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February 2, 2017
Westchester Delegation Public Forum on the NYS Budget

Testimony Presented by Lisa P. Davis, Executive Director
Westchester Putnam School Boards Association (WPSBA)



Thank you for holding this Hearing and providing us with an opportunity to respond to the proposed budget.

School Districts across our region have a well-deserved reputation as beacons for quality education. We can never take for granted the important role that public education plays in our communities and the impact it has on society. Our schools prepare students not just to be college and career ready, but also to be stewards of our democracy and good citizens of the world. This costs money… Is an appropriate, quality public education truly a priority for New York State? If so, the State must fulfill its constitutional duty and appropriately fund public education.

While we appreciate that the Governor’s budget provides an increase of $1 billion for our public schools, it is only half of what the Board of Regents and state education associations calculated we will need to do our job and support student learning. 

The biggest differential relates to the Foundation Aid Formula. The Governor is proposing only 10% of the funding needed for full phase-in, and about 1/3 of the funding that the Regents and state education groups unanimously recommended for the 2017-18 school year. In our region, six school districts are currently receiving less than half of the Foundation Aid dollars due them under full funding. For example, Port Chester, a district whose growing enrollment includes ELL and economically disadvantaged students, receives only 37% of the funding it should receive under full funding; full funding would add $18.6 million. Given the Governor’s low numbers, we hope you will bring these districts to at least the 50% mark- for Port Chester that would mean an additional $4.7 million.

Governor Cuomo’s proposed budget allows increases of 1% to a maximum of 15 % for this year. We are pleased that every district will see some increase as our contractual and other costs do indeed increase every year. However, the budget language indicates that the current year would become the new base year, thereby defaulting on the State’s responsibility to provide Court ordered state funding levels. While this will undoubtedly play out in the courts once again, the text also forebodes much uncertainty regarding the calculation of school district funding in future years. School districts need transparency, an evidence-based formula that includes key criteria, and multi-year reliability. Our children deserve better than annual state aid numbers that are contingent on political whims and back-room deals.

We also request your support in addressing issues related to the Regional Cost Index. Westchester County is currently grouped with six other counties that stretch as far north as Ulster and Sullivan. The labor costs in these northern counties are much lower, and thus when grouped together, the districts in counties closer to NYC are shortchanged. Instead, regional cost should be set at the county level. SED already uses a county-based regional cost factor in its building aid formula “to assist school districts in regions with high labor costs.” Westchester has a 1.5468 index in that calculation, whereas the Hudson Valley Regional cost index used for Foundation Aid is 1.314. A county specific index is a more valid indicator, and we recommend that this dis-aggregated approach be used for all school district regional cost indices. (As an aside, the Long Island/NYC regional cost index is 1.425.) 
While regional cost differences may seem to apply only to state aid formulas, we also need to consider its relationship to per pupil revenue needs overall. Salary and benefits comprise approximately 75% of a school district’s budget. Knowing that teacher salary, health insurance, and other costs vary by county, it is disingenuous to infer that equity means that every district in the state requires the same per pupil dollars as those in high cost areas. Salaries across the State vary significantly and since they represent the bulk of a school budget, per pupil cost does and should vary accordingly. That being said, we need to ensure that every district in a given cost region has the appropriate resources to meet the needs of its students. 

That brings us to how we measure poverty. While the Federal government views poverty through a national “one-size-fits-all” salary lens, we know that regional cost factors affect the true face of poverty in our communities. SAIPE data, free and reduced lunch data- whether direct certification or by application- and related measures are based solely on a set salary threshold, and do not vary by state, county or community. To truly assess the impact of poverty, we need to incorporate a regional poverty index that considers both salary and multiple cost of living expenditures in a given area. The Census Supplemental Measure of Poverty (SPM) and United Way ALICE data (Asset Limited, Income Constrained, Employed) are prime examples.

WPSBA also urges you to address the issues that plague our Special Act Public School Districts. Another speaker will be providing more detail in that regard.

Lastly, we ask that you take on one of the many legislative third rails, and approve adjustments to the Tax Levy Limit Legislation. The maximum allowable increase for 2015-2016 school budgets was 1.62 percent, in 2016-17 it was 0.12%, and for 2017-18 it will be 1.26%. This is unsustainable. We’ve seen the cap in action, and adjustments to the calculation are long overdue:
· Include factors such as enrollment, poverty, and ELL population in the formula.
· Eliminate negative levy limits with a 0% levy floor.
· Municipalities can override the levy limit with a 60% vote by the governing body. Allow the Board of Education to override with a 60% vote, followed by a majority vote by the voters. 
· Allow for adjustments due to PILOTS or large tax certiorari.
· New York State avails itself of a 2% expenditure increase regardless of the CPI; the tax levy limit should be the higher of CPI or 2%.
We truly appreciate your willingness to work together in support of public education. Please contact us should you need any background information or narratives to support these requests.
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