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The Pennsylvania Association of School Administrators (PASA) and the Pennsylvania Association of 
School Business Officials (PASBO) have been conducting a survey of school district budgets since 2011. 
With 332 (66%) school districts participating in the most recent survey, we are able to paint a broad 
picture of the financial conditions in school districts across the commonwealth. While some increases 
to state Basic Education Funding and Special Education Funding have occurred over the past couple of 
years, these increases were more than offset by increases to pension costs, special education costs, 
health insurance and tuition to charter schools.  As a result, districts have been forced to raise taxes, 
forego new programs, reduce class sizes, cut staff and close buildings, just to keep their heads above 
water. The latest survey results are below, detailing the fiscal outlook for school districts in 2017-18.  
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For the past seven state budgets, superintendents, business administrators and school board members have 
had to craft a school budget in response to disappearing federal stimulus funds, corresponding cuts in 
state assistance, including the elimination of programs, to provide help for state mandated cost drivers. 

We understand and acknowledge that the state budget conditions and school funding are inextricably linked. 
However, school leaders can’t fix the state budget shortfalls. We can only cope and hope. We cope by fashioning 
school budgets that cut programs and personnel, utilize reserve funds and generate additional revenues by 
increasing local property taxes. School leaders hope for a blue sky scenario where state mandated pension 
expenses combined with other expenditures such as special education, health care and charter tuition payments 
don’t overwhelm local resources. 
 
School districts continue to try to make the best of a progressively worsening situation, and while we can hope 
for a better future, we are faced with the present reality where we continue to march backwards. Every year, 
school leaders make difficult budget decisions requiring additional cuts in instructional personnel and support 
personnel. Every year, with no other option, many school leaders increase property taxes. And many use 
diminishing reserve funds to cobble together a final school budget that provides a one year fix with no ability to 
plan for the future. 
 
Let’s take a look at the facts. Increasing pension obligations alone consume most of all new revenue from 
property tax increases as indicated in the chart below. 

 

 
Between 2010 and 2015 school employees have been reduced by 20,000, some of which are classroom teachers 
as shown on page 6. Forty percent of districts in 2015-16 spent down reserves to provide a one year fix to 
balance their budgets. Schools cannot continue to cut their way to success. It has not worked in the past, and it 
will have increasingly drastic consequences for the future. 
 
The PASA/PASBO School District Budget Survey for 2017-18 reveals no new solutions to the worsening fiscal 
condition of public education. Yes, some school districts are treading water but 43% of our survey respondents 
indicated their financial conditions are worsening. And now we face another round of cuts in state transportation 
assistance. The $50 million cut proposed by the governor and approved by the House will hurt small and poor 
districts the most.
 
The data compiled from schools that are finishing work on their 2017-18 budgets is detailed in this report. As 
in previous years, the response rate is extremely high, creating a very relevant picture of the budgets being 
developed by school districts across the state.
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CUTS TO PROGRAMS AND IMPACT ON BUILDINGS

With the financial condition of most school districts deteriorating or holding steady in 2017-18 compared to 
2016-17, more than 20% of respondents (nearly 70 school districts) anticipate making cuts to instructional 
programs.  

For 2017-18, does the district anticipate reducing instructional program 
opportunities?

20.8% of districts anticipate reducing 
instructional programs

The financial condition of school districts in 2017-18 does not appear to be improving. Forty-three percent of the 
school district respondents anticipate that their condition will be worse in 17-18 than it was in 16-17. Forty-five 
percent expect it to remain the same and only 12% expect it to be better.

For 2017-18, do you anticipate your district’s financial condition will be:

FISCAL DETERIORATION CONTINUES

43.4% Worse  
than 2016-17

44.9%  
Same as 2016-17

11.7%  Better 
than 2016-17
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CUTS TO PROGRAMS AND IMPACT ON BUILDINGS

The non-instructional cuts and reductions planned by respondents include delaying maintenance, reducing 
field trips and extracurriculars and delaying renovation. Three respondents indicated that they are considering 
closing a building to bring their finances into order.

Planned Cuts
Number of Districts Considering 

for FY 2017-18
Delaying building capital maintenance 39

Reducing/eliminating student field trips 25
Reducing/eliminating extra-curriculars, including sports 22

Delaying new/renovation building program 17
Closing school building(s) 3

In addition to planned cuts or reductions to instructional programs, respondents in 70 districts cited planned 
cuts or reductions to non-instructional programs to bring their budgets into balance.

For 2017-18, does the district anticipate reducing non-instructional 
program opportunities?

21.6% of districts anticipate reducing  
non - instructional programs

Those districts that indicated they plan to make cuts or reductions to instructional programs in 2017-18 cited 
expected class size increases, reduced elective course offerings, delayed textbook purchases and several other 
program cuts as outlined below. Some respondents indicated that they have planned cuts in multiple areas to 
balance their budgets.

Proposed Cuts
Number of Districts  

Considering for  
FY 2017-2018

Increasing class size 52
Reducing elective courses 40

Delaying textbook purchases 28
                     Decreasing tutoring/additional instruction time 19

Eliminating summer school programs 9
Reducing Pre-Kindergarten 3

Reducing Full-Day Kindergarten 1



The driving force for renovations is the age of buildings with 245 respondents indicating that is the impetus for 
needed renovations.

What is the driving force for the projected building renovation/replacement? 

Reason Why % of Respondents
Number of  

Respondents
Age of building 78.8% 245

Growth in enrollment 10.3% 32
Consolidation of buildings 9.6% 30

As the state wrestles with uncertainty regarding the future of the PlanCon program for school construction 
reimbursement, it is clear that the financial challenges of districts will continue to have an impact on the 
condition of school building across the state. Nineteen percent of respondents anticipate needing to do major 
renovations to a building in 2017-18, and nearly half of all respondents anticipate a need within the next five years. 

How soon do you expect you will need to do a major renovation/replacement  
of one of your buildings? 

Time Frame % of Respondents
Number of 

Respondents
in the next year 18.6% 58

in the next 2 to 3 years 17.7% 55

in the next 3 to 5 years 11.6% 36
in 5 to 10 years 20.3% 63

10 years or longer 18.0% 56
None Planned 13.8% 43

CUTS TO PROGRAMS AND IMPACT ON BUILDINGS

Page 4

Since 2010-11, have you closed any school buildings?

21.2% of districts  
have closed school buildings  

since 2010-2011

While only three respondents are considering closing a building in the upcoming year, since 2010-11 more 
than 20% of respondents (more than 70 districts) have already closed a building. More than 120 buildings were 
closed during that time frame, the majority of which were elementary schools.
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As a result of the difficult fiscal position in which districts find themselves, 70% of respondent districts anticipate 
increasing property taxes in 2017-18. Twenty-seven percent of respondents anticipate increasing taxes less than 
their Act 1 index; 31% anticipate increasing property taxes to the Act 1 index and 12% expect to raise property 
taxes above the Act 1 index. One district does anticipate decreasing property taxes in 2017-18.

IMPACT ON PROPERTY TAXES

For FY 2017-18, does the district anticipate:

29.2% 
No property 
tax increase

11.8%  
Increasing 
property 

taxes above 
index

27.3% 
Increasing
property 

taxes below 
index

0.3% 
Decreasing 

property 
taxes

31.4% 
Increasing
property 
taxes at 

index
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IMPACT ON SCHOOL EMPLOYEES 

For FY 2017-18, will vacancies created by retirements and resignations 
not be filled?

50.2% of districts anticipate leaving 
positions vacant

49.8% of districts do not anticipate 
leaving positions vacant

For FY 2017-18, will the district furlough positions?

14.7% of districts anticipate furloughing employees

Type of Position Outsource
% of Districts  
Outsourcing

Substitute Teachers 30.4%
Transportation 26.0%
Food Service 23.1%

Custodial/Maintenance 8.3%

In addition to furloughs and leaving positions vacant, in an attempt to minimize the impact of rising pension and 
health care costs, since 2011, many districts have outsourced positions to the private sector. The table below 
shows the positions that have been most frequently outsourced.

A number of school employees will be impacted by the current budget conditions and not in a positive way.  Staff 
positions will be cut and vacant positions will not be filled. These cuts will be piled on top of previous cuts that 
have taken place since 2011. Fifteen percent of respondents indicated that they expect to furlough staff in 2017-
18, with another 50% planning not to fill positions that are vacant as a result of retirements and resignations. 

According to Pennsylvania Department of Education statistics, there were 8,000 fewer teachers and 12,000 
fewer support staff employed directly by LEAs in October 2015 compared to October 2010.  While some of the 
support personnel may have jobs as outsourced employees, many remain without jobs entirely. These cuts have 
been driven by the need to cover rising pension costs. 

LESS school teachers and support staff since 2010

20,00020,000



Page 7

TITLE OF PAGECONCLUSION

Our goal with this and all of our previous surveys is to illuminate the changes in the state of school finances 
in Pennsylvania. Unfortunately, we are sometimes told we sound like a broken record, as we have painted the 
same bleak financial picture consistently since 2011.  While we are hopeful that the situation will change for 
school districts and the results of our survey will be brighter at some point in the future, as long as mandated 
cost increases continue to outpace small increases in state funding, school districts will continue to struggle and 
turn to cuts and property tax increases to balance their budgets. 

On top of rising mandated costs, school districts continue to face unexpected reductions in state funding, 
making an already difficult situation even worse. School districts have recently dealt with severely delayed state 
reimbursement for school construction and a moratorium on new projects entering the PlanCon process, both of 
which have turned school district budgets upside down. For 2017-18, school districts continue to face concerns 
regarding the sustainability of state school construction funding, and they are also bracing for a proposed $50 
million cut to the student transportation line item. This continued uncertainty in all areas of state funding means 
that there is no relief in sight for school districts. 

While we are hopeful that an increased investment in funding from the state could help to change this repetitive 
and negative narrative for school districts, without critical policy changes to address rises in mandated costs and 
meaningful efforts to restore the commonwealth’s own financial standing, we fear that next year at this time, 
districts will find themselves in the same position.



This report is based on a recent survey of school districts that was conducted by the Pennsylvania Association of 
School Business Officials (PASBO) and the Pennsylvania Association of School Administrators (PASA).The Pennsylvania 
Association of School Business Officials (PASBO) is a statewide association, 3,000 members strong. It is devoted to 
providing members with education, training, professional development and timely access to legislative and policy 
news. The Pennsylvania Association of School Administrators (PASA) represents school superintendents and other 
school leaders from across the Commonwealth. PASA’s mission is to promote high quality public education for all 
learners through its support and development of professional leadership.


