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June 1, 2011


The Honorable Andrew M. Cuomo
Governor of New York State
NYS State Capitol Building
Albany, NY 12224
New York Schools are at a Dangerous Crossroads
Honorable Andrew Cuomo,

For three consecutive years, the state of New York has chosen to deal with a national fiscal crisis by cutting aid to local school districts.  It has been stated numerous times by state leaders that the reduction of state aid to schools would not hurt the quality of education if schools utilized fund balances, became more efficient by closing buildings, reducing administrative costs, and by gaining salary concessions from public employee unions.  We would argue that this simply is not true.  Our school district has taken every one of these steps to reduce costs and yet we have still been forced to reduce staff and cut programs.  These cuts are having an impact on the quality of education we can offer.  We understand that New York State is going through a difficult financial time but do not perpetuate the idea that all of these cuts can be done without harming education by just trimming fat and utilizing fund balances.  

The state aid reductions to our school district are having a negative impact on the quality of education. The Bethlehem Central School District is frequently ranked as one of the best school districts, not just in the state but in the nation.  It once appeared in a Newsweek article called “Schools that Work”.  It works because the Board of Education, the administrative leaders, the community, and the unions representing the staff all work together to control costs and limit tax increases, while still maintaining an educational program that is one of the best in the nation.  The Bethlehem Central Teachers Association made salary concessions for three consecutive years.  These concessions have saved over $2.6 million dollars.  This year every employee in our district voluntarily agreed to a full or partial salary freeze in order to reduce the negative impact of the reduction in state aid.  Despite these concessions, the district was still forced to reduce its staff by thirty-two employees.  In the past three years, our district has had to eliminate about fifteen percent of its instructional staff.  As our instructional staff is reduced it becomes harder to provide the quality of education our community takes so much pride in.  We have been forced to limit the number of Advanced Placement offerings, eliminate remedial reading programs, cut elective courses that colleges hold in high regard, and most importantly increase our class size.  The one thing educational experts agree on is that smaller class size promotes learning.  Any progress gained over the past ten years to reduce class sizes has been lost in just one state budget.  It is absolutely essential that you understand as Governor of this state that the quality of education that we are able to provide in Bethlehem is being eroded by state aid reductions.  We are terribly concerned about what the future holds for this district and this state.  Continued state aid reductions combined with local spending limitations proposed by the “tax cap” will hurt the quality of education in New York.  
Bethlehem is not alone.  There are great school districts all over this state.  Despite a few obscure reports that are often misrepresented, New York State has a strong public educational system.  More New Yorkers are taking and succeeding on Advanced Placement Exams than any time in history, New York ranks fourth in the nation on improving graduation rates, and the gap between poor and non-poor student performance on math and reading tests has closed faster than any other state in the nation.  These achievements have been reached because of smaller class sizes and more educational opportunities.  Those are now at risk.  As the Governor of New York, you have significant fiscal responsibilities that must be dealt with.  Reducing educational aid and proposing an ill-conceived “tax cap” will have a drastic impact on the quality of education. We are a school district that enacted all your suggestions for cutting expenditures and in the end the quality of education is still being hurt.  This scenario is playing out in good schools all over New York.  
We leave you with an important thought.  Businesses and families place the quality of schools ahead of tax rate when they are making a decision to relocate.  New York schools are at a very dangerous crossroads.  As the Governor you have the ability to help navigate this state through this crossroads by understanding that the reduction to state aid and the proposed “tax cap” has and will continue to undermine good schools.  
Respectfully,

David Rounds - President 

Bethlehem Central Teachers Association

215 Delaware Ave

Delmar, NY 12054

As a member of the Bethlehem Central Teachers Association, I support the letter written by David Rounds and urge you to consider its intent.
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