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A Letter from the Superintendent

Dear Community Member,

Thank you for agreeing to learn more about the current school funding challenges now facing NY State schools.  We appreciate your interest and willingness to become a strong advocate for our school district.

Assemblymen and Senators want to make laws that reflect the knowledge and interests of the people they represent.  To do this effectively, they must interact and communicate with individuals who are affected by a particular issue.  When the issue is ensuring the survival of our public schools, that individual is YOU.  As a teacher, parent, or community member, our leaders need your insight about how changes in state aid are impacting Greene Central School.
This toolkit is designed to help you become an effective advocate for sound state education policy.  Many of the materials included are based upon documents created by Learning Forward.  Special thanks must also go to Mike Ford, Superintendent of the Phelps-Clifton Springs Central School District for his efforts to compile the materials included in this toolkit.  It is my hope that this toolkit answers questions about whom to contact, what your message should be, and how you to best deliver your message.    

Thank you for your interest in assisting Greene CSD with these efforts and for the impact they will have on our district and our students.

Sincerely,

Jonathan R. Retz
Superintendent of Schools

District Information

Greene Central School District

District Office

40 South Canal Street
Greene, New York 13778
Our Mission
Statement of Purpose

Poor, rural school districts, like Greene, are fighting for their very existence.  While we recognize the financial situation the state finds itself in, we cannot sit idly by and watch while our Governor demeans the good work of schools across NY State.  Even more importantly, we can not ignore or turn a blind eye while decisions in Albany have a devastating impact on our ability to provide our children with a quality educational program that will prepare them for their careers or college choices.  While the Governor's proposed Gap Elimination Adjustment will reduce our state aid by over $1,000 per pupil, some wealthy suburban districts face significantly less per pupil reductions.  Additionally, many of our state’s wealthier schools have expansive programs and strong tax bases, which allow them to generate large amounts of revenue to support their programs.

WE MUST TAKE ACTION OR ACCEPT THE CONSEQUENCES OF OUR INACTION.  WE MUST BECOME INFORMED AND COMMUNICATE WITH OUR ELECTED OFFICIALS WHO REPRESENT US.  THE EDUCATION OUR CHILDREN WILL RECEIVE IS AT STAKE.  PLEASE DO NOT SIT IDLY BY WHILE DECISIONS MADE IN ALBANY CONTINUE TO ERODE THEIR EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE.
This advocacy tool kit is designed to help the residents of our community more effectively advocate on our behalf.  Advocacy takes many forms.  It can take the form of a letter to an elected official, a comment made at a public forum, a letter to the editor, or formal testimony at public hearings.  Effective advocates do their homework.  They know the issues and have a plan for their communication.  Most of all, they give of their time to advance their cause.
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It is important for our elected officials to know that our students do not belong to any political party, and quite frankly do not care what political party our officials represent.  What our students do  care about is receiving a quality education that will prepare them for their future.  

Our Advocacy Action Plan
The window of opportunity is actually quite short.  This document is being prepared in early February of 2012, and a state law calls for our elected officials to adopt a state budget by April 1.  The Governor's budget proposal is devastating to our school district.  It calls for our school district to lose over $1,000 per pupil following two previous years of similar reductions.  Our school district is highly state aid dependent, and the Governor's proposal would reduce our aid by nearly eight percent.  Again, this reduction would follow two previous years of similar or greater reductions.  In response to these funding reductions, Greene CSD has reduced spending by over 2 million dollars, we have reduced staff by more than 15% and we have been forced to utilize District reserves to bridge this funding gap.  We cannot sustain this effort without impacting the programs and offerings we provide to our children.
Thus, we need to act now.  The following are the public officials who represent our interests in Albany:

Governor Andrew M. Cuomo



Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver
New York State Capitol Building



Albany Office
Albany, New York 12224




Legislative Office Building 932

Phone:  (518) 474-8390





Albany, New York 12248

Fax:
 (518) 474-1513





Phone:  (518) 455-3791

District Office
Senator Thomas A. Libous



250 Broadway
Locations

Albany Office 





Suite 2307

188 State Street 





New York, New York 10007

Legislative Office Building, Room 413


Phone:  (212) 312-1420

Albany, New York 12247 




Email:  speaker@assembly.state.ny.us

Phone: (518) 455-2677
District Office





Senate Majority Leader Dean Skelos
44 Hawley St. Room 1607




Albany Office
Binghamton, New York 1901




Legislative Office Building, Room 907
Phone: (877) 854-2687





Albany, New York 12247
Email:  senator@senatorlibous.com



Phone:  (518)455-3171
District Office
Assemblyman Clifford W. Crouch


55 Front Street
Albany Office






Rockville Centre, New York 11570
Legislative Office Building 450



Phone:  (516)766-8383

Albany, New York 12248
Phone: (518) 455-5741
District Office
1 Kattelville Road, Suite 1
Binghamton, New York 13901
Phone: (607) 648-6080
Email:  CrouchC@assembly.state.ny.us
Action Step #1:  LEARN ABOUT THE ISSUES
The Gap Elimination Adjustment for all school districts in our state has reduced each school district's aid.  While the average reduction in the state is approximately seven percent, most poor rural school districts will see their aid reduced by much higher percentages.  

A History of the Gap Elimination Adjustment For Greene CSD
	Year
	Gap Elimination Adjustment (GEA)

	2010/2011
	$    729,281

	2011/2012
	$ 1,649,829

	2012/2013
	$ 1,290.054

	3 Year Total
	$ 3,668,937


As the following map of the state shows, Upstate New York is taking the brunt of the Governor's aid proposal.  This map shows the average aid cut by county.  Please note that the two counties in dark blue, Nassau and Westchester counties, are two of the wealthiest counties in our state and yet, they have received cuts in aid well below the state average.  
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Overview of 2011/2012 cost changes:

	Description
	Cost Increase as % over Previous Year
	Cost Increase  over Previous Year

	Health insurance premiums


	+ 13.36%
	$338,000

	Teacher & Employee retirement system contribution 

	+ 30%
	$308,400

	Diesel & Heating Fuel Costs

	+ 27.5%
	$137,600


In addition to losing this state aid, costs beyond our control are driving our budget upward.  In the development of our 2011/2012 budget, without adding any staff, programs or anything else, our costs increased approximately $800,000
Health insurance premiums have been increasing by an average of 10% annually.  One out of every eight dollars in our school budget now goes to pay health insurance premiums.  As a District, we continue to be conscientious about looking at ways to control these costs.  Recently, concessions were made in contracts that have increased staff member contributions.  Additionally, Greene is a member of a health insurance consortium and currently enjoys one of  the lowest rates for any school within this consortium.  We hope our state officials can assist us in containing these cost increases.  We simply cannot sustain the increases we have experienced over the past ten years.

While the retirement system contributions are mandated by law, we believe our state lawmakers can enact laws that would help mitigate these increases.  We recognize the value in maintaining retirement systems that are fully funded, but also realize there are ways to reduce this burden on school districts at this time of vulnerability.

In addition to these major cost drivers, NY State schools are subject to over 150 NY State mandates many of which have cost implications on schools.  This topic is one that all NY State legislators are very familiar with and could use a little encouragement to look carefully at as a means of helping schools manage costs.

Action Step #2:   WRITE TO OUR STATE LEADERS
It's your right to communicate your opinions and knowledge to the people who have been elected to represent you in our state government.  These people rely on their constituents to inform them of issues affecting their communities.  They want to know what is important to you, and they value your input.  Our elected officials often report that they do not hear much from those represented on many issues.  Your advocacy is not just permissible, it's appreciated.

You now know the issues that our school is facing, now it's time to put it in writing.

Some forms of written communication are more impactful than others.  While e-mails and form letters are fine, personal letters (perhaps even hand written) convey a stronger message.  It shows you went out of your way to make known your concerns.

It is best to keep the letters short.  Our elected officials are busy people, and a letter that gets right to the point is more likely to be remembered.

Letters to your elected officials should include the following parts:

· Introduction
As a resident of the Greene Central School District, and the legislative district you represent, I am writing to request your support for our school district in these trying financial times.

· Statement of Problem
The Governor's proposed Gap Elimination Adjustment would strip our school district of more than $1,000 per student in state aid.  This loss of state revenue could require our school district to eliminate our athletic and extracurricular programs, reduce course offerings, and further eliminate teachers and support staff.  And sadly, even after doing all of that, more would need to be cut.  These reductions will significantly undermine the quality of the educational program we can offer our children   This is not acceptable..

· Proposed Solution

Please consider the position as put forward by the Statewide School Finance Consortium which is sensitive to the needs of school districts such as Greene.
· Call to Action

Will you work on behalf of the poor, rural schools you represent to ensure a more equitable distribution of state aid?

Be sure to include all of your contact information so your representative can reply to you.

When your letter is completed, your letter should look something like the example on the following page.

SAMPLE LETTER
Date

Assemblyman/Senator __________________

Legislative Office Building __________

Albany, NY   12248

Dear Assemblyman/Senator _____________:

As a resident of the Greene Central School District, I write today to beg your support of our school district.  While I realize the dire financial position of the state, the Governor's proposed Gap Elimination Adjustment will drastically impact my school district.  

The Governor's proposal would cause our school district, which is highly dependent on state aid, to lose approximately $1,000 per pupil.  At the same time we are aware of wealthier districts across our state that stand to lose significantly less.  Those school districts have much more expansive programs than do we, and such minimal cuts to their school district will have little impact upon their students.  
While there is no simple solution to the current fiscal challenges facing our state, it is our request that you consider the impact current decisions are having on our schools and seek a more equitable distribution of funding.
As a parent of three children, I am scared.  I am scared to think of what will become of the community in which I have purchased a home.  And, I am scared to imagine the quality of the education my children will receive if the Governor's proposal is enacted.  Please support a more equitable distribution of aid and at the same time take the necessary steps at your level to help schools like Greene reign in costs that will allow our children the education they deserve..

Thank you for your efforts on this critical issue.  Our children deserve your complete and undivided attention to the resolution of this funding inequity.  Please work with your upstate colleagues, regardless of party affiliation, to ensure our upstate schools are not devastated.  

Sincerely,

_______________

Address

Phone

Action Step #3:   MEET WITH YOUR LEGISLATORS
If at all possible, meet with your Assemblyman or Senator.  Each week during the budget season Albany has a "Tin Cup Tuesday."  That is the day our elected officials set aside in the Albany offices for lobbying groups and interested taxpayers to make their case.  

SUGGESTIONS FOR ARRANGING A MEETING:
1. Plan what you are going to say when you call the Albany Office.  A script or outline is always helpful and will make you feel more comfortable.  Here is an example of a possible script:

· Hello, my name is ______________.

· I am a (parent, resident, teacher, etc) in the Greene Central School District.

· I would like to meet with Senator/Assemblyman ______________ to discuss the distribution of school aid or mandate relief or…..

· Is there a time that we might be able to meet?  Or, I plan to be in Albany on ____________, would it be possible to meet sometime that day?

2. Call your Legislator's office.  The phone numbers are included in this tool kit.

3. Ask to speak with the person who manages the calendar.  If that person is unavailable or tells you they will have to get back to you, call back the next day.  Keep calling until you get your meeting scheduled.

4. When you speak to the person who handles the Assemblyman's or Senator's calendar, ask to have a face-to-face meeting with your elected representative.  Follow the bulleted information contained in section number ONE (1) above.

5. Thank the staff member for scheduling the meeting and let him or her know you will confirm the meeting by phone a few days prior to the meeting.  Congratulations!  Sometimes getting the meeting is the hardest part of the process.

Prepare for the Meeting

Prior to the meeting, there are several things you can do to ensure that your meeting goes smoothly:

1. A few days prior to your trip to Albany, you should call the office to confirm your meeting. 
2. Create an agenda for the meeting.  Regardless of whether you are going alone or with a group, you should plan out what is going to be said, by whom, and in what order.  The agenda is just for you and your team, if others are going with you.  It is not to be distributed to the office staff or left with the representative.  Remember, this is your meeting.  You want to control it and be sure that your messages are conveyed.

SUGGESTIONS FOR YOUR MEETING:
Here are a few points to consider as you prepare to meet with your Assemblyman or Senator, or their aide:

· Try to arrive a little bit early.  The Legislative Office Building is quite large and it can be difficult to find your way if you are not familiar with it.  Leave yourself enough time to find parking, go through security, and find your way to the office.

· Be concise.  These folks will be working on a very tight schedule.  You want them to remember every word you say.  Stick to your message.  If you have not been told how long the meeting will be, you can assume they have allocated 15 minutes for you.  And, don't be surprised if your representative is late or can't attend due to pressing business in Albany.  If so, meet with his or her aide and convey the same message.

· The offices are often small and crowded during visitation days.  Be prepared to have to stand while waiting.

· Try your best to connect on a human level.  A bit of humor goes a long way.  Remember, on these days of visitation, everyone is making demands.  Niceness goes a long way.

· Be passionate, not emotional.  Emotional pleas make others in the room uncomfortable.

· Be prepared to summarize arguments to the issue.  Be sure you understand their opposition, and have talking points prepared to combat them.

· Make the issue personal.  Speak of children….your children, if applicable.

· Say "thank you."  Surprisingly, our elected officials hear "thank you" less often than you would imagine.  Be sure to thank the staff when leaving the office, too.

FOLLOWING UP
After the meeting, follow up with the person with whom you met.  Your actions after the meeting demonstrate the importance of the topic to you and can keep the legislator's attention focused on the issue.

It would be good to send a note or e-mail after the visitation that reiterates your points, and your call to action.
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A FOUR-POINT PLAN TO

BRING EDUCATION COSTS UNDER CONTROL

1. The State must freeze wages for all public school employees when state aid is frozen or reduced. Only the State Government has the power to enact this measure. No individual district can impose a wage freeze. 

2. The State must cap the amount a school district can spend on health insurance and require employees to pay a larger share of their health insurance costs. School districts cannot sustain costly contract provisions for salaries and benefits that were negotiated many years before and which they cannot reduce under the provisions of the so-called “Triborough Amendment”. 

3. The State must enact a new major pension reform and require public employees to contribute significantly more toward their pensions. The State requires school districts to participate in the Employee and Teachers retirement systems and they have no control over the cost of those benefits. 

4. The State must reduce the costs of special education by bringing New York’s regulations into conformance with federal guidelines. These skyrocketing costs are beyond the control of local school districts. Only the State Government has the power to make its requirements more reasonable and realistic. 

Link:  www.statewideonline.org
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