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R.E.F.I.T. President Deborah Coates opened the 

Annual R.E.F.I.T. Legislative Breakfast held at 

Western Suffolk BOCES on March 1st by wel-

coming those in attendance and thanking 

them for supporting the children in the 

R.E.F.I.T. school districts. 
 

Governor Andrew Cuomo's proposed budget, 

Dr. Dillon pointed out, includes $3.1 billion in 

spending for the Department of Corrections 

and Community Supervision. "According to 

my math, it costs the taxpayers $33,769 per 

client," said Dr. Dillon. Corrections officials 

"do not have to submit their budget to the tax-

payers for voter approval, nor are they subject 

to any revenue caps or the undemocratic su-

permajority approval" that hamstrings school 

districts that want to pierce the tax cap. "Let’s 

give our children the same classroom re-

sources that the state provides to those incar-

cerated, so that the students of today will not 

become the incarcerated of tomorrow."  
 

R.E.F.I.T. members appreciated Senator Mar-

cellino's candor, if not about that which he 

was being candid. Of the state budget, Senator 

Marcellino said schools weren't the only ones 

getting shafted. "We are cutting everything 

down to the bone," he said. "There is not a pro-

gram that has not been cut." He also advised 

school officials to not lock in a pension rate, as 

Governor Cuomo has been proposing, because 

they may get stuck with too high a rate. 

 

Thanks to the tax cap and cuts in state aid, 

100 school districts are in danger of becom-

ing insolvent within the next two years, ac-

cording to an estimate by state superinten-

dents. Have lawmakers come up with a plan 

to deal with insolvent districts? Senator 

Flanagan, who chairs the Senate Committee 

on Education, said he has asked SED officials 

this very question "several times" but that 

"there is no concrete plan."   
 

Perhaps the most sobering piece of news was 

shared by Assemblyman Montesano: "The 

State Education Department doesn't listen to 

us [legislators], and doesn't talk to us." So, if 

and when legislators agree with educators 

and school boards, rarely can these lawmak-

ers penetrate the rarified atmosphere of SED 

to actually make changes. 
 

Amityville Superintendent, Dr. John Williams 

described his "tale of two cities." The largely 

white, affluent homeowners in Village of 

Amityville tend to enroll their children in 

private schools, while the black and growing 

population of Hispanic children in the hamlet 

of North Amityville attend public school. In-

creases in ESL and special education costs, 

along with rising costs such as pensions, and 

cuts in state aid, means other programs must 

be cut. Additionally, the district cannot even 

think about piercing the tax cap with the 

required 60% supermajority, because the 

private school voters won't approve it.  

R.E.F.I.T. Addresses Brutal Facts 
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R.E.F.I.T. Addresses Brutal Facts (continued) 

Dr. James Mapes, Superintendent of Baldwin Schools, said he is asking taxpayers to help bridge the district's $6 million budget gap 

by piercing the tax cap with a 7% increase on the tax levy. After serious belt tightening, including staff layoffs and closing two 

schools, Mapes is optimistic that when the choices are explained to the Baldwin 

community, which sends most of its kids to public schools, it will pass the budget 

in May with more than 60%. 
 

Freeport Superintendent, Dr. Kishore Kuncham said that despite his district's 

looming budget gap, he is not planning to pierce the cap for next year, but will 

have to make serious cuts. He urged lawmakers to not to give up on pushing for 

reform of the Triborough Amendment (guaranteed wage increases even when 

contracts expire) and Wick's Law (which drives up construction costs by requir-

ing separate bids for each element of a big capital project.) "No other state has a 

Triborough type situation," Dr. Kuncham said. "Wick's Law is only in New York 

State, not in any other state." Assemblyman Montesano countered that the politi-

cal muscle from the teacher's union, as well as the police and fire unions, makes 

amending Triborough unlikely. 
 

Commack Superintendent, Dr. Donald James described the frustration of going after mandate relief, the promised but undelivered 

part of the tax cap law. "The governor says [to school districts], you come up with proposals for mandate relief," Dr. James said. 

"But if you do, you get hammered by the public, your board members don't get reelected, and the governor gets reelected." He was 

referring to politically popular, but extremely expensive, unfunded mandates such as Triborough and special education require-

ments that go beyond federal law. 

R.E.F.I.T. President Deborah Coates and Executive Director Dr. Robert Dillon joined other state-wide educational advocates at 

Teachers College, Columbia University on December 14, 2012 to take part in a full day program, Safeguarding Sound Basic Edu-

cation, sponsored by the Campaign for Educational Equity. The program, led by Michael Rebell, Executive Director of the Cam-

paign for Educational Equity focused on deficient resources found in a 

number of public schools that participated in the study.  
 

The study revealed that numerous constitutional requirements, as defined 

by the Campaign for Educational Equity, were being ignored, either inten-

tionally or unintentionally, by the governor and legislature in several spe-

cific areas: Qualified teachers, principals and other personnel, Suitable, 

up to date curricula, an expanded platform of services for at-risk students, 

adequate resources for students with extraordinary needs, students with 

disabilities,  English language learners, class size/instructional groupings, 

instrumentalities of learning, safe and orderly environment, adequate and 

accessible facilities. 

R.E.F.I.T. Participates in Safeguarding Sound Basic Education Conference  
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R.E.F.I.T. Executive Director Robert Dillon took part in a wide-ranging, thought-provoking February 2 panel, "What is Communi-

ty?" The panel, sponsored by Elmont Online, Highlighting Success, Inc., and the Center for African, Black and Caribbean Studies at 

Adelphi University, tackled issues of education, the economy, immigration, and health disparities. The conference was held at 

Adelphi as part of the university's celebration of Black History Month. 

As usual, Dr. Dillon did not mince words, saying the public education sys-

tem in New York State is in "crisis." "And it's more glaring for high need, 

high tax, low wealth districts," he said. "We've seen class size in these dis-

tricts increase by 20%, there are fewer extra-curricular activities in middle 

schools and fewer electives at high schools. That just continues to widen the 

educational gap, the social gap and the emotional gap between high and low 

wealth districts. "Educational success is integral to a community's success,"  
Dillon said. "Businesses don't want to relocate where the schools are not 

working," he said.  
 

Long Island districts are perceived as wealthy, but several lower wealth dis-

tricts on the Island are facing insolvency in the next two or three years, Dr. 

Dillon said, just like their rural upstate counterparts. The discussion touched 

on charter schools, often concentrated in minority and low wealth districts, 

which undermine public education. And Dr. Dillon also took on APPR, the cumbersome and costly evaluation system imposed by 

the state. "This is an underfunded mandate, sucking the financial and human resources out of our districts," Dr. Dillon said. "It is 

not founded on research, it is driven by non-educators. Never before have local boards of education been so stripped of their 

rights." 
 

Also on the panel were: Rabia A. Aziz, CEO of the Long Island Minority AIDS Coalition, Inc.; Attorney Frederick Brewington; Lucia 

Gomez-Jemenez, Executive Director of LaFuente; and Economics Professor Martin Melkonian. 

Few are accustomed to being up, much less presentable, at 7:30 on a Saturday morning. But the scores of educators and school 

board members who set their alarms to attend R.E.F.I.T.'s breakfast, during the New York School Board Convention in Rochester, 

got a rousing wake-up call by speaker Rick Timbs, Executive Director of the 

Statewide School Finance Consortium (SSFC). 
 

There was more sobering news that morning from Robert Lowry, Deputy Director 

of the New York State Council of School Superintendents, who presented a survey 

that showed most superintendents fear their districts will soon become insolvent. 

Most in the audience already knew, all too well, the grim fiscal outlook for New 

York State's public schools. Thanks to the cap on state aid and the 2% tax levy cap, 

low wealth school districts and, increasingly, higher wealth ones, are 

"hemorrhaging money," Dr. Timbs said. Then add soaring pension costs, which 

the state government is doing little to control, and the awkward and expensive 

state mandated review process, APPR. 
 

It is crucial, Dr. Timbs said, that upstate and downstate districts put aside any 

lingering resentments, and make state legislators accountable for the havoc they are wreaking on public schools statewide. 

(Downstate districts tended to be annoyed that their residents paid more in taxes than they received back in state aid, while up-

state districts believed their downstate counterparts were rolling in wealth.) "This is not an upstate vs. downstate issue," Dr. Timbs 

said. "Long Island is getting the same bad deal as everyone else. It is not a geographical issue." 
 

Superintendents agree. “We’re all in trouble,” Mark P. Mondanaro, Superintendent of Kenmore-Town of Tonawanda School Dis-

trict, told the Buffalo News. “Children only get one shot at their education.” Superintendents state-wide said most districts will 

become insolvent if things continue as they are, Mr. Lowry said. In the survey, 41% of superintendents say that if the caps in state 

aid and the tax levy remain in place, they expect their districts to become insolvent, that is, unable to meet their expenses, within 

the next four years. And more than three-quarters of superintendents surveyed say their districts will become insolvent at some 

point. 
 

It's more than just a matter of "trimming the fat." Some 70 percent of superintendents say they will soon not be able to fund re-

quired programs. Superintendents have a term for that, educational insolvency, or the inability to fund the instructional and other 

R.E.F.I.T. Breakfast at NYSSBA a Major Success 

Dr. Dillon Links School Success to Community Success  



services mandated by the state 

and federal governments. One 

chilling statistic: 5 percent of 

superintendents say they cannot 

fund state and federal mandates 

today. "The formula simply does 

not work," Dr. Timbs said. 

"Actually, it is a political issue. 

We don't feel we're bound to sup-

port bad behavior" of legislators.  
 

Folks in public education circles 

often despair that Governor 

Cuomo's approval ratings are so 

high, making it politically  

unpopular for him to amend the tax levy cap law. But New Yorkers give Governor Cuomo low-

er grades when asked how he's handling education, Lowry said. If the superintendents turn out 

to be right, and nearly half the state's school districts go bankrupt within the next four years, 

the governor's approval rating will likely nosedive. 
 

As Jay Worona, General Counsel of the New York State School Boards Association, said at an-

other workshop at the convention: "You're not doing stupid things, we're following stupid 

laws." 
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 Upcoming Meetings 
 

Tuesday,  April 16, 2013 
Tuesday,  May 14, 2013 
Tuesday, June 18, 2013 

 
Meetings are held at Western 

Suffolk BOCES  
507 Deer Park Avenue, 

Dix Hills, New York  
 

The meetings begin at 8 AM. 

Members:  

Amityville 

Baldwin 

Bay Shore 

Bayport-Blue Point 

Central Islip 

Commack 

Comsewogue 

Connetquot 

Copiague 

East Islip 

East Meadow 

Eastern Suffolk BOCES 

Elmont 

Farmingdale 

Freeport 

Islip 

Lindenhurst 

Longwood 

Middle Country 

Nassau BOCES 

North Babylon 

Oceanside 

Plainedge 

Riverhead 

West Islip 

Westbury 

Western Suffolk BOCES 

William Floyd 

On January 19th, R.E.F.I.T. and CORE BTS sponsored a seminar at Western Suffolk BOCES. The 
seminar was conducted by Dr. Rick Timbs, Executive Director, Statewide School Finance Con-
sortium. The seminar was attended by more than 40 participants. Dr. Timbs provided those in 
attendance with a detailed financial analysis of the R.E.F.I.T. school districts as well as a de-
tailed financial analysis of state aid. He shared his experiences and cautioned those in attend-
ance to be careful on the use of their fund balance. Dr. Timbs pointed out that several of our 
districts are at the precipice of educational insolvency and quickly approaching financial insol-
vency. This phenomenon is also occurring in other parts of our state. On several occasions he 
strongly emphasized the need for a strong district-wide communication program and long-
term financial planning. He also urged districts to become more assertive in addressing their 
needs with our state elected officials. 

Where’s the money? 


