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Middletown ~ Picture this: The
state tosses a local school dis-
trict a big chunk of money to
boost learning,

But the superintendent tells
taxpayers he can't use the mon-
ey. He says he hag to raise loeal

property taxes instead. Taxpay-

ers-go crazy and torpe-
do the proposed budget.

That’s Superinten-
dent Ken. Eastwood’s
nightmare. He could
end up living it.

It began in January,
when Gov. Eliot Spitzer
unveiled his proposed
state budget. He called
for & massive $7 billion hike in
sehool aid over four years, That
has drawn wide support.

But to make sure the money
was not wasted, Spitzer wanted
ta held districts accountable.
Distriets that get a state aid hike
of 10 percent or more, or that get

Schools fear ‘c

Ken Eastwood

additional aid of more than $15
million, have to sign a “contract
for excellence.”

Middletown fits into that cate-
gory, Eastwood said. So does the
Newburgh district, a spokesman
said. There'may be more, depend-
ing on how the numbers fall once
the state budget is finalized.

The “contract for excellence”
requires districts to spend most
of the extra state money on pro-
. grams that improve stis-
dent learning — smaller
class sizes, more instrue-
- tianal time, full-day kin-
dergarten and the like.

Hereis the Catch-22 in
Spitzer's plan; Districts
can ohly spend the addi-
tional money on new pro-
grams, not current ones.

But Middletown already has
many of these programs, which
are paid for by lecal taxpayers,
Eastwood said. The restrictions
mean the school district can't
use the new money without du-
plicating what it already has.

“Since we have been proac-
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ontract’ will cost them

tive, we get punished,” East-
wood said. )
Middletown has nearly $5.8
million in state aid af stake.
Other districts may be in a simi-
lar situation and not yet know it,
Eastwood said. .
“It will be kind of like a kick in
the teeth when they find out,” he

said. Spitzer's proposals create .

other problems as well, accord-

ing to Bob Lowry, deputy dirac-

tor of the state Council of School
Superintendents.

Say voters force their distriot
into a contingency budget: Then
the distriet can neither spend the
state aid as Spitzérmandates nor
use it to lower taxes; Lowry said.

Spitzer’s excellenee contract
also forces superintendents info
three-year contracts tied to stu-
dent performance. If test scores
don’t improve enough, they can

be fired. But lots goes into per- -

~formance that.superintendents
don’t control. As a consequence,

- Eastwood said, “you are going
te drive good people away” from
troubled schoot districts.
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Eastwood has ‘written to state
legislators about the situation.

Said Assemblywoman Aileen
Gunter: “I think the governor is
on the right track regarding fund-
ing. But only the teachers and su-
perintendent in that district can
deseribe the needs for that dis-
triet, ... They need discretion.” -

There is still time for change.
Spitzer is locked in budget negoti-
ations with the state Legislature.
“We will certainly review (East-
wood's) concerns,” said Spitzer
spokesman Brad Maione,

Eastwood is worried. “I don't
think anyone is listening,” he
said.




