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More Capital Region pupils touched by poverty

Number of pupils in poverty in Troy district up 63 percent; strapped districts struggle to aid neediest

By KENNETH C. CROWE II

November 30, 2011

TROY — The estimated number of Troy City School District children living in poverty jumped 63 percent — the greatest among the Capital Region's large urban districts — between 2007 and 2010 as the recession gripped the economy, according to data released Tuesday by the U.S. Census Bureau.

At a time when schools face dwindling financial resources and pressures to hold down property taxes, districts are struggling to serve their neediest students.

"Obviously, we have to address the needs of the children. The way out of poverty is through education. We know we have to work harder to accomplish more,' said Troy Superintendent Brian F. Howard.

Double-digit poverty increases are typical for most local school districts as jobs have disappeared since 2007.

"It's reflective of the current economic situation that exists in the Capital Region and the nation," said Rocco Ferraro, executive director of the Capital District Regional Planning Commission. "The lower-paying service/retail jobs or lack of jobs are not enough to support a family above the poverty level."

Lori Quigley, dean of The Sage Colleges School of Education, said urban districts such as Troy, Albany and Schenectady "have had the deep pockets of poverty for quite some time."

"Poverty is at the root of the issues we have in education," Quigley said, as poor children lack home resources that may be found in more affluent settings. "Poverty affects students in so many ways: poor nutrition, stress, socially."

Even prosperous suburban districts such as Shenendehowa have not escaped. The major school district in southern Saratoga County had a 35 percent increase in students living in poverty.

"We understand that economically disadvantaged students face challenges unique to their circumstances," said Superintendent L. Oliver Robinson. "It is evident that the sting of poverty has a profound impact on students' readiness for school and on their learning confidence. Our goal is to mitigate such negative impacts by providing additional support when and where it is warranted."

Burnt Hills-Ballston Lake, a suburban district that straddles the Saratoga-Schenectady county line, had a surprising 194.6 percent increase of children in poverty, the region's highest, according to the estimates.

"We want to take a close look at it," said Christy Multer, a district spokeswoman, pointing out that there are few students receiving subsidized meals, one of the measures for calculating the poverty rates.

In small districts, the percentage increase doesn't represent a large number of students. For example, Averill Park's poverty numbers increased 62 percent by the addition of 83 students to reach a total of 217. Troy, meanwhile, added 655 students in poverty to reach 1,699 in 2010, up from 1,040 in 2007.

Seven districts saw poverty decreases, including Ballston Spa, Berlin, Hadley-Luzerne, Schodack, Scotia-Glenville, Stillwater and Waterford-Halfmoon.

The four Capital Region counties have seen the poverty rates for families with children ages 5 to 17 rise between 2007 and 2010, according to the Census Bureau, although they remain below the 2010 national level of 19.8 percent and the state level of 20 percent.

The 2010 estimates also show that about one-third (1,011) of the nation's counties had school-age poverty rates significantly above the national poverty rate and 851 counties had rates significantly below, the bureau said in a release summarizing its findings.

Albany County's school-age poverty increased to 15.1 percent in 2010 from 12.5 percent in 2007. Rensselaer County rose to 16.6 percent from 11.7 percent. Saratoga County went to 7.5 percent from 6.8 percent. Schenectady County climbed to 16.5 percent from 13.6 percent.
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