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OFairbanks district superintendent: 50-70 teachers
likely will lose jobs

Weston Morrow/wmorrow@newsminer.com | Posted: Wednesday, January 22, 2014 12:00
am

FAIRBANKS — Between 50 and 70 teachers in Fairbanks North Star Borough schools likely will
lose their jobs at the end of the school year, according to school district superintendent Pete
Lewis.

Lewis made the announcement as the district works to complete its proposed operating budget for
the 2014-15 school year. The budget proposal is not finished and the district does not plan to
release it until Feb. 1, Lewis said, but the cuts are not likely to be reduced in the remaining time
frame unless funding from the state or borough increases significantly.

Throughout the past several years, the district’s costs have grown while its funding sources have
not. Enrollment in the district also has been declining in recent years.

The state, which funds the majority of the district’s budget, has not raised its main funding
O formula in four years, and the governor’s budget proposal recommends the trend continue for a
fifth year.

“Costs continue to rise,” Lewis said. “We have inflation factors. Things don’t get cheaper from
year to year.”

Teacher layoffs usually cause increased class sizes, which the school board has sought to avoid as
one of its top priorities. Last year, the district had to lay off several teachers for the first time in
years.

After last school year, the district sent letters of doubtful employment status to 80 teachers and
ended up laying off 16 but was able to hire about half of them back in some capacity by the start
of the 2013-14 school year.

“This year, it will affect classrooms in a much more significant way,” Lewis said.
Most of the cuts last year took place at the secondary level,

At this point in the budget process, it is unclear where the teacher reductions, which Lewis
estimated around 60 to 63, would take place. The exact number and areas the layoffs occur will
depend on factors such as retirements and enrollment changes.

http://www.newsminer.com./news/local_news/fairbanks-district-superintendent—--teachers-l... 1/25/2014
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Fairbanks is not the only school district facing layoffs in the upcoming school year. Anchorage
School District, which has an operating budget a little more than twice the size of Fairbanks,
Oannounced Tuesday it will eliminate 219 teaching positions for 2014-15, 159 of those because of

flat funding.

In the past four years, Anchorage has reduced its budget by 491 full-time equivalent positions,
accounting for just more than 700 employees, Anchorage officials stated in a press release,

FNSB school board members have urged the Alaska Legislature, which convened for the first day
of its 2014 session Tuesday, to reverse its recent course and increase its foundation funding to
districts.

Contact staff writer Weston Morrow at 459-7520. Follow him on Twitter: @FDNMschools.

O

http://www.newsminer.com/news/local_news/fairbanks-district—superintendent—--teachers-l... 1/25/2014
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OFairbanks district officials cautious about
Ketchikan funding lawsuit

Weston Morrow/wmorrow@newsminer.com | Posted: Friday, January 17, 2014 12:12 am

FATRBANKS — School board members and administrators at Fairbanks North Star Borough
School District reacted cautiously to news that Ketchikan Gateway Borough would sue the state
over local education funding requirements.

Ketchikan filed a lawsuit earlier this week, claiming the state was unconstitutionally forcing local
municipalities to pay a portion of school budgets that is technically the responsibility of the state.
The state must fund “basic need” for each school district in the state but for years has been forcing
municipalities to pick up a portion of the tab, while paying the full sum for rural districts outside a
borough.

FNSBSD Superintendent Pete Lewis and several school board members attended a F airbanks
Borough Assembly work session in December in which Ketchikan officials presented their case to
assembly members,

O Lewis responded hesitantly to the news that Ketchikan had filed its lawsuit this week, saying that
neither a win nor a loss would signal a definite change in funding to municipal districts like
FNSBSD.

The state required taxpayers in Fairbanks North Star Borough to pay $26 million of the district’s
roughly $151 million in basic need funding in 2013. The borough elected to cover much more
than that, however, allocating $48.3 million to the school district.

If Ketchikan does win the lawsuit and the state is forced to cover the required local contributions,
it’s possible the biggest change — to the district - would simply be who pays that portion of its
bill. That’s only one of many possibilities, though.

The state Legislature has not increased basic need for four years, and Gov. Sean Parnell’s 2015
budget proposal would extend that period a fifth year if the legislature follows suit. The House of
Representatives’ Sustainable Education Task Force, created to examine, among other things, the
cost of education in Alaska, recommended at the end of December that the state can not continue
its current education funding levels.

In fiscal year 2014, municipalities are projected to pay $221.5 million in required local
O coniributions, not including the additional amount many contribute freely.

http://www.newsminer.com/news/local__news/fairbanks-district-ofﬁcials-cautious-about~ke... 1/25/2014
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Lewis expressed concern about how such a large cost increase to the state might further increase
the legislature’s frenetic move to curtail education spending.

The state is expected to pay $1.4 billion in basic need to districts in 2014,

Lewis also raised the concern that some municipalities might elect to not spend additional
taxpayer money on education if the required local contribution were removed. For FNSB schools,
that would mean a loss of $22 million.

School board president Heidi Haas was one of the board members that sat in on the borough work
session with Lewis. She said the lawsuit makes sense, but she said its outcome is less than certain.

“If you get down to the nitty gritty, it could end up hurting us and not helping us because there
could be a change to the formula, because (the state) had to absorb additional costs,” Haas said. “I
agree with what their definition is, but I’m concerned about how that will play out in the long run
in terms of education funding.”

Fellow board member Sue Hull, who, in addition to FN SBSD, serves on the state school board,
said the current state funding plan does seem to discourage areas that are willing to tax
themselves.

“If the state is responsible for basic need, then shouldn’t they be willing to pay for basic need for
O everybody,” Hull said. “As a borough taxpayer I kind of think the state should be looking at that.”

Hull also expressed concern for how the state could pick up an additional $221 million tab when it
is already facing declining revenues and deficits, but said if the courts rule in Ketchikan’s favor
the state won't have a choice.

Rep. Tammie Wilson, R-North Pole, pre-filed a similar bill with the state House of
Representatives Jan. 10. The bill would, among other things, remove the required local
contribution. Wilson also is co-chair of the Sustainable Education Task Force,

The legislative session begins Jan. 21.

Contact staff writer Weston Morrow at 459-7520. Follow him on Twitter: @FDNMschools.
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