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A Tale of Two Districts
In 2010, I became the “new” superintendent of the General McLane School District.  

That same year, Dr. Jay Badams became the superintendent of the Erie School District.  We each 
inherited very different districts.

I was the beneficiary of a district that, under the leadership of a long-tenured 
superintendent, was able to establish a sound financial footing.  Jay inherited a district that had 
not kept pace with declining enrollment.

Our first budget was for the 11-12 school year for which the state decreased its allocation 
to education by 1 billion dollars.  GM faced a 2.2 million dollar deficit and Erie a 26 million 
dollar deficit.  Both districts went to work to make cuts to make the numbers work.

I want to say upfront that Jay Badams is a highly competent administrator and an 
amazingly genuine and caring person.  He is my “urban hero.”  He could certainly find another 
job and walk away from the Erie School District but his presence is proof of his commitment to 
children.  He has done everything he can do and will continue to do everything he can for the 
sake of his students.  Before he started advancing the cause of Erie throughout the state, Dr. 
Badams shared with all local superintendents the specific financial issues the district faces and 
there is no dispute, the state holds the key.

It is important to understand how the state has funded public education.  A ratio is 
developed based on a district’s ability to raise taxes.  Erie is 80% dependent on state funding.  
We are only 54% dependent on the state so the vast swings in state funding do not impact us as 
much as they do Erie.  

You also need to understand how funding has been allocated in Pennsylvania.  Prior to 
this year, when the legislature and Governor finally agreed on a budget, that total amount of 
money was allocated according to a formula developed by the power brokers of Harrisburg.  It 
could change every year.  It has been clearly shown that in the Corbett years, rich districts got 
richer and poor districts got poorer.  Dr. Badams and another local superintendent also learned 
that certain legislators were able to get “supplements” for some of their poorer districts.  These 
were done based mostly on favoritism and political power.  

Hold harmless is another important concept to understand as well.  It is a practice that 
says no district will receive less money from the state in the coming year than the current year; 
but, the additional money allocated for the state (for 15-16 that is 200 million dollars) is now 
distributed by the fair funding formula.  While the fair funding formula will benefit districts like 
Erie, applying it only to new money will take 27 years to make a difference to the Erie budget.

If the fair funding formula was applied to the total state allocation of education money, it 
would help Erie considerably; however, our district would lose over 5 million dollars in one 
year!  We could never recover from that.  In fact, applying the fair funding formula to total 
education dollars would see significant decrease to 80% of the districts in the state.  Plunging 
80% of the school districts into financial crisis to help 20% of the districts does not make sense.  
What makes sense is for the state to find additional funds for the 20% of the districts.

Finding additional funds to help these districts will require additional revenue and the 
Republicans flatly refuse to do that. They point out that the pension issue (now 30% of payroll is 
required to fund the pension system) is causing much of the problem.  That is true, but there is no 
political will in Harrisburg to do what it would take to fix it because the fix is painful anyway 
you look at it.  The other cost driver for public schools is cyber charter schools and there are too 
many powerful politicians receiving campaign funding from those companies to stop that 
insanity.
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Dr. Badams has outlined the significant budget cuts it would take for the district to 
survive the state’s inaction.  His proposal to close high schools is not grandstanding or an idle 
threat.  It is a reality he, and all of us, must face.  

If closing Erie high schools should come to pass, we would likely receive a number of 
Erie students.  There are many, many questions surrounding that issue and at this time, I do not 
have answers to those questions.  Over the weeks and months to come, I’m certain I will be part 
of many meetings to look at that scenario and will keep you posted.  

No one wants to close Erie high schools, including Jay Badams.  It would not be good for 
the city or the Erie region; however, Erie’s School District has done everything within its control.  
Pressure must be put on the power brokers in Harrisburg to right this ship.  The November 
election needs to even out the party numbers in Harrisburg so no party is the decisive majority.   
The collective Erie region must make their voices so loud in Harrisburg that we can no longer be 
ignored.  It is not just our local legislators that need to hear from us, but all legislators.


