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State budget cuts will impact Macon County Schools
With the downturn in the economy and millions of dollars in reductions from state funding for school districts across the state, Macon County Public Schools faces the formidable challenge of doing more for a lot less money.  The yearlong budget process has been especially difficult due to funding uncertainties from federal, state and local funding sources. Due to all of the unknowns, this has been the most challenging budget process I have encountered in the seven years I’ve served as an administrator at the district level, five as superintendent. Our declining financial circumstances have been a tremendous challenge for our schools and the district this year as we have been forced to make unexpected reversions to the state out of this year’s funding.  In total, our school system had to revert $297,060 back to the state between December 2008 and May 2009.  We now stand by while our governor and other state-level leaders face the very complex task of preparing the budget for the new fiscal year. 
 
Some of our leading challenges we now face include the numerous uncertainties with the state budget, along with the strings that are attached to the federal stimulus funds.
I have met on several occasions with our County Manager and Commissioners this spring in an attempt to develop a budget suitable for our local revenue base. Added to the challenges of meeting the budget shortfall is the continued use of our undesignated reserves for reoccurring expenses, including salaries for employees.  
 
Based on the proposed House of Representative’s plan, the number of state-paid certified teaching positions allocated to Macon County would be reduced by 23. Included in the initial House proposal is a reduction in funding for teacher assistants of $432,746. This dollar reduction would result in the loss of approximately 15 teacher assistant positions.  With all the impending state funding cuts, particularly if the House proposal becomes a reality, County Commissioners were informed last Wednesday during a budget work session that Macon County Public Schools could see a tremendous shortfall from state funding, particularly in certified and non-certified positions.  In addition, non-instructional support would be reduced by one position, eight months of assistant principal employment would be lost, and there would be other reductions across state funding categories.  We have very little control over what happens at the state level, but we will continue to do everything within our capability to utilize all available resources while being as creative as we can to cover classroom requirements.
 
Up until this point, we have been very fortunate to avoid layoffs within our district; however, most individuals understand that the potential is coming pending the outcome of our state budget. To prepare locally for the funding shortfalls, we have already reduced the number of positions within our school system by one principal allocation, two assistant principal positions, and six certified teaching positions following retirements and resignations.  Additional cuts were made across the board, some more painful than others, in order to meet the projected shortfall in local, state and federal funds.  Cuts in travel, workshop expenses and supplies are often much easier to address than having to lose teaching positions or educational programs.
 
Budget cuts also cost instructional equipment, instructional supplies, classroom furniture and materials, instructional technology, as well as staff development.
Simply put, there are three main funding sources for the school system: state, local and federal money. About 71 percent of the funding comes from the state, and mostly funds salaries, and instructional supplies and materials. Unfortunately, these funding cuts have a direct impact on students. With the House of Representatives proposed 7.5 percent funding cuts to school transportation departments, there is a strong likelihood of longer bus routes and fewer bus stops because of consolidation of pickup points. Worse case scenario, school officials may even have to park school buses occasionally, making transportation to and from school the responsibility of parents. 
 
Many individuals have responded to the news regarding the budget proposals of the NC House and Senate by contacting your legislators to express your concerns and ideas. Thank you for taking time to do that. Your views mean a great deal to legislators who are wrestling with very difficult choices this year.  When Gov. Perdue and the Senate presented their budgets for the 2009-11 biennium, the State’s revenue forecast
projected a very large shortfall (estimated to be $1.4 billion). By the time the House began deliberations on its budget, the revenue forecast was worse. Today, the state’s revenue forecast projects a pending deficit of $4.6 billion, and House leadership is identifying $1 billion in cuts to public school funds (plus additional reductions of up to $467 million to be covered by federal recovery/stabilization funds). Other parts of state government also will be cut to fill this gap between spending needs and expected tax revenues. In FY 2008-09, public school funding accounts for 38 percent of the State’s General Fund, or a total of $7.98 billion. Ninety percent of public school funding is spent on salaries and benefits. Here’s where the money comes from to support public schools:
 
General Fund Appropriations $ 7,816,143,933
Class Size Reduction – Lottery $99,399,385
More at Four – Lottery $84,635,709
Average Daily Membership Fund – Corporate Taxes $60,500,000
Civil Fines and Forfeitures $138,362,790
(School Technology $18 million and State Public School Fund $120.3 million)
Sales Tax $46,300,000
 
Total State Education Budget $ 8,245,341,827
Note: Lottery funds also support capital projects and scholarships. 2.24 percent of the public schools’ operating budget is supported by the lottery.
 
There will be larger class sizes if the state passes the proposed budget to add two students per classroom, which will result in the reduction of the number of teachers and teacher assistants in North Carolina schools. Reduced funding may also force a reduction in electives for high school students and enhancement classes like Spanish, art and music for elementary students.
 
About 22 percent of funding comes locally from the Macon County taxes. It provides money for operating expenditures such as utilities for school buildings and educational enhancements not possible through state funds (such as lowering class size by hiring additional teachers) and educational materials. Local funds also supplement areas such as helping to recruit and retain quality teachers. Approximately seven percent of funding comes from the federal level, which covers Exceptional Children’s programs and programs for at-risk students.
 
When reviewing the proposed budget needs with commissioners last week, I attempted to explain that the stimulus money will not be the saving grace for school systems as promised.  There is a great deal of misunderstanding around these funds and how much help we will see as a result.  Most individuals see the federal stimulus money as this great white horse that is going to ride in and save us, but that is not going to occur.  There are too many strings attached and too many parameters on how you can spend the stimulus and stabilization dollars. These dollars will not fill the holes that are going to be created in every situation.  State officials hope to approve their 2009-10 budgets by July 15, 2009, while the County Commissioners hope to finalize their budgets by June 15, 2009.  The reductions in educational funding resulting in loss of teachers and support staff, larger classrooms and reduced educational materials and supplies could set the education of Macon County students back decades, cutting deep into the resources needed to move forward.
 
The time is critical for stakeholders to express support for education throughout the district and state by contacting state legislators.  State level officials need your input as they prepare one of the most difficult budgets since the 1930s.  For more information regarding state budget cuts, go to: http//www.ncpublicschools.org.  Please feel free to contact our state legislators directly by email, Senator John Snow at Johnsn@ncleg.net, Representative Phil Haire at Phillip.Haire@ncleg.net, and Representative Roger West at Roger.West@ncleg.net.  
 

