
! Lewis Carroll, English author of Alice in Wonderland, is quoted as saying, “the hurrier I 
go, the behinder I get.”  I have discovered an accurate parallel for school budgets these days:  
“the more we cut, the behinder we get.” 
	
 We have made significant cuts in “stuff” and personnel costs, yet our budget still shows a 
deficit.  I’ve learned how easy it would be to prop up budgets one year at a time;  that is, on any 
given year, you can make a painful budget painless to taxpayers and employees by drawing from 
reserves and kicking expenses down the road.  We have seen, though, what happens down the 
road when this is the approach as it was in Erie.   Eventually, everyone pays a dear price for 
looking at budgets only on a year to year basis.  We try to look at each budget as piece of a five 
year trend.
	
 After adopting the 2011-2012 budget at a million dollars less spending than 2010-2011, 
we are looking at a budget for 2012-2013 that increases spending 1.5 million over this year and 
we’ve already gone from an $888,000 deficit down to a $384,704 deficit.  The reasons for the 
increase come under three general categories:  pension payments, debt service and  busses.
	
 You certainly must have heard about the pension dilemma if not from this column, from 
other newspaper articles.  Decisions made by politicians in the 1990’s coupled with the great 
recession of 2008, has left the state retirement system woefully underfunded.  School districts 
and the state are on an aggressive payment plan to make up the difference.  This year our pension 
payment rate goes from 8.65% to 12.36% and will continue to increase over 4% every year until 
2016 when it levels off at an average of 27%.  Thus, over half a million (545,917) of our increase 
in next year’s budget comes from the pension payment.
	
 For the last two years, we’ve enjoyed the result of paying off early a series of bonds 
resulting in significant savings (this is like paying off one’s mortgage early).  This year, though, 
we resume payments on another series that accounts for approximately another third of the 
increase.
	
 Last year when the budget started at a 2.3 million dollar deficit, we made some 
permanent cuts and some temporary.  One of the temporary cuts was in the purchase of busses.  
With a fleet of over 40 busses, we normally purchase three every year.  (The life of a bus is about 
10 years, though we try to stretch them longer.)  Last year we did not purchase any and this year 
we need to put three busses back into the budget or risk a fleet with increasing age and safety 
concerns.  One bus costs $79,000.
	
 Each curriculum area is on a seven year cycle.  Every seven years curriculum is evaluated 
and rewritten.  Sometimes the curriculum rewrite calls for the replacement of texts and 
equipment.  Last year was an inexpensive curriculum buy but next year, we will be purchasing 
new social studies books.  (Present books are 14 years old as in the last revision we felt they 
didn’t need replaced.)  With textbooks running around $70 each, this can be quite expensive.
	
 Seventy-one percent of our budget is salaries and benefits so we know that is where we 
must control costs.  Because of the cuts we’ve made in this area (the greatest being not replacing 
two retiring administrators for next year) we held our salary costs to an increase of only .3%.  As 
of this writing, we may also be looking at savings in our health care costs, something that rarely 
happens.  Even with these two big pieces of cost containment, given the level funding from the 
state, we’re still not getting ahead.
	
 That’s frustration.
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