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Both figures include state, 
federal and local money. 

Rosado said she isn’t looking 
for a level playing field, but she 
knows her district’s students 
deserve more. 

During a quick tour of the high 
school, Rosado pointed out the 
century-old wooden chairs that 
fill the 400-seat auditorium. She 
laughed off the 2004 set of ency-
clopedias in the school’s library, 
which has become a graveyard for 
old furniture and computer equip-
ment. But the aged equipment 
and outdated resources don’t come 
close to nearing the top of her pri-
ority list.

“Opportunity is what matters,” 
said Rosado, who would like to 
offer more than three AP classes 
and revive the district’s under-
funded elementary music and art 
programs. “Because of the lack of 
funding, kids haven’t been exposed 
to the arts at a young age to even 
know if they have a passion for it.”

Bristol High School has a music 
program, but no band or chorus. 
Observing one music class, Rosado 
said for some students, “this is 
their only outlet — you could see 
this is a big reason why they come 
to school.”

She worries the lack of funding 
deprives her students of oppor-
tunities they need to compete in 
college and the workforce, namely 
because of where they live and how 
the state funds education.

Alicia Davila, 14, said she’s 
afraid the school’s limited courses 
will affect her ability to even get 
into college.

“Colleges want more on our 
resume than the school can give 
us,” said Alicia, who wants more 
music and art. “We deserve a bet-
ter chance.”

New Hope-Solebury High 
School offers seven art classes, 
including an AP studio art course. 
At least three choir classes are 
offered, and so is AP music theory. 
Bristol Junior-Senior High School 
has one art teacher who teaches 
three classes a semester and two 
music teachers who are shared by 
the district’s three schools. 

“Students in all communi-
ties deserve those opportunities,” 
Bristol Borough Superintendent 
Thomas Shaffer said. “My prior-
ity is academics. The state should 
pick up what we can’t provide. The 
state used to give us more so we 
could offer more.”

The problem, according to 
statewide education advocates, 
is that Pennsylvania has funded 
schools primarily through prop-
erty taxes for decades with no 
consideration of a community’s 
ability to pay the bills. Less than 5 
percent of funding comes from the 
federal government and about one-
third comes from the state.

Most states provide school 
districts with 50 percent of their 
funding, which is partially why 
Pennsylvania ranks worst in the 
country for supporting education, 
said Jay Himes, director of Penn-
sylvania Association of School 
Business Officials. Most of the 
burden in Pennsylvania falls on 
local taxpayers, he said.

There’s a movement in the 
General Assembly to change 
that. A measure by state Sen. 
David Argall, R-29, of Berks and 
Schuylkill counties, would fund 
schools by eliminating most prop-
erty taxes and raising the state’s 
income tax from 3.07 percent to 
4.95 percent and its sales tax from 
6 percent to 7 percent. A portion 
of the school property tax would 
remain only to pay off debt service.

Until the education funding 
formula changes, the burden of 
any spikes in spending fall most 
heavily on Pennsylvania’s poorest 
communities, according to Charlie 
Lyons, spokesman for the Cam-
paign for Fair Education Funding, 
a school spending advocacy group.
The state’s portion of education 
dollars hasn’t kept pace with edu-
cation needs, Lyons said. Rising 
state-mandated teacher pension 
payments and the loss of millions 
of dollars because the state didn’t 
replace temporary federal stimulus 
dollars only compound the prob-
lem, he said. 

“State money used to account 
for 50 percent of our budget; now 
it is 36 percent,” said Bristol’s 
Shaffer, adding that districts can 
only ask so much from homeown-
ers to help make up the difference.

Bristol Borough residents 
spend nearly 7 percent of their 
income on school property taxes, 
while New Hope-Solebury resi-
dents pay less than 4 percent. The 
average Bristol Borough resident 
earns $22,183 a year, compared to 
$66,373 for the average Solebury 
resident, census figures show.

This news organization was 
unsuccessful in reaching New 
Hope-Solebury school offi-
cials after multiple requests for 
comment.

In Montgomery County, poorer 
districts are also heavily burdened 
by school property taxes. Residents 

in the Pottstown School District, 
where more than 80 percent of stu-
dents are considered low income, 
spend an average of 7.5 percent 
of their income on school taxes, 
while those in the wealthier Colo-
nial School District pay an aver-
age of 3 percent of their income in 
school taxes.

Magnifying the financial pres-
sure on poorer school districts 
is the higher cost to educate 
many students who are starting 
school less prepared because of 
language barriers, impoverished 
circumstances or lack of time in 
preschool, said Donna Cooper, 
executive director of Public Citi-
zens for Children and Youth.

With lower test scores, more 
resources are needed to help stu-
dents meet state academic require-
ments, said Shaffer, the Bristol 
Borough superintendent.

Though state funds account for 
a greater share of a poor school dis-
trict’s budget, Shaffer said, strug-
gling schools don’t get enough 
extra money from the state to help 
them meet more expensive and 
extensive academic needs. 

The Morrisville School Dis-
trict is in the same boat as Bristol 
Borough.

Facing limited local money for 
the 2012-13 school year, Morris-
ville decreased electives and cut 
business education, physical edu-
cation and music. It cut technol-
ogy electives and eliminated the 
district’s only librarian. 

Patrick Getty, a 10th-grader at 
Morrisville High School, is wor-
ried the lack of AP classes and 
extracurricular activities will hurt 
his chances of getting into the 
Naval Academy.

“I shouldn’t be at a disadvan-
tage because I go to a smaller 
school,” said Patrick, who would 
like robotics, debate class and 
more sports options.

His mother, Donna, said her 
son tries to make up for what 
he can’t get at school by getting 
involved in science camps, Boy 
Scouts and church activities.

“Morrisville has done a fantas-
tic job of using what they do have 
to provide for the students, but 
there are gaps,” said Getty, add-
ing that parents must try to offer 
what the district can’t. “It’s frus-
trating to be surrounded by towns 
with schools that allow for more 
activities and opportunities for 
students.”

Getty said she strongly believes 
funding for every student in 
Pennsylvania should be the same, 
regardless of district.

“It shouldn’t rest solely on 
property taxes,” she said. 

“We are not looking to put an 
iPad in every student’s hands, 
but we want to do our job well so 
our kids can compete.” said Mor-
risville School District’s Finance 
Director Jason Harris.

That becomes more difficult 
as poverty levels rise — and chil-
dren’s needs follow.

Although the number of public 
school students in Bucks County 
has changed very little during the 
past five years (about 86,500), the 
share of students coming from 
low-income households is rising. 
In Montgomery County, the per-
centage of low-income students 
increased in every school district 
between 2008 and 2014. The 
number of students qualifying 
for free or reduced-price lunches 
more than doubled in Hatboro-
Horsham, Cheltenham and Lower 
Moreland.

A total of 19,300 Bucks County 
students were eligible for free and 
reduced-priced lunches in 2012-13, 
up nearly 42 percent from 2008-09. 
Yet Bucks schools got $14 million 
less in state funding for instruc-
tional needs than in 2008, said 
Cooper, from Public Citizens for 
Children and Youth. 

“Those (low-income) children 
come to school with more needs, 
and sadly, they come to school less 
prepared,” she said.

The Public Citizens for Chil-
dren and Youth analysis shows at 
least 15 percent of Bucks students 
are struggling to hit grade-level 
state benchmarks in reading or 
math. In Montgomery County, 
that number is almost 10 percent 
in reading and nearly 14 percent 

in math.
“School boards are in a very 

tough spot, forced to make cuts 
in accelerated or enrichment 
programs and imposing higher 
property taxes just to try to meet 
basic academic needs and cover 
state-mandated costs like pension 
and charter school payments,” said 
Cooper. 

Nicole Reigelman, press secre-
tary for the Pennsylvania Depart-
ment of Education, acknowledged 
funding disparities exist and said 
Gov. Tom Wolf is fighting the Leg-
islature to increase state funding 
for public schools. A big step, she 
said, was the passage of a school 
funding formula last year.

The state spends nearly $6 bil-
lion on basic education funding 
each year. However, the formula 
only applies to new funds above 
that amount. For example, only 
5 percent of the state’s budget 
last year was allocated to districts 
based on the new distribution 
formula, which considers the size 
of the student population, the 

community’s poverty level and 
other socioeconomic indicators.

“Unfortunately, the discrepancy 
(in school spending) still exists for 
the lion’s share of the funding,” 
Riegelman said, adding that once 
the formula applies to the bulk of 
state funding, it will result in a dis-
tribution system that is more fair.

The new funding formula’s suc-
cess, Lyons said, now depends on 
just how much more money the 
state can provide.

“You can have a fair distribu-
tion, but if you don’t have enough 
money to lift up some of these 
school districts, you don’t get 
where you need to be,” he said.

Bristol Borough’s Shaffer 
agrees, but he said state support for 
needy districts has been basically 
nonexistent.

“We don’t get additional (state 
funding) because of low test scores, 
and we are judged on how many 
Advanced Placement classes we 
have when we can’t afford to offer 
more,” said Shaffer.

Reigelman said the state is 
working on broadening the lenses 
of what schools are measured on, 
and we are fighting for more edu-
cation funding.” 

Shaffer said he’s optimistic 
about the governor’s direction, 
though he still wishes his district 
could afford the staff to offer the 
electives, AP and other classes he 
knows many students want.

And though he’s not looking 
to stack the vacant shelves with 
high-tech gadgets, he would like to 
have updated computers at school. 
“Lower-income students don’t 
have them at home; now they can’t 
get (the technology they need) at 
school,” he said.

“What gets me is that we don’t 
have the basic education tools that 
we should have,” said Shaffer. “I 
just wish we could do more for our 
students, and afford them what 
they deserve: more opportunities.”
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Morrisville Business Administrator Jason Harris (left) and 
Superintendent Mike Kopakowski talk about income inequality at 

Morrisville High School. The district is one of the county’s poorest, 
and has had to cut electives as a result of budget constraints.
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Bristol High School freshman Emily Marchese, 13, practices during music 

teacher Jason Molden’s piano class at Bristol Borough High School. 
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Bristol Borough School District 
Superintendent Thomas Shaffer 

said his district doesn’t get 
additional state funding because 

of low test scores and it’s 
judged on how many Advanced 
Placement classes it has when 

it can’t afford to offer more. 


