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This week I must digress from summer reverie to update you on some things happening in Harrisburg.  I 

wish I could say that everyone involved in public education focuses completely on doing what’s best for 
students, but alas, political winds blow amok.

As everyone likely knows, there is a budget showdown in Harrisburg right now.  I’d like to share what I 
know and believe about what is happening – call it, Harrisburg according to Scaletta.

In March, our new Governor proposed an ambitious budget, keeping true to his campaign promises.  The 
budget increased spending for education, proposed a tax shift from property to income/sales taxes and increased 
revenue by taxing the natural gas drilling industry.  At a presentation by a Harrisburg insider, I learned that 
unlike previous governors, Governor Wolf spent a great deal of time visiting with various legislators in their 
offices, promoting his concepts and trying to work together.

The Republicans who control both houses, ignored all of Wolf’s budget elements (including ones that 
are typically espoused by Republicans) and adopted a budget very similar to the same budgets of the past four 
years.  Some are calling this budget Corbett 5.0.  The education increase in the Republican–crafted budget is 
25% of the increase proposed by Wolf.  General McLane would receive $242,796.00 less than what we would 
receive under the Wolf budget.  To give you perspective, we would need to double this year’s tax increase to 
make up for that.

Here is what I feel the approved, now-vetoed, Republican-crafted budget means:
1. Totally ignoring the Governor’s proposals, the budget approved by the legislature was designed to draw 

a veto.  Some legislators have referred to this as the “fake budget,” knowing it would not stick.  
Submitting a budget they knew would draw a veto was purely political “muscle flexing” by the 
Republicans to send a message they control the legislature. They also wanted it to look as though the 
Governor is the one responsible for not having a state budget.

2. The budget pushed through by the Republican-controlled legislature is defended by making it sound as 
though the Wolf budget is all about tax increases.  As I outlined in Lancer Letter #231, the proposed 
increase in income and sales tax is part of a tax shift away from property tax whereby those making 
over $100,000 per year would pay more in taxes but those making under that amount would pay less.  
Simply sounding the alarm against the tax increases without explaining how it is a shift, is deceptive.

3. The Republican budget vetoed by Wolf does increase spending over last year but does not implement 
any measures to increase annual revenue.  This would be the second year in a row for that.  The 
Governor is correct in that the vetoed budget uses “smoke and mirrors” to present itself as a balanced 
budget.  Logically, you can’t keep spending more on the same income.

4. The loss of Tom Corbett to Governor Wolf this past election was the first time in decades a sitting 
Governor was defeated.  The election was a strong message from the electorate that they supported Tom 
Wolf’s ideas.  The disregard of his proposals is a slap in the face to the voters.

5. Most politically savvy people are not making much of this budget stand-off and play it off as “politics 
as usual.”

Turning from the legislative issues in Harrisburg, let me share a recent decision by the state board of 
education that will send some shock waves this fall:  the state board raised the cut scores on the state test, the 
PSSA.  That means students had to score higher on this past year’s test to be proficient.  

This past year was the first year the content of the test was based on the new PA Core Standards.  
Anytime a test shifts its focus, you are likely to see a drop in scores as it takes a long time to get curriculum 
aligned and functioning.  Combining this shift with higher cut scores will make it appear that schools have 
really dropped the ball.  State board members know this and said that the Pennsylvania Department of 
Education must clearly communicate to stakeholders and the public that the high bars set are goals and should 
not be construed as failure of public education as the transition to the PA Core Standards continues.  Good luck 
with that.

The new cut scores will mean that approximately 50% of students will not be proficient on last year’s 
tests.  So, remember this fall, when state test scores are reported, they cannot be compared to previous years.  
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The target has again changed after the fact.  (I’ve lost count of how many times in my career we’ve had a new 
testing target.)


