
	
 Special education is a topic politicians want to avoid.  It is difficult to take any kind of position that even 
remotely looks like you don’t care about disabled children.  Consequently, over the years, the cards have 
become stacked against school districts.  In accordance with federal law and court decisions, districts often bend 
to the desires of parents regardless of cost; therefore, special education costs continue to escalate exponentially.
	
 Another major cost factor for special education is in the area of legal fees.  Everyone involved in this 
area will admit that when a school district gets into a legal dispute with a parent, the district will lose.  
Consequently, when the recession hit and lawyers were looking for work, they discovered the “sweet nectar” of 
special education litigation.  It is a system where state appointed hearing officers have no accountability and 
side with parents 68% of the time.   The only recourse to an unfavorable decision by a hearing officer against a 
school district is a federal appeal which usually would take more time and cost more money than paying what 
the hearing officer demands.  (These costs can easily reach six figures.)  We have a parent advocacy group in 
Erie that received a federal grant to promote training and collaboration with parents but feeds names to a lawyer 
from Pittsburgh who is adept at working the system to get many thousands of tax dollars into his pocket.
	
 So against this backdrop of high cost and expensive litigation, the state has not increased funding for 
special education for the past five years.  Our costs for special education instruction in 2008-09 was $2.2 million 
and the cost in 2012-13 was $3.0 million.  The $800,000 difference over the past 4 years has been absorbed by 
the local taxpayer.  That is equivalent to a 7.18% tax increase over the 4 year period!  I don’t think we can do 
much about the issues I raise above but there is an issue presently before the legislature where you can help.
	
 House Bill 2138 and Senate Bill 1316 seek to create a fair special education funding system for school 
districts and charter schools.  The charter schools which are backed by big money and strong political clout, are 
fighting the formula in favor of the present system which overpays them. 
	
 In 2012-2013, charter schools received $350 million from school districts in special education tuition 
payments, yet charter schools only spent approximately $156 million on special education costs.  Charter schools 
are not restricted to use their special education funds for only special education purposes.  Even more troubling: The 
actual percentage of the total special education revenue charters receive from school districts that is spent on actual special 
education costs has been declining.  What does that mean for GM?  Based on this overpayment, we can estimate 
that 55% of the special education tuition we pay to charter schools is not spent on special education.  That 
amount is approximately $36,000 annually and is equivalent to a .34% tax increase.
	
  Charter schools have powerful lobbies in Harrisburg that are telling legislators that this new formula will 
eliminate charter schools and parent choice.  Though the formula would be fairly applied to all, they claim it treats charter 
students as “second-class citizens.”  Other assertions they are making are simply lies, not supported by any data or fact.  
Yet, the lobby is strong and can be effective.
	
 The idea that any legislature would actually entertain voting against a fair formula because of the charter lobby’s 
lies is infuriating.  Increasing education funding to public schools by nearly $200 million per year just by implementing a 
fair formula should be a no-brainer.
	
 Our district budget for 2014-2015 was essentially balanced.  The huge changes we made in health care, the cuts in 
administration and maintenance, the retirement incentive and a host of other cuts have eliminated nearly 1.2 million 
dollars in annual operating costs.  I was feeling good about our budget for 2014-2015 which we based on Corbett’s 
proposed budget.
	
 Being an election year and in an effort to placate disenfranchised educators, Corbett’s budget proposed an 
increase to education after three years of bare bones funding.  Now, it has been revealed that the governor’s estimates on 
revenue are way off and we have been advised not to count on the increase for education.   For GM, this means we go 
from an essentially balanced budget with a $97,037.00 deficit to a deficit of $403,244.00.   These deficits will occur even 
with a 0.33 mileage tax increase (that’s about $22.00 per $100,000 of assessed value).
	
 As we project our budget ten years down the road, the picture gets ugly.  Even with tax increases at the full level 
allowed by law, the district would be out of cash by 2026.  Without tax increases that day of doom would occur in 2024, 
only ten years from now.  This is largely due to the pension increases and increased special education and charter school 
costs.  I wish I had more confidence in the political process to believe that the legislature will act on these matters but they 
are politically charged and I don’t see much hope.
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 Right now, the legislature can take action to begin to address the future deficits of school districts across the state.  
You can take a small step as well.  Contact as many legislators as you can to support SB 1316 and HB 2138.  Its’ a small 
step but a journey of 1000 miles begins with a single step.
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