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February 3, 2022 

Karen Belanger, Executive Director, Westchester Putnam School Boards Association 
 

The Westchester Putnam School Boards Association greatly appreciates the opportunity to testify before 

you today to discuss issues with respect to public education.  

 

We are pleased to be in the position of looking to solidify the future of public education in NYS and our 

region, as funds are available in the Governor’s budget proposal to continue the phase-in of full 

Foundation Aid funding and additional support for student mental health. We look to our legislators to 

ensure that school district funding and mandate requirements receive the thoughtful look required to 

ensure that our students, and our school districts, are well-positioned for long term success. 

 

Foundation Aid Formula 

WPSBA appreciates the ongoing support of the Governor and the Legislature in continuing the phase-in 

of Foundation Aid funding to ensure stable, predictable funding for NYS public schools. As the process is 

expected to be completed in next year’s budget, it is more than time to revisit the Foundation Aid formula 

and data used in determining school funding. As the formula and data have been relatively untouched 

since their inauguration in 2007, the needs of students, including English language learners, students 

with disabilities, and those who are living in poverty must be met to ensure a sound, basic education for 

all NYS public school students. The cost formulas embedded in the Foundation Aid calculation are 

outdated and inaccurate, especially the regional cost index that does not appropriately account for the 

cost of operating in the NYC metro region. A community’s “ability to pay” is now largely determined by 

the limitation of the property tax levy cap, which should be reflected in the Foundation Aid formula. 

Public Education Funding 

While the proposed Recover from COVID School (RECOVS) matching grant program, focused on 

student mental health, provides a welcome recognition of the cost of fully supporting our youth, WPSBA 

continues to advocate for a student mental health funding stream that is consistently available for all 

districts. Especially in our post-pandemic reality, all our students need ongoing assistance with their 

mental health and social-emotional well-being, as opposed to a program that will provide short term 

funding to a limited number of districts on a competitive basis. While the RECOVS money provides a 

welcome focus on student mental health needs, we propose that all students have equitable access to 

mental health supports and call for a student mental health support program that provides funding on a 

per pupil basis to all students in NYS.   

In addition, WPSBA is disappointed that the Governor’s proposed budget does not include any increase 

in funding for pre-Kindergarten programs. We call for ongoing funding for pre-Kindergarten with built in 
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cost inflation factors, based on local need. We urge legislators to restore to school districts the 18.42% 

State share of CSE residential placement costs. As the Governor proposes ensuring the long-term 

financial stability of the state with a reserve fund of up to 15% of operating budget, we recommend the 

expansion of the current limit on school district fund balance, to help ensure the fiscal stability of our 

districts. As we look to creating a stable financial future for public education in NYS, we request the 

creation of an education mandate relief redesign team to finally consider substantive changes to public 

school requirements as promised when the property tax levy cap legislation was passed. 

Tax Levy Cap 

The property tax levy cap effectively restricts the ability of school districts to increase local funding for 

public schools beyond the level of the cap amount, but issues with the calculation of the formula also 

create negative incentives for school district operations. WPSBA supports several revisions to the tax 

levy cap formula. 

We call for the ability of districts to carryover unused allowable tax levy amounts for a subsequent three-

year period to avoid the current “use it or lose it” situation, which will permit boards to more carefully 

balance the needs of the school district and taxpayers in any given year without harming district finances 

in the longer term. In addition, we support amendments to the formula that would reduce the negative 

incentives created by the mathematics of the cap calculation, such as eliminating negative caps, 

including PILOTs in the tax base growth factor, and reducing the impact of annual changes in the use of 

reserves or transfer to capital amounts. We support a minimum 2% allowable growth factor. We are 

concerned that sustained consumer inflation above 2% would cause difficulties for districts forced to 

operate under the maximum 2% growth factor currently permitted. As school districts have no control 

over state-determined pension calculations, we call for a tax cap exemption for increases in pension 

costs of over 10% per year. The tax levy cap calculation considers property value growth, which is 

inappropriate for school district costs, so we call for an amendment to the formula applied to school 

districts that accounts for enrollment growth.  

Special Act Public School Districts 

WPSBA supports the Special Act public school districts in their call to ensure a timely interim plus tuition 
rate to plan for current student needs. We support the Governor’s proposed 11% tuition rate increase 
and urge the Legislature to reintroduce the tuition parity bill that passed both houses in last year’s 
legislative session. We call on legislators to fulfill NYSED’s request to fund a study on the tuition rate 
setting process and, in the meantime, to support NYSED’s five-year reconciliation process proposal to 
ensure the fiscal stability of all Special Act public schools.   

District Operations 

We have learned a great deal during the COVID pandemic, about how schools and boards can operate 

effectively in new and different circumstances. Districts have increased their technology abilities and 

have developed the capacity to invite our communities into virtual boardrooms or connect for committee 

meetings via videoconference. WPSBA calls on the Legislature to adopt permanent changes to the Open 
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Meetings Law that would permit school boards and board committees to meet in person, virtually, or 

hybrid as the board deems appropriate, to ensure that future meetings are not derailed by health and 

safety concerns, weather, or facilities issues. We also strongly support providing school board trustees 

with the ability to participate in a meeting remotely without having to open their location to the public or 

reveal that they are away from home. 

As we go into another school budget vote season, we are carefully considering how best to manage 

election issues. We are looking to legislators to ensure that school districts will have access to voting 

machines for our school budget votes and board elections. The revised timing of NY State primaries is 

expected to cause difficulties in ensuring May school district availability of voting machines from county 

boards of elections. In addition, the safety of our school communities is paramount in our call for allowing 

schools the right of refusal as a polling location.  

As we look to ensuring school district fiscal sustainability in part through mandate relief, WPSBA calls on 

the legislature to cap payments for parental legal fees and out of district placements to focus special 

education dollars on the education of our special needs students.  

We support the Executive Budget recommendation to permit SED to forgive paperwork errors on 

transportation and building aid submissions. Unfortunately, this does not cover the current list of prior 

year aid claims that are owed to school districts, and additional claims that would be payable if aid claim 

forgiveness was instituted. We support requiring SED to provide notice of compliance issues to school 

districts and permit districts to undertake corrective action plans, instead of fines or withholding funds.  

The continuously changing landscape of COVID policies from the state and counties is an on-going 

source of significant stress and controversy for our school boards, district administrators and parents. 

WPSBA strongly urges legislators to push for clear, consistent, coordinated COVID policies with defined 

metrics and support for implementation.  

Zero-emission School Buses 

We are looking for the State government to assist school districts with the proposed requirement and 

timeline for purchasing and managing a zero-emissions bus fleet. Due to the significantly higher cost of 

electric buses and the operational difficulties of transforming school bus fleets in the coming years, we 

recommend the following implementation steps to make the transition to more environmentally friendly 

school buses more manageable for school districts. First, WPSBA calls for a dedicated funding stream 

(beyond transportation aid) to help school districts offset the cost differential between diesel and electric 

buses. School districts, not just school bus contractors, should be included in the existing NYSERDA 

Truck Voucher Incentive Program. The Governor has proposed that school districts should be applying 

for federal grant incentives to fund the transition to electric buses. To manage this process successfully, 

we recommend that a team of SED and NYSERDA staff are available to assist districts and review grant 

applications. Finally, we recommend amendments to the NYSERDA Clean School Initiative to permit 
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districts to access funding through a streamlined process to offset costs associated with installing 

charging infrastructure. 

To ensure that school districts can comply with the operational implementation issues associated with 

moving to an electric school bus fleet, and cover the costs associated with higher cost bus replacement 

in the future, WPSBA supports the ability of school districts to establish a reserve fund dedicated to 

funding zero-emission bus purchases and infrastructure. School districts that rely on transportation 

companies for contractual bus services should be protected from potentially excessive price increases 

during the mandated transition to electric buses. We call for support in retraining current district 

mechanics to learn how to maintain electric buses. 

State Education Requirements 

As public school districts are primarily regulated through the NYS Education Department, WPSBA also 

has recommendations for NYSED on their requirements for public schools. Of course, some of those 

requirements would also need changes to State law to implement. We call on the Legislature to eliminate 

the use of standardized test scores in the APPR legislation.  In addition, we call on legislators to 

recognize and respect NYSED and local school district control of curriculum. Unfortunately, we have 

seen some distressing legislation in other U.S. states, placing restrictions and requirements on 

curriculum and classroom teachers. We heartily support the Board of Regents and the State Education 

Department as the best venue for the development of curriculum standards by education professionals. 

We trust local boards of education to approve and support curriculum that meets state standards, to be 

implemented in classrooms throughout New York.  

In addition to legislative issues, WPSBA strongly supports the Board of Regents and State Education 

Department in their efforts to allow multiple pathways to high school graduation. We also have 

substantive recommendations for SED to improve the teacher certification process and help ensure that 

well-qualified teachers are present in all classrooms in NYS. Finally, WPSBA calls for a state agency to 

determine substantial equivalency, not local school districts.  

 

 

Thank you for your ongoing support of public education in Westchester County, and all you do to assist 

educators in public school districts in providing academic, extracurricular, social, and mental health 

programs and services to the young people of our state.  


