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teaching a minimum of five
years. One concern brought
up at the Jan. 9 school board
meeting was whether or not
the international teachers
were planning to come into
the district long term.

“I do understand the pos-
sibility we have these people
here for three years and then
we have to replace them.
I understand that,” Mills
said. “Do we want people to
be here in North Platte and
stay here, absolutely, that’s
definitely our goal.”

The initial contract re-
quires the international
teachers to work in the dis-
trict for three years with an
option to extend the con-
tract to five years.

The other piece Mills said
the district has to be cog-

nizant of is the need to hire
teachers for 2023-24.

“So we have to be on top
of that to recruit, and obvi-
ously another part of that is
to retain,” Mills said.

Several of the interna-
tional teachers will teach
kindergarten through fifth
and sixth grades. Mills said
others are core teachers
who will teach high school
science, social studies and
English just as they would
have at high schools in the
Philippines.

“They will be teaching
those exact subjects here
that they would have in
their country,” Mills said.

There are cultural ad-
justments that will need to
be learned from both the
international teachers and
local staff and community,
Mills said.

“There will be changes for
them, cultural, climate and

so on,” Mills said. “We’re
going to have mentorship
for them. We’ll bring them
in early so we can work with
them to find a place to live,
transportation and all those
things we don’t normally
do.”

When a U.S. citizen is
hired, they basically take
care of all of the aspects of
moving into a new commu-
nity on their own. With the
international teachers, Mills
said the district helps pick
them up at the airport and
assists in finding a place to
live.

“I look at it as a good ex-
perience for us and a good
experience for them,” Mills
said. “It’s a new journey
that we’re on. Do we know
exactly all the answers? Ab-
solutely not. Other districts
have done it and this agency
has done its work so we’ll be
fine.”
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properties, Planning Ad-
ministrator Judy Clark told
council members.

“We enforce zoning, we
enforce code compliance
all the time,” she said in re-
sponse to a question from
Councilwoman Donna
Tryon. “But it’s slow, and
a lot of the reasons that it’s
slow is because we don’t
have the money backing it.”

The council formalized a
$50,000 revolving fund for
addressing problem proper-
ties in April 2020. The grant
sought from the state’s
Rural Workforce Housing
Land Development Program
would greatly increase the
city’s resources to acquire,
clean up and resell vacant,

abandoned or uninhabitable
homes and lots, Clark said.

City Administrator Layne
Groseth attributed the de-
cline in newly filed 2022
code-enforcement lawsuits
to greater success by city of-
ficials in getting problems
resolved.

“I would say we had less
suits filed because we were
able to work with property
owners to reach a good con-
clusion before it became
necessary to file a suit,” he
said.

Even so, city officials
would gain “more ability to
work with property owners
in order to reach solutions
in a timely manner” if the
Nebraska Department of
Economic Development
approves the grant, Groseth
added.

The five lawsuits the city

filed last year involved four
properties north of the
Union Pacific tracks and
one south. Two of the suits
involved a single property
owner, but one of those
was dismissed on the city’s
motion.

The other four 2022 law-
suits are pending resolution
in district court, along with
three cases filed in 2021.

Court records show the
city won default judgments
in four of 2021’s 13 cases and
dismissed four other cases.

The other two were re-
solved when Hub Bar owner
Bruce Weesner and his wife,
Camille, demolished two
crumbling buildings on
West Seventh and North
Jeffers streets last spring.
Both had sat next to their
bar, a fixture at the north-
side intersection since 1939.
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how Nebraska’s new gover-
nor does business.

The rural school districts
would get new aid dollars,
Pillen said, though not as
much as they wanted. But
all districts would come
out ahead, thanks largely to
a massive infusion of new
state funding to educate
children with disabilities.

To help ensure that school
districts use those new dol-
lars to reduce property taxes
rather than increase spend-
ing, Pillen backed a cap
on annual school district
property tax growth. But
he also insisted it be flexi-
ble enough to leave control
in the hands of elected local
school boards.

And to make sure those
big new state funding ob-
ligations could be covered
during leaner times, Pillen
called for immediately set-
ting aside $1 billion of the
state’s budget surplus into
a new trust fund designated
for those future costs.

“(Pillen) said, ‘I’ve got
the meeting today, here’s
the agenda, here’s what
I’ve heard, and here’s what
I think we can do,’” recalled
Ken Bird, a retired Westside
Community Schools super-
intendent who was in the
room that day.

Bird said it didn’t take long
for most in the room to di-
gest the package, realize its
appeal, and become cau-
tiously optimistic — even
excited.

“It’s a big deal,” Bird said
last week.

When it comes to how we
pay to educate kids in Ne-
braska, the school finance
and property tax reduc-
tion package Pillen laid out
during a news conference
last week was indeed big.

Pillen’s plan would in-
crease state tax-dollar sup-
port for K-12 education next
year by $270 million, or 21%.
By percentage, it would be
the biggest school funding
increase in a quarter century.

In sheer dollars, it would be
the biggest ever.

That stands out in a state
that currently ranks 49th in
the country in state tax-dol-
lar support for schools.

The proposal also seems
to have threaded the nee-
dle across the state’s diverse
public education commu-
nity. It has received positive
early reviews, including from
some who had been con-
cerned about Pillen’s earlier
statements about education.

“The philosophical ap-
proach we heard over and
over during his press con-
ference was if we want to
deliver for our kids, and
deliver property tax relief,
the state is going to have to
increase its investment in
schools,” said Millard school
district teacher Tim Royers,
speaking for the Nebraska
State Education Association.
“That is something we and
other school groups have
said for years.”

Royers said the Repub-
lican governor’s stance
is particularly refreshing
given that Pillen’s prede-
cessor, Pete Ricketts, for
years tried to slap lids on
school budgets as a way to
control property taxes. That
approach suggested that
school overspending — not
state policymakers’ bottom-
of-the-barrel funding for
schools — was the source of
the problem.

The key to Pillen’s plan,
many agree, is his decision
to pair the $113 million in
new aid to mostly rural dis-
tricts with the $157 million
increase in special education
dollars that benefits all.

The special education in-
crease — a whopping 66%
boost over current funding
— is itself historic. With it,
the state would at long last
keep a decades-old pledge to
pick up 80% of local school
districts’ costs to educate
children with disabilities.

“I do think the magic that
holds it all together is the
billion dollars (trust fund)
and the special ed money,”
said Sen. Lou Ann Linehan
of Omaha. “And it’s defi-

nitely the right thing to do.”
It certainly helps that

the state is currently flush
with cash. Making everyone
happy is a lot easier when
there’s plenty of money to
go around. And there are
still many devilish details
to work out as the proposals
move through the Legisla-
ture in the weeks ahead.

But it seems that when it
comes to the state’s public
education community, Pil-
len has passed his first test.

“We have a governor who
is trying to help fund edu-
cation,” said Mike Dulaney,
executive director of the
Nebraska Council of School
Administrators. “And from
where we sit, that is a good
thing.”

The first meetings of the
task force in December were
pretty low-key. No data or
plans were offered. A state
budget official early on sum-
marized the state’s rosy rev-
enue projections.

Then Pillen facilitated
discussion, wanting to know
what within public educa-
tion needed to be fixed.

“There were lots of con-
cerns raised and issues dis-
cussed,” Sen. Tom Briese of
Albion said.

As the discussion went
around the room, Briese
and others representing ru-
ral and agricultural interests
naturally backed Pillen on
the unfairness of the current
finance system.

Pillen also noted projec-
tions that the value of real
estate and ag land will con-
tinue to climb sharply over
the next decade. That issue
isn’t going away.

Lagging special education
funding was brought up.
Bird, the elder educational
statesman in the room,
provided a history of the
promise when the state first
created the program a half
century ago: that the state
would cover 80% of the cost.

Today, even with match-
ing federal special ed dollars
the state receives, local dis-
tricts are forced to pick up
42% of the program’s cost,
Bird said.

Bird said the discussions
were good, but they pro-
duced no semblance of a
working plan. He went into
the third and final meeting
feeling “less than optimis-
tic, bluntly.”

Pillen and his staff,though,
had clearly gotten to work.
Because when the group got
together for that third and fi-
nal time,just days before Pil-
len’s inauguration,he offered
a package for consideration.

Pillen said he would keep
his promise that all students
should be backed by state
aid. His plan would guaran-
tee every district a minimum
of $1,500 per student in state
dollars, commonly known as
foundation aid.

It’s unclear where that
figure originated, though
it’s almost half the average
per-pupil funding for dis-
tricts that receive equaliza-
tion aid now.

While districts that al-
ready receive more than
$1,500 per student in equal-
ization aid wouldn’t receive
those new funds, Pillen said
their aid wouldn’t drop. He
proposed paying for the
foundation aid with $113
million in new state funding.

And all districts would
benefit from the $157 mil-
lion required to fund special
education at the 80% level.

“He made the comment:
‘This is history; it’s going to
be a heavy lift, but we need
to do it,’” Bird recalled. “I
couldn’t agree with him
more.”

Seward Superintendent
Josh Fields, a task force
member, said the special ed
money was a key component
of the plan, ensuring “all
boats can rise.”

Another piece of Pillen’s
plan was critical to districts
currently receiving aid: that
the added special education
dollars would not be counted
in the school aid formula.
Otherwise, some districts
would merely be trading
general school aid dollars
for special ed dollars. The
provision reflected a depth
of understanding by Pillen
of the complex issue.

Pillen and his staff even
offered up a printout that
showed how the state aid
program and new special ed
dollars would impact school
districts. (The Governor’s

Office did not immediately
comply with a request for
the document last week.)

Superintendents in the
room could see how their
districts benefited. Small
districts that receive no aid
now would see hundreds of
thousands of new dollars
from the state. For big dis-
tricts like Omaha and Lin-
coln, it would mean millions
of additional dollars.

While task force members
say an educational trust fund
had been little discussed
during the first two meet-
ings, Pillen made it a pillar
of his proposed package.

With the state flush with
state revenues and federal
COVID-19 relief funds, Pil-
len committed to putting $1
billion into the trust fund
this year. The plan calls for
putting an additional $250
million in each year until it
reaches $2.5 billion.

The trust fund would en-
sure future funding for the
$1,500-per-student foun-
dation aid and increased
special education dollars.

Pillen also backed an an-
nual 3% property tax growth
lid proposal to deter districts
from just spending the new
aid dollars without offset-
ting property taxes. Pillen’s
lid was a softer, less restric-
tive version of what Briese
has pushed in the past.

After Pillen presented
the plan, some in the room
picked at elements of it.
At least one rural school
board member questioned
whether the $1,500 per stu-
dent was enough.

Pillen pushed back, noting
it meant $200,000 extra to
that board member’s dis-
trict. Pillen asked if he was
willing to go back to the rest
of his board and turn that
down. I’d like to be part of
that discussion, Pillen said.

Pillen was also stead-
fast that the lid proposal
needed to include the abil-
ity of a supermajority of the
school board to override it.
That’s local control, he said.
School boards are elected to
be responsive to their con-
stituents and can make such
decisions.

It was clear the plan had
been crafted to balance a lot
of interests and concerns
that had been expressed in
previous meetings.
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Trump is under crim-
inal investigation after
roughly 300 documents
with classified markings,
including at the top-se-
cret level, were discov-
ered at Mar-a-Lago.
Officials are trying to de-
termine whether Trump
or anyone else should be
charged with illegal pos-
session of those records
or with trying to obstruct
the monthslong criminal
investigation.

Biden is also subject to a
special counsel investiga-
tion after classified docu-
ments from his time as a
senator and in the Obama
administration were
found at his properties.

While a very different
case, the Pence develop-
ment could bolster the
arguments of Trump and
Biden, who have sought
to downplay the signifi-
cance of the discoveries.
The presence of secret
documents at all three
men’s homes further
underscores the federal
government’s unwieldy
system for storing and
protecting the millions
of classified documents it
produces every year.

Pence’s lawyer, Jacob,
said in his letter that the
former vice president had
“engaged outside coun-
sel, with experience in
handling classified docu-
ments” to review records
stored at his home on Jan.
16 “out of an abundance
of caution” amid the up-
roar over the discovery
of documents at Biden’s
home.

Jacob said the Pence
documents with classifi-
cation markings were se-
cured in a locked safe. Ac-
cording to a follow-up let-
ter from the lawyer dated
Sunday, FBI agents visited
Pence’s residence Thurs-
day night at 9:30 p.m. to
collect the documents.
Pence was in Washington
for an event at the time.

Pence told the Associ-
ated Press in August that
he did not take any classi-
fied information with him
when he left office.
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