ACT FOR

SB 971

Sponsor: Curtis Trent

Path to full text: https://www.senate.mo.gov/26info/pdf-bill/intro/SB971.pdf
PART 1 - QUICK SNAPSHOT

1.1 One-Paragraph Overview

SB 971 blows up Missouri’s current limited transfer scheme (focused on unaccredited districts)
and replaces it with a statewide “open enrollment” framework starting in the 2027-28 school
year. Any student may transfer to another public school district or charter school if there is
“capacity,” with the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) or its designee
operating a centralized assignment system and tracking capacity. Tuition is prohibited—state
and federal student aid is shifted to the receiving district, while local property taxes remain tied
to the resident district.

The bill also establishes a special, no-tuition transfer privilege for children of school/charter
employees and contractors, and revises transportation and special education cost rules governing
these transfers.

Overall, it strengthens DESE and the statewide “money follows the student” infrastructure while
making local district boundaries and community-based control more porous.

1.2 Triage Table (Fast Flags)
o Single-Subject, Title & Scope

o Title: “...relating to admission of nonresident students”” while repealing/amending
multiple sections on charter funding, district lapse, tuition, transportation, and
transfer rules.

o Title Specificity score: 2 (somewhat specific — clearly about nonresident
admission/transfer, but broad enough to hide major funding and DESE-control
shifts).

o Department Scope:



= Primary: DESE and K-12 school districts (including special school
districts and charters).

*  Multiple major policy domains within K-12 (funding formulas, special ed,
transportation, accreditation/lapse rules).

= Mark: “Single system (K-12) but multi-function — borderline omnibus
within education.”

o Single-Subject / Fair-Notice Problem?

* Borderline — an ordinary voter reading only the title would not grasp the
scale of statewide open enrollment, DESE assignment authority, and
finance shifts, but everything is at least loosely tied to nonresident student
admission.

e Does it grow government?
o Yes.It:

» Creates a permanent, statewide DESE-run assignment and capacity-
tracking system for transfers.

» Expands DESE’s rulemaking and gatekeeping (e.g., “disruptive behavior”
rules, central assignment decisions, monthly capacity reporting).

= Builds out statewide “money follows the student” infrastructure that
presumes continued strong DESE control over standards and accreditation.

e Impact on Missouri families (overall): Hurts

o Risk of destabilizing local districts (especially small/rural), increasing DESE
leverage, and entrenching a statewide system where centralized bureaucracy
commands the flow of students and funds.

e Alignment with Act for Missouri core beliefs (high-level):

o Violates — expands centralized state education machinery and “money follows the
student” dynamics without reducing DESE control or protecting true
local/parental authority over curriculum and standards; invites more state-
managed school choice instead of genuine decentralization.

o Initial stance (before deeper review): Oppose

PART 2 - PURPOSE & PROVISION MAP
2.1 Stated Purpose & Title



o Title & scope (formal):
SB 971 repeals and reenacts multiple education statutes “relating to admission of
nonresident students.”

e  What it’s really designed to do (plain language):

1. Replace the old “unaccredited district” transfer scheme with statewide open
enrollment starting in 2027-28.

2. Puts DESE (or its designee) at the center of assigning and managing transfers
between districts and charter schools.

3. Ensure state/federal funding follows the student to the receiving district; ban
tuition charges for these transfers.

4. Create special no-tuition transfer privileges for children of school/charter
employees and contractors.

5. Rewire transportation and special-education cost responsibilities around this new
transfer system.

o Title honesty:
The title is not deceptive, but it under-signals the magnitude of policy change:

o Anormal voter reading “admission of nonresident students” would not expect:
= Anew, permanent DESE-managed statewide open enrollment system.

= Loss of local tuition discretion and major shifts in state/federal aid
assignment.

2.2 Provision-by-Provision Map (major clusters)

A. §160.410 — Charter school enrollment tweaks
e Location: §160.410.1(3) & related references.
e Plain-language:

o Updates charter school enrollment eligibility from “nonresident pupils who
transfer from an unaccredited district” to “nonresident pupils who transfer under
§167.895,” integrating charters into the new statewide open-enrollment
framework instead of the old unaccredited-only system.

o Tag: [Bad]
e Why:



o

B. §160.415 -

Concern: Broadens charters as a routine destination for nonresident transfers
statewide, helping build charter-centric open enrollment without parallel
restraints on DESE or ideological content.

Charter school funding and management rules

e Location: §160.415, especially subsec. 2, 4, 11, 15-21.

o Plain-language:

o

Keeps the general rule that districts (or DESE) pay charters an amount based on
weighted ADA, state adequacy target, local revenues in excess of performance
levy, and other state aid.

Deletes explicit language about charters receiving tuition for nonresident students
from unaccredited districts, since the old unaccredited-transfer regime is repealed.

Reinforces requirements around education service providers and management
companies, including conflict-of-interest disclosure and requiring charter
management companies to be Missouri nonprofits.

o Tag: [Mixed]

e Why:

o

C. §162.081 -

Good: Nonprofit requirement for charter management companies and stronger
contract transparency are positive for accountability.

Concern: Funding provisions are tightly coupled to statewide open enrollment
and effectively normalize charters as state-funded alternatives for nonresident
students; all within a DESE-driven environment where standards/curriculum are
centrally defined.

Lapsed/unaccredited districts and financial difficulty

e Location: §162.081.10.

e Plain-language:

o

Clarifies that when DESE considers whether a district should lapse for financial
difficulty, it may not treat financial struggles caused solely by:

= Costs of special education and related services, and

» Costs of providing transportation for transfer students under §§167.895
and 167.898 as a reason for lapse.

e Tag: [Mixed]



Why:

o

Good: Acknowledges that mandated transfer-related costs and special-education
obligations should not by themselves trigger state takeover; that’s a fair
protection.

Concern: This is only a partial shield against financial strain that the new
statewide transfer regime can impose; it doesn’t prevent districts from being
squeezed, just prevents one narrow basis for forced lapse.

D. §167.151 — Admission of nonresident pupils; new employee/contractor privilege

Location: §167.151.1-6.

Plain-language:

o

Keeps general discretion for districts to admit nonresident pupils and set tuition,
but carves out exceptions for:

= Existing farmland/residential property multi-district rules.

= New: children of “regular employees” or contractors working at least 20
hours per week for a school district or charter school:

= Ifthe board adopts such a policy, those kids can attend the
employer’s district or charter tuition-free, counted as residents for
state aid.

= For nonresident charter students under this provision, charter
payments come directly from the state adequacy target w/ dollar
value modifier; §160.415’s district-based funding rules don’t apply.

= District/charter isn’t required to provide transportation.

Tag: [Concern]

Why:

o

Creates a privileged class of families (school/charter employees and contractors)
who gain special no-tuition transfer rights statewide that ordinary taxpayers do
not have.

Encourages districts/charters to recruit staff/contractors partly as a vehicle to
capture additional students and state aid, without local taxpayers having much
say.

This is an expansion of government-managed “school choice” that privileges
those tied to the system over ordinary families.



E. §167.241 — Transportation for transfer students
e Location: §167.241.1-3.
e Plain-language:

o The resident district remains responsible for transportation only to certain DESE-
designated receiving districts or charter schools for students transferring under
§167.895.

o DESE (or its designee) must designate at least one (and if needed, additional)
receiving district/charter to which the resident district must provide transportation.

e Tag: [Concern]
e Why:

o Centralizes decisions about where resident districts must transport students in
DESE’s hands (or its designee), effectively mandating transportation
obligations set by a state-level actor, not local boards.

o For families, this can be good (transport to some choice options), but for local
taxpayers and boards, it creates open-ended, DESE-directed obligations.

F. §167.895 — Core transfer / statewide open enrollment program
This is the heart of the bill.
e Location: §167.895.1-10.
o Plain-language key changes:
1. Definitions reset:

»  “Charter school” is defined simply as a charter under §160.400-160.425;
old “approved charter school” and “attendance center” definitions are
eliminated.

2. Universal transfer right (starting 2027-28):

*  “Any student may transfer to another public school... pursuant to the
provisions of this section beginning in the 2027-28 school year...” so long
as doing so does not push class size/enrollment above Missouri School
Improvement Program resource standards.

= Students applying to magnet/academic/competitive schools must meet
those schools’ entrance requirements.



Receiving district capacity rules:

= Each district school board must determine capacity at each grade level and
school; must accept all transfer students assigned under §167.898 up to
that capacity.

= Local transfer policies cannot discriminate based on address, academics,
athletics, disability, race, sex, or free/reduced lunch status.

Ongoing reporting to DESE:

» Boards must report capacity, number of transfer requests, and decisions by
July 15, 2027 and monthly thereafter; DESE publishes and updates
capacities online.

State/federal aid & tuition:

= For state and federal aid, transfer students are treated as residents of the
receiving district.

= “Tuition shall not be charged to any student or to his or her parent or
legal guardian.”

Appeals & special education provisions:

= Students denied by a receiving district can appeal to DESE (chapter 536
process).

= For students with disabilities, special school districts and sending districts
must contract for special ed and related services; receiving districts not in
a special school district are not responsible for transportation.

o Tag: [Bad]

e Why (substantive):

o

Statewide open enrollment with DESE in the assignment/appeal loop shifts K-
12 from a community-anchored system to a state-managed marketplace where a
central bureaucracy (or its contractor) directs flows of students and money.

Elimination of tuition:

= Strips districts of a key local control lever over nonresident admissions.
Local taxpayers still fund buildings and operations, but cannot ask
nonresident families to share costs.

State/federal funds follow the student, but local property tax stays in the
resident district:



= Creates complex and potentially unstable budget dynamics, especially for
small/rural districts that may lose students (and thus state/federal dollars)
while still carrying fixed local-tax-backed infrastructure and obligations.

o This is classic “money follows the student” expansion without:
= Any rollback of DESE’s authority over standards/curriculum, or

= Strong protections for local boards and parental rights in content.

G. §167.898 — DESE assignment engine and transfer administration
e Location: §167.898.1-5.
e Plain-language:

o Monthly capacity reporting: Every district and every charter must report
available enrollment slots by grade and school to DESE or its designee by July
15, 2027 and monthly thereafter.

o DESE (or designee) must:
* Provide information/assistance to parents.
= Receive transfer notifications (starting Aug 1, 2027 and then monthly).

= Assign students to receiving districts and charter schools, coordinating
with charters’ admission processes.

= Prioritize students with siblings already in accredited schools, maintain
priority into next month if capacity is insufficient, and consider:

= Parent/student choice,

= Student's best interests,

= Transportation funding availability,
= Distance and travel time.

= Explicitly forbidden: using academics, free/reduced lunch, or athletic
ability as assignment criteria.

o Disruptive behavior filter:

= DESE may deny transfers to students with repeated suspensions or certain
acts of school violence; can allow probationary transfers; must promulgate
rules defining “disruptive behavior.”

o Tag: [Bad]



o Creates a state-level gatekeeper that effectively sits between parents and school
boards in deciding where a child may enroll.

o “DESE or its designee” opens the door to delegating this power to private
vendors or third parties.

o Monthly capacity and assignment regime requires significant data collection and
centralization—a step toward a statewide student-allocation apparatus, not
simply local choice.

o The “disruptive behavior” filter is another open-ended delegation: DESE defines
behavior standards that then control a child’s access to transfer options.

H. Repeal of §167.132 — Tuition formula for old transfer system
o Location: Last page — entire §167.132 bracketed out.
o Plain-language:

o Eliminates the statutory tuition formula that previously governed how a “sending
district” paid a “receiving district/approved charter” under the old, unaccredited-
based transfer scheme.

o Tag: [Bad]
e Why:

o Combined with the blanket tuition prohibition in §167.895.4, it removes all
local discretion to negotiate financial terms for nonresident students. That’s a
structural shift away from local fiscal prudence.

2.3 Changes to Existing Law (High-Level Summary)

1. Abolishes the old “unaccredited district” transfer model (approved charters, §167.132
tuition formula, and various performance-score constraints) and replaces it with
universal statewide open enrollment starting 2027-28.

2. Centralizes transfer administration in DESE (or its designee), including monthly
capacity reporting, student assignment, and standards for disruptive behavior.

3. Prohibits tuition for transfer students and counts them as residents of the receiving
district for state/federal aid.

4. Expands special no-tuition transfer privileges for children of school/charter employees
and contractors, funding charters directly with state aid in such cases.



5. Adjusts transportation and special-education financing rules so that sending districts

and special school districts bear defined costs for transfer students with disabilities, while
receiving districts outside special school districts have limited responsibility for
transportation.

Tweaks lapsed-district financial-difficulty protections to ensure costs for special ed
and transfer-related transportation alone cannot be used to lapse a district.

PART 3 — CONSTITUTIONAL & PROCESS CHECKS

3.1 Missouri Single-Subject & Original-Purpose (Art. 111 §23)

Main subject (one sentence):
Statewide rules for admission and funding of nonresident public school students,
including transfers between districts and to charter schools.

Additional subjects/policy areas (within education):
o Charter funding and management company structure.
o Criteria and protections tied to district lapse for financial difficulty.
o Transportation obligations.
o Special education cost-sharing.
Riders/barnacles:
o Most of the provisions can be argued as “incidental” to nonresident admission.

o The charter-management-company nonprofit requirement is arguably a side
policy, but still tied to charters that are now a primary destination for transfers.

Title vs. real effects:

o Legally, a court could argue everything falls under “admission of nonresident
students” or its necessary incidents.

o From a citizen fair-notice standard:

= The title does not make it clear that this is a statewide open-enrollment
redesign with DESE capacity/assignment machinery and a ban on tuition.

= Voters might think this is a narrow tweak to nonresident admissions, not a
new statewide architecture.

Title Specificity & Department Scope (explicit):



o Title Specificity: 2 (somewhat specific — says “admission of nonresident
students” but not “statewide open enrollment, DESE assignment, and funding
changes”).

o Department Scope: Single system (K-12 through DESE/school districts), but
multiple functional powers changed (admission, funding, discipline standards,
transportation, lapse protections).

=  We’d mark: “Department Scope: Single system / multi-function — high-
impact, quasi-omnibus inside education.”

e Original-purpose drift:

o We have only the introduced bill; no substitute history here. If committee
substitutes later bolt on additional topics, risk could increase.

e Conclusion:

o “Borderline/concerning” — might pass the formal Art. III §23 test, but fails the
spirit of clear notice to ordinary citizens, given how much architecture is being
changed under a fairly bland title.

3.2 U.S. & Missouri Constitutional Rights
o Right to life / equal protection of preborn children:
o Not directly implicated.
o Religious liberty/freedom of conscience:

o Not directly addressed, though expanding charter/open enrollment without any
religious-liberty protections does nothing to shield families from DESE-driven
ideology in government schools.

e Free speech / compelled speech:

o No explicit speech mandates; main issues are structural, not expressive.
e Right to bear arms:

o Not implicated.
e Due process & property rights:

o Property/Tax Fairness:

» Local taxpayers continue to fund their resident district’s buildings and
fixed costs, while state/federal funds and pupils may flow elsewhere via
DESE assignments. That’s not a classic “taking,” but it is a fairness
problem: people paying for a system that may increasingly serve children
outside their community.



o Procedural due process:

= Students denied transfer can appeal to DESE; there is a formal process
(Chapter 536), so some due process structure exists.

= The “disruptive behavior” denial authority depends heavily on future
DESE rules; vague or overbroad definitions could invite due-process
challenges.

3.3 Delegation to Unelected Bodies & Separation of Powers
o Key delegations:
o DESE (and “its designee”) is empowered to:
» Maintain statewide capacity data and publish it.

= Assign students to receiving districts/charters, making individualized
placement decisions.

= Define standards for “disruptive behavior” that bar students from transfer
eligibility.
o Concerns:

o “Designee” loophole:

= The bill explicitly allows DESE to shift core assignment decisions to some
outside entity (likely a contracted third party), which is a major policy
power not clearly accountable to voters.

o Rulemaking creep:

» “Disruptive behavior” standards can become a vehicle to embed broad
behavior/discipline frameworks into state rules; that’s classic rule-by-
bureaucracy.

o Centralization vs localism:

= This bill centralizes student movement decisions and supporting data in
DESE, rather than empowering local agreements among districts and
families.

e Separation of powers verdict:

o Undermines local, accountable governance and strengthens the executive-branch
bureaucracy within education.

PART 4 - IMPACT ON MISSOURI FAMILIES



4.1 Economic, Tax, and Utility Impacts
e Who pays / who benefits:
o Receiving districts & charters:

= Receive state/federal aid for transfer students, but not necessarily local
property tax revenue.

» Could be incentivized to recruit nonresident students to increase state
dollars, even if local taxpayers in their own community shoulder fixed
costs.

o Sending districts:

= Lose state/federal aid as students leave, but keep local property taxes.
This can:

= Force cuts to offerings for remaining students, or

= Push pressure for levy increases, consolidation, or other structural
changes.

o Families:

= Could gain some tuition-free options, but long-term stability of local
schools may erode, especially where there is uneven competition (urban vs
rural, large vs small districts).

e Label: Burden

o Short-term winners (families with attractive receiving options, charters, larger
districts) vs. long-term stress on smaller, community-anchored districts and
taxpayers.

4.2 Family, Parental Rights, and Education
o Parental control:

o On the surface, SB 971 increases choice—parents can seek placements outside
their resident district without tuition.

o Inreality, DESE (or its designee) becomes the arbiter of:
=  Whether capacity exists.

»  Which district/charter the child is assigned to if there are competing
options.

=  Whether a child is barred as “disruptive.”



o Parents are therefore not simply choosing; they are petitioning a centralized
system that decides if their child can move and where.

o DESE empowerment vs local districts:
o Local boards lose key levers:
= Tuition decisions for nonresident students.

= Full discretion over whether/how many nonresident students to admit
(subject to DESE capacity assignment and appeal process).

o This strengthens state-level control over both student mix and funding.
o Homeschoolers / private Christian schools:

o Not directly touched in the text, but by building a stronger state-managed “public
choice” infrastructure, the bill helps anchor more families inside the
government-school system instead of truly decentralizing toward
homeschool/private Christian education.

4.3 Moral & Cultural Climate
e No direct abortion, LGBT, or sexual-curriculum language here.

o However, by expanding and entrenching the state-run K-12 system (DESE standards,
state curriculum frameworks) and building more flexible pathways within it, SB 971:

o Makes it easier to steer children into different public settings, but

o Does nothing to protect them from ideological content or to give parents real
authority over curriculum.

o Worldview impact: reinforces statist, centralized education rather than promoting
family- and church-centered alternatives.

PART 5 - ACT FOR MISSOURI CORE PRINCIPLES CHECK
1. Sanctity of life (from conception)
o Neutral on its face; no life issues addressed.
2. Christian and biblical view of government (limited, servant of justice)
o SB 971 expands the state bureaucracy’s role in education:
= Centralized control over student placement and funding flows.

* More rulemaking and data power in DESE.



o Verdict: Violates — it moves further away from limited, local civil government
and toward centralized educational management.

3. Property rights & economic liberty
o Property owners fund local districts via taxes; DESE-coordinated transfers can:
= Redirect state resources and students elsewhere.

» Leave local taxpayers funding facilities that increasingly serve fewer
children from their own community.

o Verdict: Violates / Mixed — no direct taking, but fairness and local consent are
eroded.

4. Constitutionalism & rule of law
o Single-subject: borderline at best.
o Clear title: formally acceptable but not truly transparent to voters.

o Significant delegations to DESE/“designee” with open-ended standards
(“disruptive behavior”).

o Verdict: Violates in spirit — especially on fair notice and anti-delegation
concerns.

5. Right to bear arms
o Not implicated.
6. State sovereignty & Tenth Amendment

o Primarily intrastate; however, it deepens the reliance on state-centralized
frameworks (DESE, accreditation, performance standards) rather than
empowering counties or localities.

o Verdict: Mixed — no federal strings introduced here, but it strengthens the state
education bureaucracy.

7. Nuclear family & parental rights

o Parents get more public choices in theory, but a bureaucratic gatekeeper sits in
the middle.

o No new protections for parental authority over controversial curricula.
o Verdict: Negative.
8. Homeschool freedom & private Christian education

o Not directly targeted, but the structure encourages more intra-public-system
mobility rather than exit into genuinely independent education.



o Verdict: Neutral to mildly negative.
9. Surveillance, data, and financial control

o Requires continuous data reporting from districts/charters to DESE; capacity,
transfers, behavior data, etc.

o Establishes a centralized allocation system that could, over time, be expanded
into deeper tracking and control.

o Verdict: Concern — seeds for future education-data centralization.

Overall principles verdict: Violates — especially on limited government, local control, and anti-
delegation concerns.

PART 6 — SPECIAL TOPIC TESTS (2025-26 Priorities)
1. Amendment 3 / Personhood & Equal-Protection Test
o Not directly related.
2. Surveillance State & Digital-Control Test
o SB 971 doesn’t explicitly create digital ID or biometric systems, but:

= It requires ongoing centralized data on district capacities and transfer
assignments.

= Ifimplemented via statewide platforms, this could easily mesh with
broader student-tracking regimes.

o Flag: Moderate concern — not a surveillance bill, but builds useful infrastructure
for central control.

3. Utilities / Data-center / Big-User Test
o Not addressed.
4. Federal Money & Strings
o No new grant programs or explicit federal-string schemes.

o However, reliance on state/federal aid structures for student flows keeps districts
tied to those frameworks.

5. Globalism / Agenda 21 / 2030 Signals
o No explicit “sustainable development” / UN language.
6. Doula / Perinatal Support Program Test

o Not applicable here.



PART 7 — RED FLAGS, AMENDMENT IDEAS, & FINAL RECOMMENDATION
7.1 Prioritized Red-Flag List
1. Red Flag #1 — Statewide DESE-Run Open Enrollment Engine
o Location: §§167.895.2-5; 167.898.1-4.
o Why it matters:

= Moves Missouri toward a centralized, bureaucratic marketplace of
public schools, where DESE (or its contractor) controls who can go where
and how funds follow.

= Undermines true local control and makes districts more dependent on
statewide algorithms than on their taxpayers and families.

o Severity: Critical
2. Red Flag #2 — Ban on Tuition for Nonresident Transfers
o Location: §167.895.4; repeal of §167.132.
o Why it matters:
= Strips districts of basic fiscal discretion over nonresident admissions.

= Forces local taxpayers to subsidize nonresident students without any
contribution from those families, while DESE directs state/federal funds.

o Severity: Serious

3. Red Flag #3 — Special Privileges for Employee/Contractor Children
o Location: §167.151.6.
o Why it matters:

= Creates a two-tier system where those tied to the education bureaucracy
(employees and contractors) have transfer rights that ordinary families
lack.

= Distorts hiring and enrollment incentives and rewards by being in the
system rather than being an ordinary taxpayer.

o Severity: Serious

4. Red Flag #4 — Open-Ended Delegation to DESE / “Designee” and Disruptive-
Behavior Rules

o Location: §167.898.1-5.



o Why it matters:

= DESE or a private contractor is empowered to define behavior standards
that control a child’s transfer options and to make case-by-case
assignments.

= This is a classic open-ended delegation without strong statutory
guardrails.

o Severity: Serious
5. Red Flag #5 — Structural Pressure on Rural and Small Districts

o Location: Combined impact of §167.895 (aid follows receiving district) and
§162.081 (financial difficulty language).

o Why it matters:

= As students transfer out, state/federal funds go with them while local tax
obligations and fixed costs remain, creating fiscal stress that can push
consolidation, program cuts, or de facto decline of community-based
schools—even if districts aren’t technically lapsed.

o Severity: Moderate to Serious
Necessity & Limited-Government Test:

1. Problem proof?

o The bill does not present clear data showing that the existing transfer framework
or local choice mechanisms are failing in a way that requires statewide
centralization.

2. Existing authority?

o Districts already have the authority to accept nonresident students (with tuition)
and to cooperate via agreements.

3. Least-government option?

o SB 971 chooses a maximum-government model: centralized state assignment,
monthly reporting, and prohibition on local tuition discretion.

4. Guardrails?

o Weak. A few non-discrimination rules and capacity standards, but no sunset, no
clear limits on DESE “designee” power, and no protection for parental rights
or local curriculum authority.

Default by our criteria: Strongly leans OPPOSE!

7.2 Possible Fixes / Amendments



Given how structurally defective this bill is, it is hard to see a realistic path to support.
7.3 Final Recommendation
Act for Missouri OPPOSES SB 971.

While the bill may promise some families more immediate, tuition-free transfer options, it does
so by centralizing power in DESE, prohibiting local tuition decisions, granting special
privileges to those inside the system, and building a permanent statewide open-enrollment and
data infrastructure that undermines local control and limited government. These are structural
conflicts with our core principles.



