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SUMMARY

This is the dissenting opinion in the Pennsylvania Supreme Court case concerning a constitutional

challenge to Pennsylvania's public-school funding system. Chief Justice Saylor would have affirmed

dismissal of the claims, concluding that the Education Clause claim presented a nonjusticiable political

question and that the Equal Protection Clause claim failed to state a viable cause of action.
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affirmed

Appeal from the Commonwealth Court's order sustaining preliminary
objections in the nature of a demurrer and dismissing a petition for
review seeking declaratory and injunctive relief in the Commonwealth

Court's original jurisdiction.

De novo review of the legal sufficiency of the petition and the
sustaining of preliminary objections in the nature of a demurrer; the
court asks whether the law establishes with certainty that relief is

unavailable.
dissenting

William Penn School District, Panther Valley School District, The
School District of Lancaster, Greater Johnstown School District,
Wilkes-Barre Area School District, Shenandoah Valley School
District, Jamella and Bryant Miller, parents of K.M., a minor, Sheila
Armstrong, parent of S.A., a minor, Tyesha Strickland, parent of E.T.,

a minor, Angel Martinez, parent of A.M., a minor, Barbara Nemeth,



parent of C.M., a minor, Tracey Hughes, parent of P.M.H., a minor,
Pennsylvania Association of Rural and Small Schools, National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People—Pennsylvania
State Conference v. Pennsylvania Department of Education, Joseph B.

Scarnati I11, in his official capacity as President Pro Tempore of the
Pennsylvania Senate, Michael C. Turzai, in his official capacity as
Speaker of the Pennsylvania House of Representatives, Tom Wolf, in
his official capacity as Governor of the Commonwealth of
Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania State Board of Education, Pedro A.
Rivera, in his official capacity as Secretary of Education
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constitutional law equal protection ~ municipal law  administrative law  judicial review of agency action

PRACTICE AREAS

constitutional law  education law  civil rights ~ administrative law =~ municipal law

QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether claims alleging that Pennsylvania's public-school funding system violates the Education Clause

present a nonjusticiable political question.

2. Whether statewide academic standards, standardized testing, and a costing-out study provide judicially
manageable standards for evaluating compliance with the Education Clause.

3. Whether the Education Clause confers a fundamental constitutional right to education that triggers strict

scrutiny under Pennsylvania's equal-protection guarantee.

4. Whether appellants' Article III, Section 32 equal-protection claim is legally sufficient under rational-

basis review.

5. Whether the Commonwealth Court properly sustained respondents’ demurrers and dismissed the

petition.

HOLDINGS

1. The dissent would hold that claims challenging the adequacy and distribution of public-education
funding under the Education Clause are political questions committed to the General Assembly and are

not subject to judicial intervention.

2. The dissent would hold that the reasonable-relation standard does not independently test whether the
General Assembly has fulfilled its affirmative Education Clause obligations; it concerns whether

government action falls within the authority granted by the Constitution.

3. The dissent would hold that the Pennsylvania Education Clause imposes a duty on the Legislature but
does not confer a fundamental constitutional right to education upon individuals for purposes of

triggering strict scrutiny.



4. The dissent would hold that appellants failed to state a viable equal-protection claim because the funding

system's treatment of poorer districts is rationally related to legitimate governmental interests.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“these issues are within the exclusive province of the legislative branch.” (at 20)

“such matters are “exclusively within the purview of the General Assembly’s powers, and they are not subject

to intervention by the judicial branch of our government.”” (at 31)

“the Education Clause imposes an obligation on the Legislature, but it does not confer a fundamental
constitutional right upon individuals capable of triggering strict scrutiny within an equal protection context.”
(at 42)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Pennsylvania public schools are funded through local, state, and federal sources, with local property-tax revenue
supplying the largest share. Because property wealth varies substantially among districts, wealthier districts can
raise more local revenue, while poorer districts often have higher tax effort but substantially less revenue and
lower per-pupil spending. A state costing-out study estimated that the average spending level was below the
amount needed to meet state academic standards, and appellants alleged that funding reductions, limits on local
tax increases, and disparities in district resources impaired students' ability to satisfy statewide educational

standards.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

Appellants, including school districts, parents, and education organizations, challenged Pennsylvania's public-
school funding system under the Education Clause and Article ITI, Section 32 of the Pennsylvania Constitution.
The Commonwealth Court, sitting en banc, sustained respondents' demurrers and dismissed the petition as
presenting nonjusticiable political questions. The matter was appealed to the Supreme Court of Pennsylvania,
which had exclusive appellate jurisdiction. In this dissent, Chief Justice Saylor would have affirmed the

Commonwealth Court.

DISPOSITION

affirmed
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