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Introduction

1“4th R: Running out of money,” Scott Waldman, Albany Times-Union, January 24, 2012.
2 Memo from Valerie Grey to Regents Committee on Audits, Budget and Finance Regents Subcommittee on State Aid re: School Dis-

trict Financial Condition, June 7, 2011.

On May 15, school districts in New York will present
their budgets to voters for the first time ever under the
state’s new property tax cap – and those spending plans
will not be pretty. 
According to the results of a survey by the New York
State School Boards Association (NYSSBA) and the
New York State Association of School Business 
Officials (NYSASBO), school districts throughout
New York State have had to slash staff – both instruc-
tional and non-instructional  – eliminate or reduce
sports and extracurricular activities, cut or trim back
on elective courses such as art and music, increase
class sizes, defer maintenance and curtail pupil 
transportation. 

In constructing their 2012-13 budget proposals,
school leaders had to make tough decisions in order
to comply with the state’s new property tax cap and
cope with several years of state aid reductions which
have left many districts in precarious financial situa-
tions.  Although schools will receive an $805 million
total aid increase in 2012-13, they are still reeling
from state aid cuts of $1.3 billion in 2011-12, $1.4 bil-
lion in 2010-11, and flat funding the year before
that.They are also losing $608 million in federal Edu-
cation Jobs Bill funding.

In addition, state aid increases are now restricted to
the growth in personal income in New York, meaning
aid increases are dependent on an economy that is
slow to recover from the 2008 meltdown. Mean-
while, pension and health care costs continue to es-
calate at rapid rates. 

State Education Commissioner John King has raised
the specter of “educational insolvency,” in which dis-
tricts lose the ability to provide a quality education
because of the austere budgets they have had to
craft. King has bemoaned the fact that some schools
are cutting academics, including advanced placement
courses, which help students become more competi-
tive for college placements and the workplace, as
well as important early education programs.1

The State Education Department warns that many
districts are facing three serious economic challenges
that may limit their ability to provide a quality educa-
tion: 1) lack of economies of scale due to declining
enrollments; 2) limited ability to raise revenues lo-
cally; and 3) escalating costs, particularly health care
and pensions.2 

Teachers and education programs on the
chopping block
NYSASBO and NYSSBA conducted a survey of
school business officials from April 20 to April 27 and
received responses from 403 school districts – about
58 percent of the districts in the state. The following
are the key findings.

Percentage of districts taking the following actions
in their proposed 2012-13 school budgets

Cut non-teaching positions ....................... 65.8%
Cut teaching positions ................................ 63.8%
Increase class sizes ....................................... 53.2%
Reduce electives ........................................... 43.5%
Reduce or eliminate extracurricular 

activities/athletics ............................. 35.9%
Reduce transportation ................................ 30.9%
Defer maintenance ....................................... 29.9%
Reduce extra help for students ................ 22.6%
Eliminate or reduce summer school ....... 16.9%
Close one or more school buildings ......... 5.6%
Reduce/eliminate pre-K ................................ 2.3%
Reduce/eliminate kindergarten ................... 0.7%
Other cuts ...................................................... 28.9%

Percentages do not add up to 100 percent because respon-
dents were allowed to choose more than one answer.

Source: NYSASBO/NYSSBA survey,  April 20-27



$1,332,336,003
Total amount of reserves being used in 2012-13 budgets 
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Job cuts
Nearly two-thirds of districts (64 percent) plan to
cut teaching positions in the 2012-13 school year. Of
those, 20 percent said they will cut more than 10
teacher positions, and about 10 percent of districts
plan on cutting more than 20 teacher positions. 

About one-quarter of districts said they had already
cut more than 20 teaching positions in the previous
two budget years, with some saying they cut more
than 100 teaching positions

Two-thirds of districts (66 percent) also plan on cut-
ting non-teaching positions in the 2012-13 school
year. Of those, more than 17 percent of them will cut
more than 10 positions.  About 14 percent of dis-
tricts said they had already cut more than 20 non-
teaching positions in the previous two budget years.

Cuts to programs and services
School districts said they will take a number of ac-
tions that affect programs and services. More than
half of school districts (53 percent) said they will in-
crease class sizes in 2012-13 because of staffing cuts.
Electives and extracurricular activities – including
sports – are on the chopping block; four in 10 dis-
tricts plan to reduce or elimi-
nate them. Nearly a quarter of
districts will need to slash
extra help for students

In addition, much-needed
maintenance work will be put
on hold in 30 percent of dis-
tricts. Three in 10 districts plan to curtail pupil trans-
portation, leading to longer bus rides for students.

“The survey of our members clearly indicates that
school districts have overwhelmingly complied
with the spirit of the tax cap, unfortunately to the
detriment of their educational mission and financial
stability,” said NYSASBO Executive Director Michael
J. Borges.

Property tax cap a blunt instrument
As result of the way the property tax levy cap was
presented to the public by Gov. Andrew Cuomo, dis-
tricts felt political pressure to develop budgets that
increased the local property tax levy no more than 2
percent from last year, even if they were permitted by

law to exceed 2 percent by taking allowable exemp-
tions to the cap. In most districts, especially low-
wealth, high-need districts, this meant cuts to staff
and the current educational program. 

According to the State Education Department’s an-
nual Property Tax Report Cards for each school dis-
trict in the state, released on April 26, schools held
the line on spending in their proposed 2012-13 budg-
ets, proposing an average 1.5 percent spending in-
crease. 

Even with those modest
spending increases, however,
proposed school district
property tax levies will rise by
about 2.3 percent statewide,
on average. That is still more
than one percentage point
below the average 3.5 percent

increase that districts are allowed to raise their prop-
erty tax levies in 2012-13 without exceeding their
tax caps. In fact, 92 percent of school districts are
proposing tax levy increases at or below their maxi-
mum allowable tax levy in their upcoming budgets. 

One reason school districts were able to limit their
tax levies, aside from cutting personnel and pro-
grams, was by using reserve funds. Nearly all districts
(98.7 percent) plan to use reserve funds to minimize
their 2012-13 tax levies. School districts statewide
used an average of $1.45 billion in reserves in 
2011-12 to offset tax levy hikes – an average of
nearly $2.2 million per district. Districts plan to use
another $1.3 billion in 2012-13 – an average of nearly
$2 million per district.  

71% less

98.7 Percentage of districts
using reserves 
in 2012-13 budgets

Percentage of districts with proposed tax
levies less than, equal to, or greater than
their maximum allowable amount

21.4% 
equal

7.6%
greater

Source: State Education Department

Source: State Education Department

Source: State Education Department
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Districts are drawing heavily on reserve funds, as
they have been now for several years.  Without addi-
tional state aid, mandate relief, or some combination
of both, schools will be faced with dwindling re-
serves.  In many cases, school leaders will have no
choice but to cut more programs and layoff more
employees, unless they are willing to raise property
taxes above the cap and require a supermajority of
voters to pass their budget.  Failing to obtain a super-
majority could result in a zero percent tax levy in-
crease, causing even more cuts.

While the pension reform that was adopted as part
of the 2012 state
budget was a much-
welcome beginning,
much more needs to
be done. “State law-
makers must grant re-
lief from costly state
mandates,” said
NYSSBA Executive Director Timothy G. Kremer.
“We urge them to tackle mandate relief before the
end of this legislative session.”

Three reforms that lawmakers should adopt before
the close of session in June include:

• Elimination of the law requiring districts to pay an-
nual “step” salary increases to employees after a
contract has expired. 

• Purchasing reform that would allow school districts
to leverage the purchasing power of large, national
procurement cooperatives and contracts entered
into by other states and governments.

• Reducing the costs of special education by eliminat-
ing state mandates that exceed federal Individuals

with Disabilities Educa-
tion Act (IDEA) re-
quirements.  

Without significant
mandate relief, the
long-term impact of

the tax cap and restricted state aid will result in fur-
ther program cuts that impact districts’ ability to
provide a sound, basic education.

Average change  from 2011-12 to 2012-13:
(statewide)

• In budgeted spending: +1.47%
• In proposed tax levies: +2.27%

Conclusion
NYSASBO and NYSSBA believe that if school districts
are going to cope with the property tax levy cap on a
long-term basis without gutting educational programs,
they need more help from state government. 


