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MONTGOMERY COUNTY

Economic¢ Downturn
Hits School Budget

Leggett Proposes Trims in Spending

By Danser pe Vise
Fashingion. Post Siaff Wrirer

The hudget for Montgamery Coun-
ty's public schools has doubied in 16
yeats, 5 mussive investent in small
e* classes, hetter-paid teachers and
specialized programs o serve grow-
jug ranks of low-income and im-
migrant chilren.

That era might be coming to an
end. The County Councit will adept
an education budget this month that
provides the smallest year-to-ycar in-
crease in & decade for public schools.
County Executive Isiah Leggett (D)
Tas recommended trirarning 351 mil-
Tion um the $2.11 hilion sperding
plan submitted by the Board of Fdu-
cation.

Cotnty leaders say the budgat can
no longet keep up with the spending
pace of Superintendent Jersy D,
‘Weast, who has overseen a hilfion-
dollar expansion since his atrival in
1989, Weast has reduced elementary
class sizes, expanded preschool and
hndergarten programs and invested
‘Theavily in the high-poverly area of (e
county known azound his office as the

oge,
“Laudable goals, objectives, no-
body's going o urgae with that " Lo
et aldfo @ rocent nterview at s
“Bul s it afford.

P

It's a question being asked of every
depastmet ina county whose averall
budget has swelled from $2.1 billion
in fiscal 1998 to $4.3 hiflion t\usymr,
3, growth rate Leggett terms "unac-
captable.”

Up o naw, the mounting cost
V[onlgmnerv County education has
not fosed much of & problem. The
suburban county is Targely defined hy
its superior public schools. Over the
past 10 years, a time of virtually w-
fettered veal estate growth and rising
test scores, the County Councl has
approved annuzl spending increases
of 7 und § pereent wilh hardly a see-
ong thooght.

“We could bL\bb« haye a gﬂud
schaof system fnr less,” said Michael
Knapp (D), the Cornty Cotneil presi-
deat. “Cotld we have a g,ma[ school
s}'stem tor Jess?  doubs it.

This year, lacmg an economic
downturn, the school board sccks an
increase of $126.million, or about
6 percent. County leaders say they
cannat atfoed even that. Teggett rec:
ommends trimming Use requested in-
crease to $75 million. The council’s

said,

Similar negotiations have played
out this springin Anne ‘Arindes Lot
doun, Fairfax and Prince William
counties. Bach faces a gap of at least
$20 million between the amount the
local school board says it needs in the
coming school year and the sum coun-
1y ers szy they are willing to
spead.

Montgomery County {s coping
with s alﬂwst $300 million shortiall
in. the current badget year, T make
cuds meet next vear, Leggett propos-
&5 raising prapetty laxes by an aver-
age 8 poreent, the largest inerease
since the Reagen administration,

Sy z "

a
mobilized ta Tohby tbe conneil for full
nding. One recent e-mail blagt to
parents 2t Walt Whitman High
School fn Bethesda advertised a
(hreeday callathon: “[Mlake the
point that you are calling during
Teacher Appreciation Week and fel
couK NOW it honoring
[\eaclu?r] contracls is impertant fo

Among community activists, the
acnol dget s fataet of incressing
criticisom. One Couaty Cownil candic
date camunet the o tecenty by
ting a chart, obtained viz a

poblic informabion requesi, ihat
shows 1,097 of the 20,844 schoai
system croployees carning more lwn
§100,000.
“Ihey all say the same thing, They
alf want more. And tirey have o ngm
mere,” said
man, president of the rk i
County Taxpayers League. “But the
Guestion is, how ranch more do they
ed? Not want, but need?”

The amount spent to educate 2
Montgomery stadent has almost dou-
bled_siuce 1998, frum $7,088 to
$13,704; during an era of virtually flat
student enroltment. Top pay for a.
teacher is $98,700, a 36 percent in-
crease over 10 years.

e schoal system tequires almost
$100 million in new frods next vear-
Just to oot payrolt, Teachers are in
the first year of a threeyesr agree-
ment that guarantees pay raises of
8 percort in 2009 and 5.3 percent in
2010 Coupled with step increases
available to most teachers, the raises
will total about 8 percent a year.

A handfud of clected offivials ave
spoken out against the raises, a don-
ger in a county where most politi-
ciats vely on lahor for reelection.

Two Cowrty Council members,
Phil Andsews (D-Gaithesshurg-Rock-
ville) and Duchy Trachtenberg (D-At
Large), have publicly propnsed that
all employees, including teachers,
teke 4 poercentagepoint reduction
in their raises.

But Weast and most elected offi-
cia’s say they have no intention of
breakiog lsbor agreemonts.

Instead, the County Council is tar-
geting other Tedoctions that could
trim $2 miltion to $30 million from
the school buard’s request. These in-
ciude  eliminating abouwr balf of
Wenst's acadernic initiulives, such as
hiring mare aesistont princinaks and
guidanee counsclors. in clemeutary
schools and adding math and reading
specialists o middle schools.

Parents, studeids and teachers are
feeling the effects of the dowtiturr.
More than 150 loug-term substitites
ate filling in for depatting teachers,
whouc jobs are bring held apen as
par of & countywide spending freeze.
Many other jobs are going unblled.

Teachets Tn magnet programs are
buing ushed to beack additional class-
es and combine wnder-enrolled class-
s next year, part of u $10 miffion
package in cuts made before the
schiool board subumitted its hudget.

Larry Bowers, Weast's chief oper-
ating officer, said the school systera
conkd cut $51 rillion from its budget
request only by breaking union con-
traete ar laying peaple off, The sys-
tem “couid Jive with” the smaller cuts.
recommended by the education com-
mittee, he said. Bub, he added,
st visible effect oo stailends might
be an upward drift in class sizes at
schools with unexperied enroltment
gains. The school system normslly
can dispateh extra teachers ta refieve
such schools but might not be ahle to
0 30 in the Bl

Schaol officials remain skeptical of
the county’s budgeting process,

wibich relies an ptojections of futare
revenue, County staff members have
underestimated income tax re
in each of the past four fiscal yers
school offictals contend, by amosw
ranging from $32 million to $136 mﬂ
Tion, Annther under-projection could
faean the difference between $51 smil-
lim\ i euts and none at all.

School employee enivn kaders
sent Leggett a formal public recards
request yesterday for incomne fax rey-
enue figwres,

Lepgett, for his part, says the conn-
ts u)ut um:rd o gamble on revenue

proj

ey re oing 1o change,” e sajd.
“Pist they may change going the other
way.”




