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I still remember taking my first school finance class.  My major take-away was this:  When a 
school district DOES NOT raise taxes to balance a budget, there should a parade, fireworks and 
celebration.  Learning the inside workings of a school budget made me realize how difficult it is to keep a 
balanced budget without increasing revenue when fixed costs annually increase.

It is perhaps because of the difficulty of creating a no tax increase budget that the task remains #1 
on my pre-retirement bucket list.  Because I’ve been frustrated by our need to increase taxes each year, I 
decided to take a big picture look at what has been happening.

The first piece of this is the pension payments we are required to make to the state.  Understand 
this about the state pension system:  employees and employers are required to participate.  There is no 
opting out and the rate of contribution is set by the state.  Each year employees contribute 7.5% to the 
pension system and that used to be matched by the state and local district (each contributing 3.25%).  The 
state/district share was cut back in the 90s due to a political deal until somebody said, “Oops, we don’t 
have enough money in the system!”  Since then the state/district share has increased 4-5% annually to 
next year’s rate of 30.03% of payroll!

For us, the amount of General McLane dollars we have had to ADD to the budget annually to 
make pension payments looks like this:

Since 2011-2012, we have increased pension payments by $1.68 million dollars and the state has 
done likewise.

Ironically, the second cost driver has been charter schools.  I say ironically because the political 
deal I mentioned above was a deal that Governor Ridge made with the legislature to lower pension 
payments in return for legislation to create charter schools.  When it all began, the state subsidized school 
districts for charter costs but Governor Corbett took that away.  Here is our budgeted amounts for charter 
schools:

Since 2011-2012, we have had to increase our allocation to charter schools by $101,100.  Like the 
pension system, we have no choice whether a student goes to a charter school – we just pay the bill.

School Year Budget Amount of Increase for District Pension 
Contribution

2012-2013 $286,755

2013-2014 $333,906

2014-2015 $381,660

2015-2016 $349,700

2016-2017 $336,200

Total $1,688,221

School Year Budget Budgeted Amount for Charter Schools

2012-2013 $272,000

2013-2014 $268,900

2014-2015 $307,900

2015-2016 $409,900

2016-2017 $373,100

Total Increase $101,100
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To put this all in perspective, I added up the additional revenue we’ve generated through tax 
increases the last five years.  That looks like this:

If you do the math, we’ve had to increase allocations for pension and charter schools by 
1,789,321.00 and raised taxes by 1,744,651.  Essentially what this means is that all tax increases have 
gone toward pension and charter schools.  It also means, we’ve done a great job controlling all other 
costs.  In 2011-2012, our state basic education subsidy was cut by $167,402 and in the five years since, 
we’ve recovered from that loss while the modest increases we’ve received from the state in subsequent 
years have covered increases in salary, utilities, etc.

I’ve detailed in many previous letters the cuts to central administration, cuts to maintenance and 
cleaning staff, combining or positions and decrease in teaching staff through attrition but I wanted to 
share just one other thing regard to our management of costs.    Our health care costs in 2014-2015 were 
slightly less than the cost of healthcare in 2008-2009.  Let that sink in.   While costs were trending up 
8-9% per year, we did not.  That is a credit to many people and many things I do not have space to 
address but let it stand as an example of our hard work to control expenditures.

What I hope I’ve shown here is that our tax increases have simply covered the two cost drivers 
controlled by the state while we have managed well what we can control.  There are state legislators out 
there who proudly say that they have not agreed to nor will they agree to a tax increase at the state level.  
To them I would ask:  Have you written or voted for any legislation to reduce pension payments by the 
districts?  No?  Have you developed any kind of plan to reduce those payments?  No?  Have you written 
legislation or voted for legislation to eliminate cyber charter schools or even make the payment of charter 
schools more accurate as suggested by Auditor General Wagner?  No?  Well, then, Mr./Mrs. Legislator, 
you have increased property taxes while making school districts and boards the scapegoats for your 
complicity.  If the state will not raise revenue to pay for what they have created or fix the problem, the 
property owner will continue to bear the burden.

School Year Budget Additional Tax Dollars through Millage Increase

2012-2013 $286,900

2013-2014 $444,156

2014-2015 $322,158

2015-2016 $340,560

2016-2017 (proposed) $350,877

Total $1,744,651


