
Lancer Letter #286 Impact of Erie’s Schools

Two weeks ago I wrote about the situation with Erie’s Public Schools and promised to 
keep you posted.  I attended two meetings on the issue last week and have critically urgent 
information to share.

Three things must occur for a school district to be declared financially distressed.  First, it 
must have an unbalanced budget (which is presently the case).  Secondly, the district must be 
unable to get a loan.  Erie is unable to make payroll for July and August and were “politely 
turned down” for a loan at PNC Bank.  This leaves them one other option and that is to ask the 
state for an advance on their subsidy for the 16-17 school year.  By law, once they ask for that 
advance, they are deemed financially distressed and in financial recovery status (FRS).  This will 
occur by June 30 if they cannot get the money needed for their July and August payrolls.

Once deemed in FRS, the state will appoint a Chief Recovery Officer (CRO) who will 
analyze the district’s finances and create a financial recovery plan.  This CRO has broad powers 
which include:

1)  Ability to re-negotiate all contracts.
2)  Ability to convert any or all schools into charter schools.
3)  Ability to close or “reconstitute” schools including issuing suspensions and furloughs
 We all need to be concerned about Erie going into FRS status.  This will not be good for 

the region.  Using health care as just one example, consider the impact on physician recruitment 
which is conducted by our hospitals.  They are always looking to bring in doctors to address 
specialty areas a that are unavailable so that local residents don’t have to travel to Pittsburgh, 
Cleveland or Buffalo for treatment.  Erie’s weather is already a hurdle to get past when recruiting 
but imagine a doctor considering working in Erie and doing an internet search to learn that the 
city’s school district is too poor to operate.  This can impact the level of care available to the 
region.

In regard to impact on local district’s, if the CRO creates more charter schools, this can 
further drain district budgets.  Collegiate Academy once operated as a charter and we did have 
some students attending.  At the current rate of $9500 per student, even a few attending can 
impact our budget.

The issue of closing schools and sending students into the county is a possibility that 
could occur, not likely in the first year of FRS but certainly in 2 or 3 years.  Let me first say this 
about Erie students attending our schools:  We would welcome them with open arms and do our 
very best to live out our mission statement with them.  Every child in this nation deserves the 
best education available and we would do our best to provide it.  I have no problem with Erie 
students but there is a problem with the system.

If the CRO decides to close a high school or two in Erie, the Secretary of Education will 
designate what schools will receive students.  Contrary to what some believe, receiving schools 
will not have a choice.  What is unclear in the law is how many students would be assigned.  In a 
meeting with local superintendents, we estimated we could comfortably accommodate 1160 of 
the 3200 high school students in Erie.  If the state forced us to push the number of students to put 
us at maximum capacity, there would be difficulties.

The second problem with the system is that the tuition rate we would be paid for these 
students is set by a formula and in our case, would not be the actual cost per pupil we are 
currently spending (tuition would be around $11K and we spend $13K).  Currently, the 
Duquesne School District near Pittsburgh is in FRS.  In 2007, 124 of their high school students 
were sent to the West Mifflin School District.  West Mifflin is now suing Duquesne and the state 
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for $800,000 saying that the tuition they are paid is not enough to educate the Duquesne students 
and local West Mifflin taxpayers are footing the bill.

The third issue with the system is related to staffing.  Any Erie teacher who loses their job 
because of a school closing will be put into a pool.  Any district receiving Erie students would 
then be required to fill any vacancies or needs for additional staff by hiring the teachers in this 
pool based solely on seniority.  We have just had consultants help us perfect our hiring process to 
be certain we hire teachers who will be competent and live out our core values.  While there may 
be very competent teachers in the Erie district, we have interviewed many competent teachers 
before but may not have hired them because they aren’t a fit for our mission and core values.  
Not being able to screen a teacher for their compatibility with our district’s culture will create a 
less cohesive and effective teaching staff.

Erie will go into FRS by June 30 if they do not secure more funding.  It is not definite 
that charter schools would be created or schools would be closed but frankly, Erie has already 
done what they could do so a CRO wouldn’t have many other options.  While these options are 
not guaranteed,  we can only guarantee the region does not suffer the consequences of its largest 
district in financial recovery by having it avoid being placed in financial recovery status.

I attended one meeting last week which included Erie District officials, Erie county 
officials, Representatives Fabrizio, Harkins and Bizzaro, Senator Wiley and a representative for 
Senator Brooks.  Rep. Fabrizio is putting forth House Bill 2124 to allocate five million dollars 
for Erie to save them from financial recovery status.  This is not unprecedented as many 
legislators have obtained help for their local districts although now, they are saying they don’t 
want to do “one-fers.”  So, Senator Wiley is drafting a bill to the tune of $150 million to help 
eleven school districts throughout the state, including Erie.  That legislation does not have a bill 
number yet but I will pass it on when I get it.

For the sake of the region, citizens of Erie County are going to have to lobby hard for 
these bills to be passed.  It is our only hope.  You do not need to lobby the elected officials which 
I listed above as they are championing the cause.  The local legislators who were not at the 
meeting and some at the state level are the ones that need to receive phone calls and emails.  By 
the evening of June 9, our website should contain the relevant legislation references and names 
and contacts for people to be lobbied.  

The legislature and Governor have embraced the “Fair Funding Formula” developed by a 
bi-partisan committee.  For districts like Erie, it is a question of too little, too late.  What that 
commission also stated is that Pennsylvania underfunds its schools by 3.2 to 4.6 Billion dollars.  
Fixing the 11 worst districts in the state with only 150 million dollars is a bargain in my book.  
Stay tuned and get involved!


