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School officials set for pitch in Albany

State funding woes: Governor’s budget staff will be questioned on aid calculations formula

By SUSAN MENDE

NOVEMBER 28, 2011

CANTON — Concerned time is running out, a group of St. Lawrence County public school officials is set to be in Albany on Wednesday making another pitch for more state aid funds to help low-wealth school districts stay afloat.

Two meetings have been set up with members of Gov. Andrew M. Cuomo’s budget staff, who are in the process of preparing the 2012 state budget.

“We’re not going to quit,” said Thomas R. Burns, superintendent for St. Lawrence-Lewis Board of Cooperative Educational Services. “This is a huge issue for our students. We’re already very limited in terms of what programming we can provide our students, especially at the high school level.”

At 9 a.m. Wednesday Mr. Burns is to meet with staff from the governor’s Division of Budget. They’ll be joined by Canton Central School Superintendent William A. Gregory, Potsdam Central Superintendent Patrick H. Brady and St. Lawrence Central Superintendent Stephen M. Putman. That session will be followed by an 11 a.m. meeting with staff from the state Assembly’s Ways and Means Budget Committee that was arranged by state Assemblywoman Addie J. Russell, D-Theresa.

The primary goal is to convince the governor’s budget staff to modify the state aid formula so more funding is allocated to low-wealth districts.

Many of the region’s 18 public school districts were forced to slash jobs this school year, including teacher positions and programs, after they collectively lost millions of dollars in state aid funding.

“We really feel the biggest problem is the aid formula,” Mr. Burns said.

Unless the aid formula is revised, districts are bracing for major funding cuts again next year, many claiming they’re already at bare bones. Some have warned they will run out of money within two years.

Mr. Burns said his group will present data showing how this year’s cuts disproportionately hurt students from poor areas compared to those attending high-wealth school districts in Westchester County and other New York City suburbs.

As a result of the state’s “gap elimination adjustment” legislation, schools in St. Lawrence-Lewis BOCES region last year lost an average of $1,364 per student — $427 more than the state’s $937 average.

Wealthy districts took less of a state aid cut this year because they weren’t receiving as much to begin with compared with their poorer counterparts, according to Mr. Putman, who oversees a district where 60 percent of the elementary-aged students receive free or reduced priced lunches.

“They are wealthy districts and they didn’t need the aid,” he said. “For some districts the cuts were like a fly landing on an elephant. For us it was like an elephant stepping on a fly.”

Compounding the problem is a wealth ratio formula that doesn’t calculate below .65 even though the wealth ratio at many districts is lower. A district’s total assessed property value combined with the income earned by district residents is used to determine a district’s wealth ratio.

The wealth ratio is one factor used to decide how much foundation aid a district receives.

In the St. Lawrence-Lewis BOCES region, 16 of the 18 districts have a wealth ratio below .65, but get shortchanged because the aid calculation doesn’t reflect the actual level of poverty.

“There is an artificial floor in the formula,” Mr. Putman said. “Also, the foundation aid has been frozen for three years. That has hurt us by millions of dollars.”

Mr. Gregory said he’s going to Albany looking for answers.

Canton Central, he said, has been categorized as an average-need district when it should be in the high need category. 

“The difference in state aid between a district classified as average need versus high need is significant,” Mr. Gregory said in an email. “I want to understand exactly why Canton Central School has been classified as an average need district and why the gap elimination adjustment appears to be so much greater than others similar to us.”

Mr. Brady said he believes the state is using outdated Census information in determining which category districts are placed in. Potsdam was also classified as an average need and was hit hard by last year’s aid cuts.
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