
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
October 18, 2011 
 
 
 
 
The Honorable Andrew Cuomo 
Governor, State of New York 
Executive Chamber, Capitol Building 
Albany, NY 12224 
 
Dear Governor Cuomo: 
 
On behalf of the more than 5,000 locally elected school board members who comprise our membership of roughly 
700 school districts, the New York State School Boards Association congratulates you as you near completion of 
your first year as the 56th Governor of the State of New York.  Your leadership restored functionality to the 
legislative process and focused our state leaders on the tough choices required to return New York State to a 
position of prominence.   
 
NYSSBA and its members agree that our state can ill afford to continue increasing the cost of public education.  We 
participated in your Mandate Relief Task Force and we presented to the public and lawmakers our Playbook for Fiscal 
Reform, which provided explicit instructions on how we should recalibrate educational costs in accordance with actual 
revenue.  The local property tax levy limit may, in fact, force the kind of hard choices demanded by the opposing 
forces of spiraling educational costs and stagnant fiscal capacity.  However, that levy limit was supposed to have been 
accompanied by “significant mandate relief,” which our members still await.  Having now capped both state and 
local educational spending (without addressing increasing costs) many of our schools will be hard pressed to provide 
state required programs and services.  While we greatly appreciate the predictability of two year state educational 
funding, the amount to be provided this year will do little to stave off the effects of a systemic inability in many 
districts to raise sufficient revenue from a dwindling tax base to meet the state’s constitutional requirement of 
providing each child a sound, basic education.  
 
It is vital to our growth, prosperity and well-being that our children are well educated and prepared to contribute as 
productive citizens of New York State.  For our part, as elected community leaders, school board members have 
worked to meet the expectations of improved student achievement without overburdening our property taxpayers.  
To the best of our ability, we have pursued aggressive and innovative cost containment and looked to ensure that 
valuable resources are used in the most efficient manner as we strive to improve the achievement gap and the state’s 
graduation rates.  Rather than supporters of the status quo, you will find NYSSBA and school board members 
continue to be eager partners in the quest for innovative and fundamental change in public education. 
 
Locally elected school officials believe that fiscally sound educational reform centers around three issues:   
 

1. Sufficient and equitably distributed state aid.  New York State’s percentage of state contribution to this 
constitutionally mandated function has dwindled to among the lowest in the nation, leaving more and more 
of the burden on local taxpayers.  You have recognized this by allocating $805 million for the upcoming 
fiscal year.  However, the loss of federal aid and inflationary costs far outpace this allocation.  Moreover, aid  
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is inequitably distributed, exacerbating a historic gap between wealthy and needy school districts.  The 
disparity has far reaching consequences for our students and our state.  
 
After four years without any increase in state assistance, our state educational aid must be provided at a 
sufficient level and its distribution must recognize the wide divergence in a community’s ability to support 
the state’s responsibility of providing public education.  We fervently ask you to not exacerbate current 
funding inadequacies and that you protect the future opportunities of children in those school districts where 
the state has failed to meet its constitutional duty to assure an adequate opportunity to a sound basic 
education.  We urge you to consider the impact of limited state aid and the elimination of federal stimulus 
dollars, most predominantly on our poorest and neediest public schools.   
 

2. Relief from outmoded, costly and burdensome state operational restrictions.  Limiting state and local 
revenue without adjusting expenditure requirements is a disastrous approach.  If provided the means, locally 
elected school officials will make the hard choices.  
 
New York’s elected school board members cannot think of a better time to reinvent a system whereby 
school districts operate free of outdated and onerous state strictures.  Our school boards and property 
taxpayers need relief from externally imposed mandates that unnecessarily drive up the cost of providing a 
quality education.  In your first year as governor, you have shown a marked ability to secure dramatic change, 
despite challenging circumstances and political opposition.  Such effective and principled leadership must 
now be brought to bear on the longstanding mandates that chain our schools to the costs and practices of 
the past.  NYSSBA members urge action on items that increase local flexibility to drive greater efficiencies.  
New York State’s taxpayers can no longer afford the legislative largesse that has hampered the efficient 
operation of our schools.   
 
Given current circumstances, we must remove the barriers and wasteful impediments.  NYSSBA’s Playbook 
for Fiscal Reform lays out seven desperately needed changes.  I have attached a copy of the Playbook for your 
review.  For public education, these are the changes that offer true financial impact to afford us educational 
sustainability.  Each of the issues provided in the Playbook is intended to make schools more efficient and 
more effective.  I urge you and your staff to include these suggestions for improving both our schools and 
our state’s fiscal circumstances as you prepare the Executive Budget.   
 

3. Contractual obligations that no longer meet the needs of employers, employees or the communities 
that support them.  Our state has layered cost upon cost in the operation of its schools.  This is not only no 
longer affordable, in many instances, it leaves the employer with no other option than to layoff well-qualified 
employees to meet budget.   
 
This year, we plan to couple the Playbook with a compilation of local operational and contractual changes to 
be sought by school districts.  While we seek relief from state mandates, we will also advocate for school 
districts to negotiate locally changes that do not require state authority.  Change at both levels will be difficult 
at best.  Years of local practice and state reinforcement have hardened local cost structures.  Rest assured 
that while we will be urging you to confront the politically challenging issues that shape public education’s 
future, we will also call on local school districts to place similar demands on themselves.   
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We stand ready to do our part to conserve precious resources while recognizing that this task should not solely focus 
on cutbacks and divisive, tangential issues when so many opportunities for systemic reform now present themselves.   
Let’s work together to tackle the changes needed, letting go of outdated costs and practices that we can no longer 
afford, as well as the inflammatory rhetoric that divides communities. 
 
Many of these changes will require confronting the political forces that support the status quo.  This process has 
admittedly caused significant public debate and discord in other states.  Yet, it is our responsibility to recognize that 
the public can literally no longer afford the practices of the past.  We have before us the opportunity to converge 
public capacity with educational opportunity.  If we shy away from reform, discord will result nonetheless.  Regional 
dissent will develop between communities that are comparatively financially independent and those without 
appreciable resources.   Communities will be subject to the unrest that results from paying salaries and benefits for 
public employees that are no longer affordable by those being asked to pay.  Even the parents of students will be 
divided between those with children receiving mandated high-cost special educational services and those in 
traditional programs put at financial risk of elimination.  We have both the opportunity and responsibility to avert 
such social discord and instead continue the bold action evidenced in the first year of your administration. 
 
As it has for over a century, NYSSBA stands ready to assist you and all of our state’s leaders in ways large and small 
to improve and reform public education in New York State.  We understand the daunting nature of the challenges 
before us and whenever possible, we will be your partner in guiding our state to a new, more effective and more 
efficient means of fulfilling this, our state’s most important obligation.  Thank you for your kind consideration and 
for your anticipated support. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Timothy G. Kremer 
Executive Director 
 
 
 

 


