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No tax hike for 2016-17 
school district budget

Lower Dauphin property taxpayers will not see a tax 
increase for the fifth consecutive year and eight of the past nine 
years.

This year’s $61,220,000 budget holds the millage rate at 
18.42 – which equates to a $1,842 property tax bill on a property 
assessed at $100,000.

When Superintendent Sherri Smith presented a first draft 
of the budget in December, it was nearly $1.8 million out of 
balance. Through cuts in expenditures, refinement of revenue 
projections and spending some rainy day funds, that deficit 
was eliminated and the district was able to avoid a tax hike for 
another year.

The refinement of revenue figures included the addition of 
new state funding in the 2015-16 school year  and provided a 
more accurate picture of local revenue to bring in an additional 
$750,000 in the final proposed budget. On the expenditure side, 
Dr. Smith pointed to cuts across the board to reduce anticipated 
spending by $702,000.

T                      his will be the fifth year in a row that homeowners 
will not see an increase in their property taxes. In 
addition, our school district has enjoyed a period in which 

taxes have not increased in eight of the past nine years.That is a 
fact that I take great pride in. 

Local taxes – the property tax, the earned income tax, the 
occupation tax and various smaller taxes – make up two-thirds 
of the Lower Dauphin budget’s revenue. The other third is made 
up of funding from state and federal sources. 

It is unfair to ask our local taxpayers to shoulder such 
a large burden. The state is required by the Pennsylvania 
Constitution to “provide for the maintenance and support of 
a thorough and efficient system of public education to serve 
the needs of the Commonwealth.” I think you will agree 
that funding a third of our budget does not meet the state’s 
obligation.

In addition to this funding 
crisis, Pennsylvania faces 
a problem with its pension 
system. For years the state has 
underfunded the system and 
now that bill is coming due. In 
2012-13, the state mandated that 
contributions to the pensions 
system be 12.36 percent of a 
school district’s payroll. This 
coming year’s contributions are 
set at 30.03 percent of payroll. In 
dollars, that figure went from $3.1 million to $7.8 million in four 
years! 

Instead of solutions to school funding or pension reform, 
we receive gridlock from our leaders in Harrisburg. The budget 
impasse for the current school year took many school districts 
to the brink of financial disaster. In a way, Lower Dauphin 
is fortunate in that we receive so little from the state that the 
impasse’s impact wasn’t as severe. 

Lower Dauphin students continue to thrive and succeed 
despite the external financial challenges facing our school 
district. I can assure you, we will continue to put our students 
first and find ways to economize and do more with less. It’s just 
getting more and more difficult without some form of support 
from the state Capitol. 

With Falcon Pride,

Sherri L. Smith, Ed.D.
Superintendent

Superintendent

Lower Dauphin Web address: www.ldsd.org

Sherri L. Smith, Ed.D  Message

“I can assure you, 
we will continue to 
put our students 

first and find ways 
to economize and 

do more with less.”

LD to hold budget forum
Lower Dauphin residents are invited to attend a special 

meeting to hear about the financial challenges facing the district 
and to learn about the district’s plans for next fiscal year.

Superintendent Sherri Smith, Business Manager Michelle 
Shuler and school board members will hold a community budget 
meeting on Tuesday, May 24, at 6:30 p.m. at the Lower Dauphin 
District Administration Center located at 291 E. Main Street, 
Hummelstown.

They will discuss the impact of limited state and federal 
dollars on the district’s budget and the administration’s attempt 
to create a budget which is fiscally sound while still providing for 
educational opportunities for students.

The school board adopted a preliminary budget May 2 which 
will again not increase property taxes, marking the fifth year in a 
row and eighth time in the past nine years that taxes have not gone 
up. 

The board is likely to discuss the budget further at its June 6 
meeting prior to final adoption of the spending plan.

“Everyone is welcome to attend these budget meetings,” said 
Dr. Smith. “These are very challenging times for public education 
and there is every indication that future years will prove to be very 
difficult as well.”

For more information, please contact Sharon Hagy, board 
secretary, at 566-5334.

(Continued on Page 2)
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However Dr. Smith cautioned that 
without revenue increases or relief from 
mandates from the state, next year’s budget 
picture won’t be so rosy.

“We’re fortunate to be in a position to 
continue to hold the line on property taxes,” 
she said. “But mandated expenditures 
continue to increase at a greater rate than 
revenue is coming in.”

Comparing the proposed spending plan 
with the current 2015-16 budget, Dr. Smith 
pointed out that the new budget increases 
spending was $1,844,000, or roughly 3 
percent. Were it not for increases in state-
mandated retirement payments ($1,229,819) 

and medical insurance ($532,075), the new 
budget’s expenses increased $82,106, or 
fourth-tenths of a percent over the year 
before.

“We’re doing our part,” Dr. Smith said. 
“We’re keeping expenditures under control, 
but we are going to need help from the state 
to make this work long-term.”

To balance this year’s budget and pay 
for one-time projects like new curriculum 
materials, preventative maintenance at 
several schools and continued funding of 
district technology initiatives, the district is 
spending $1.8 million in its cash reserves.

Given the continuing uncertainty of 
budget negotiations at the state Capitol, Dr. 

Smith said Lower Dauphin did not include 
any increases in state funding in this version 
of 2016-17 budget. The district eventually 
received $306,108 in increased state funding 
during the 2015-16 school year.

“We’re hopeful that the governor and 
Legislature will deliver some increase in 
funding and relief from mandates, but we’re 
being realistic in our budget in case those 
talks become protracted beyond the June 30 
deadline.”

Currently, state revenues make up 
a third of the district’s budget. Federal 
sources are another 1 percent, leaving 
Lower Dauphin taxpayers to make-up the 
remaining 65 percent.

2015-16 2016-17
(Proposed)

Expenditures show modest increases in new spending plan
Spending in the proposed 2016-17 

budget is expected to increase slightly over 3 
percent. However, when mandated payments 
for pensions and medical insurance are 
removed from the equation, the overall 
increase falls from $1.8 million to $82,000.

“We continue to do our part to contain 
costs,” Superintendent Sherri Smith said. 
“The majority of our budgetary increases 
every year are to cover pension costs and 
health care.”

That’s what makes putting together the 
budget so difficult each year – trying to find 
ways to manage those increasing mandated 
costs, while still moving forward on district 
initiatives and goals.

“We are here to serve the needs of 
our students,” Dr. Smith said. “Therefore 
we need to continually evaluate what we 
are doing and build in improvements and 
advancements.”

For instance, this year, the district 
is moving forward on a two-year plan 
to implement full-day kindergarten in 
the district. In the 2016-17 school year, 
students, who have been identified as 
needing additional support to meet academic 
expectations in kindergarten, will be invited 
to a full-day program in three elementary 
schools:  East Hanover, Londonderry, and 
Nye.  

“We are able to provide this pilot with 
no additional costs for staffing,” Dr. Smith 
said. “We will be collecting data on the 
academic success of this pilot next year, and 
based on the results and district finances, we 
are hopeful to move to a full-day program 
district for all incoming kindergarten 

students in 2017-2018.”
Based on enrollments for 2017-2018 

and maneuvering of existing staff positions, 
the district should be able to implement this 
program with minimal increases in year 2.  

“This two-year plan is an example 
of managing the costs of new programs, 
while building in new opportunities for 
our students,” she said. “If we did not plan 
long-term for this program and span the 
implementation across two years, we would 
not be able to even consider providing it as 
a district.”

The district also looks at maintaining 
buildings to avoid any need for future. Dr. 
Smith explained that there are one-time 
expenditures for preventative maintenance 
and equipment purchases that replace 
similar expenditures in the current budget. 
As such, the district is able to refurbish 

chillers at the high school and middle school 
and make other changes to the heat and air 
conditioning systems at a cost of $220,000 
without a major impact on the bottom line. 

The proposed budget also includes new 
textbooks and materials for the district’s 
new elementary reading curriculum, 
secondary textbooks, and needed technology 
equipment. 

“We’re able to continue to move 
forward with district initiatives because of 
prudent planning and careful management 
of every dollar,” Dr. Smith said. “We take 
our stewardship of district tax revenue very 
seriously.” 

The bottom line for expenditures in the 
2016-17 budget will be $61.2 million, a 3.1 
percent increase over the current budget of 
$59.4 million.

(Continued from Page 1)
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Optimism lacking when looking to future school district budgets
As difficult as this proposed budget 

was to put together, district officials are 
not optimistic that future years will be any 
easier.

“The level of dysfunction at the state 
is simply amazing,” said Superintendent 
Sherri Smith. “The fact that we had to wait 
until April to get a budget and funding 
agreement which was due the previous July 
is unprecedented.

“Public education in Pennsylvania is in 
crisis and we are looking to Harrisburg for 
answers, not further acrimony.”

At issue are continually rising pension 
costs, payments to cyber-charter schools, 
and the need for a fair and equitable funding 
formula.

On pensions, Dr. Smith said the path 
the state is currently on is not sustainable in 
the long-term. Credit rating agencies have 
downgraded the state’s credit-worthiness 
several times due to the large unfunded 
liabilities in the state’s retirement systems.

For years the state has underfunded the 
system and now that bill is coming due, she 
explained. In 2012-13, the state mandated that 

contributions to the pensions system be 12.36 
percent of a school district’s payroll. This 
coming year’s contributions are set at 30.03 
percent of payroll. In dollar amounts, that 
figure went from $3.1 million to $7.8 million 
in four years.

“As pension costs increase, those dollars 
have to come from somewhere else,” Dr. Smith 
said. “And too often, that somewhere is from 
other parts of the education budget that would 
otherwise be going directly to fund programs.

“Everyone agrees we can’t continue 
on this path, but there isn’t enough political 
willpower to make a decision on how to fix it.”

Dr. Smith points to payments to cyber-
charter schools as another area which needs 
reform from the state. 

In 2012-13 there were 90 students 
enrolled in cyber-charter schools whose tuition 
cost the district $837,000. In the 2014-15 
school year, that figure increased to 109 
students, costing the district $1.1 million. 
Added to that 2014-15 total is an additional 
$200,000 for 18 students enrolled in brick-and-
mortar charter schools. 

“The way Pennsylvania funds charter 
and cyber-charter schools needs to change,” 

Dr. Smith said. “It places an unfair burden on 
school districts to fund what are sometimes 
for-profit enterprises with taxpayer money with 
no real accounting for the actual costs.”

She also said that the state’s formula 
for funding public education needs to be 
addressed.

“I was very involved in this process,” 
Dr. Smith said. “It’s critically important that 
funding be fair and equitable for all school 
districts in Pennsylvania.”

Among the issues are the need for 
“real cost” funding that addresses factors 
including poverty, English proficiency, school 
enrollment, and other objective measures 
that impact those costs. Further, she said the 
new system must be transparent, sustainable, 
equitable, and long-range — and supported 
with sufficient, stable, and broad-based 
resources. 

“A new basic education funding system 
is the foundation for educating all children, 
including children with special needs who 
will require additional resources through the 
special education allocation,” she said. “That 
will benefit all children in the state.”

2015-16 2016-17
(Proposed)

State, federal funding makes up a third of  Lower Dauphin revenues 
As you can see in the chart at right, 

state and federal revenues continue to make 
up 34 percent of the Lower Dauphin budget 
for 2016-17. 

Federal funds will have a slight 
decrease compared with the current 2015-
16 budget – dropping by $3,400. These 
funds help pay for the district’s costs in 
special education programs, support reading 
programs for at-risk readers in the district’s 
elementary schools, and reduce class sizes. 

Overall, federal funding makes up 
0.9 percent of the Lower Dauphin budget. 
Federal revenue is budgeted at $523,435 – 
more than half of the total in the 2012-13 
school year.

The picture with state revenues is 
more complicated. In the 2015-16 budget, 
the district did not plan on receiving any 
increase in funding. After a 10-month 
impasse between the Legislature and the 
governor, state funding was finally released.  

The district’s increase in funding was 
4.25 percent, with the majority of that 
increase covering the state’s contributions to 
the pension system. In fact, $608,794 of the 
$841,513 increase in state funding (roughly 
72 percent of the total increase) will go 
toward pension payments. 

A little over $301,000 in state revenue 
increases will go toward education-related 
expenditures, but in effect, the revenue 

increases reflect the actual amounts received 
in 2015-16 and do not reflect an increase in 
the 2016-17 school year.

“Given the dysfunction at the state 
Capitol, we continue to feel it to be prudent 
to not include any expectation for additional 
revenue from the state,” said Superintendent 
Sherri Smith. “There are just too many 
variables and moving parts for us to be able 
to predict what we will be getting next year, 
if we receive any increase at all.”

Local sources of revenue are budgeted 
to increase 1.5 percent in the proposed 
spending plan, rising from $37.7 million 

to $38.3. The increase is the result of 2.3 
percent growth in property taxes and 2.8 
percent growth in earned income taxes.

In addition, the budget relies on $1.4 
million in cash reserves to be spent on one-
time projects and an additional $400,000 to 
cover a spike in health benefits.

“This is about $1 million more than 
we typically budget in reserve funding,” 
Dr. Smith said. “But we feel confident that 
this revenue will go into projects which we 
won’t be funding next year and won’t need 
to be budgeted again.”
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