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Poverty tops 30 percent in Alexandria school district

SCHOOL-AGE KIDS: Alexandria Central has highest rate in NNY, Census Bureau reports

By MARC HELLER

November 30, 2011

WASHINGTON — As many as one in three school-age children in the Alexandria Central School District lived in poverty last year, the highest rate in the north country and one of the highest rates in New York, the U.S. Census Bureau reported.

That finding is in the latest batch of income and poverty statics reported by the Census Bureau, which also indicate that most north country districts exceed the state average of 15 percent poverty among children ages 5 to 17. The federal poverty level in 2010 was $22,050 for a family of four, and $18,310 for a family of three.

Alexandria’s 2010 rate, 33.6 percent, jumped from 22.6 percent in 2009, an 11 percentage point increase in just a year. But the significance of poverty rates — as opposed to numbers of students qualifying for free or reduced-price lunch — isn’t entirely clear, said district Superintendent Robert B. Wagoner Jr. About 40 percent qualify for such lunches this year, he said.

Alexandria’s poverty rate eclipsed that of the Watertown City School District as the highest in Jefferson, St. Lawrence and Lewis counties. Watertown’s rate fell from 25.9 percent in 2009 to 23 percent last year, the Census Bureau reported.

But in Morristown, the rate jumped from 21.4 percent to 33 percent.

Among the lowest rates in Northern New York were 11.5 percent in Tupper Lake and 12.3 percent in LaFargeville.

“It’s never a clear picture when you’re working with these formulas, because you don’t know what data they’re using,” Mr. Wagoner said. But generally, he said, wealth in school districts shapes not only the amount of state and federal aid available but the district’s ability to raise money through property taxes.

“We’re not a rich district, but we’re not a dirt-poor district,” Mr. Wagoner said, meaning Alexandria falls between those that can rely more heavily on the federal and state governments and those that can count on wealthier taxpayers to afford a bigger tax burden.

A student population that is poorer than average may dampen teacher recruitment, Mr. Wagoner said, although he added that some teachers are drawn by the north country’s rural lifestyle and Alexandria’s proximity to the St. Lawrence River.

The Census Bureau’s numbers come on the heels of a report by the Alliance for Quality Education that north country school districts have some of the lowest wealth-income ratios in New York, a measurement of property and income wealth per student, and have had to cut programs more than wealthier districts.

Salmon River and Indian River school districts had the lowest income ratios in the region; Indian River relies on the federal government to make up for taxes it cannot collect on Fort Drum. The poverty rate among school-age students in the Indian River district was 18.9 percent last year. The rate was 23.3 percent in Salmon River.
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