Ed Fallon, Des Moines

Interest in history is key to
State Historical Society

Register commentaries
from Jerome Thompson [Plan
is a chance to redo “broken”
historical building, March 20]
and David Crosson [History
requires reinvestment, March
23] provide useful background
on problems with the State
Historical building in Des
Moines. I wish Thompson had

shared a story he discussed at
a meeting with State Historical
Society Board of Trustees. He
explained that when the build-
ing was being planned, the
Department of General Ser-
vices (now Administrative
Services) decided not to hire a
general contractor to oversee
construction. Instead a Gener-
al Services rep would serve in
this capacity to save the state
some money. 

When building maintenance
problems started developing,
the subcontractors blamed
each other. No one outside
state government was in
charge of this important pro-
ject. No one could be held ac-
countable other than the state. 

Another state employee
from General Services told
me that when this building
was constructed the seals
around the skylights were put
in upside down. That is why
skylight leaks developed
shortly after they were put in
place.

Crosson pointed out the
building problems “… were the
consequences of shoddy work-
manship and inadequate su-
pervision.” 

We should not expect the
person in charge of the Depart-
ment of Cultural Affairs/State
Historical Society of Iowa to
oversee building construction.
But we should expect the per-
son appointed to have some
knowledge and background in
Iowa history. 

As long as the Department
of Cultural Affairs and State
Historical Society of Iowa
director remains a political
appointee with no qualifica-
tions required, major prob-
lems are likely to exist with
this important agency. 

— William Sherman, elected
SHSI Board of Trustee Member
2011-15

A simple solution for State
Historical Building

The entire problem with
funding the State Historical
Society and its deteriorating
headquarters [Plan is a chance
to redo “broken” historical
building, March 20] could be
resolved simply and economi-
cally by scrapping both. 

In their place, in some
dusty, neglected corner of the
the Statehouse, we could tack
up a sign reading: “Our Iowa
History. We used to have clean
waters and fertile topsoil. We
valued and protected neither.” 

— Jim Walters, Iowa City

Warren County meetings
ruling a pleasant surprise

I am pleasantly surprised
that two of the Warren County
Supervisors were found to
have violated the Iowa public
meetings laws [Supreme Court
redefines open meetings in
Warren County suit, March 18]. 

In the past, a group of peo-
ple have taken to the Iowa
Public Information Board and
the Iowa State Ombudsman
office concerns over the re-
modeling of the old Masonic
building in Indianola without a
public hearing, and a second
group with concerns regarding
the purchase of land for a new
county maintenance building,
only to be told by the Ombuds-
man’s Office that it is no big
deal and there was nothing that
can be done but vote the vio-
lator out of office.

Of course the Warren Coun-
ty supervisors’ purchase and
disposition of a house near
Spring Hill and several sizable
corporate gifts in the name of
economic development went
without notice by the public
because there were no public
hearings. 

Public meetings violations
by the same two Warren Coun-
ty supervisors are a chronic
problem and the only way the
residents of Warren County
were able to correct these
issues was to spend their own
money and hire a lawyer. I
think it would be great if
Iowans could report admini-
stration issues at all levels of
government and something be
done about it. 

— Skip Phillips, Norwalk
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For years, various city
and county elected offi-
cials in Iowa have skirt-
ed the requirements of

the state’s Open Meetings Law
by either meeting in small
groups or using staffers to act
as a conduit in sharing infor-
mation.

It’s a process that enables
them to deliberate, discuss and
even reach a consensus on
matters of public policy with-
out ever reaching the quorum
that would trigger the need for
a public meeting.

Finally, that practice may be
coming to an end.

Last week, the Iowa Su-
preme Court ruled that any

meeting called to discuss pub-
lic policy in which a majority
of a public body is present “by
virtue of an agent or proxy” —
such as a city or county admin-
istrator — is subject to the
law’s requirement of an open
meeting.

Allowing public officials to
send and receive information
through third parties simply to
avoid having direct conversa-
tions at public meetings would
negate “the intended scope and
purpose of our Open Meetings
Law,” the court ruled.

The ruling comes in a case
involving the Warren County
Board of Supervisors, which
two years ago successfully

avoided public discussion of a
major county-reorganization
plan. To get around the re-
quirements of the Open Meet-
ings Law, individual board
members staged a series of
one-on-one meetings with the
county administrator to nego-
tiate the details of staff
layoffs.

The board never discussed
the plan in public before adopt-
ing it in a public meeting. Six
of the laid-off employees sub-
sequently sued, arguing that
the private meetings violated
state law, and they ultimately
prevailed.

Unfortunately, the full im-
port of the court’s ruling ap-
pears to be lost on some public
officials, particularly in Polk
County, where individual su-
pervisors meet privately every
week with County Adminis-

trator Mark Wandro. Occasion-
ally, more than one supervisor
will be at those meetings.

Polk County Supervisor
Robert Brownell says the court
ruling won’t have much of an
impact on the supervisors
because they share work
space, have direct access to
one another, and freely discuss
public-policy matters daily, all
without having to go through
Wandro. As for Wandro, he
says it’s important that no
action is taken by the board
before a vote takes place in
public.

This is disconcerting. As the
Iowa Supreme Court ruled, the
public is entitled to hear and
see not just the final action
taken on an issue, but also the
deliberations by elected offi-
cials. If the Polk County su-
pervisors aren’t using a con-

duit to build a consensus sim-
ply because they are having
private discussions directly
with each other, that’s a prob-
lem.

Polk County officials should
read the court’s decision and
pay particular attention to the
basis for the ruling, which
says, “The legislature clearly
intended public bodies subject
to the Open Meetings Law to
deliberate the basis and ratio-
nale for important decisions
such as these, as well as the
decisions themselves, during
open meetings.”

Warren County shut the
public out of its discussions by
using a conduit. If Polk County
is shutting the public out
through a series of ongoing,
direct discussions, the effect is
the same — and it’s no less
troubling.

THE REGISTER’S EDITORIAL

Policy deliberations should be held in public
Iowa Supreme Court ruling raises
questions about supervisor practices
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