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Hazleton Area biggest winner in the county in governor’s proposed spending
plan.

By Mark Guydish mguydish@timesleader.com
Education Reporter

HARRISBURG - Hazleton Area would be by far the biggest winner in Luzerne County under
Gov. Ed Rendell’s proposed education budget, seeing the state’s subsidy for basic education
shoot up by more than 10 percent, or almost $2.6 million in the 2008-09 school year.

e View the budget

Dallas would see the smallest dollar increase, a scant $199,047, or 3.86 percent more than last
year. But those are not only unsurprising tidbits; they were predictable.

That’s because the governor has taken a cue from last year’s “costing out study” and is
revamping the way much of the state money is meted out, giving more to districts with higher
percentages of students who, statistically, cost more to teach, including those from low-income
families and those with limited English skills.

Hazleton has the highest percentage of students from low-income families in the county — more
than 46 percent in 2004-05 — while Dallas has the lowest. Hazleton’s booming Latino
populations has also meant a booming need for English as Second Language teachers.

Wilkes-Barre Area — where the percent of low-income students in kindergarten topped 50
percent this year — would get the second-largest percentage increase in the county, 7.86 percent
higher than last year, while Greater Nanticoke Area is a close third, seeing an increase of 7.15
percent.

The costing out study was designed to calculate how much it costs per pupil to make sure public
school students learn everything the state requires them to know. In doing so, the study devised a
formula that notes low-income, limited-English and special-education students are statistically
more expensive to teach.

Advocates urged the state to use a similar formula in deciding how much state money each
district gets, and Rendell said his new budget does that.



Rendell also based his budget on a sweeping goal to close what his budget dubs the “adequacy
shortfall per pupil,” or the amount each district needs to increase its per-pupil spending. That gap
varies locally from an increase of $1,723 per pupil in Pittston Area to $4,838 per pupil for
Hazleton Area, according to data put out by Rendell.

Overall, Rendell’s proposed basic-education budget — special-education funding is calculated
separately each year — puts nearly $7.8 million more into Luzerne County’s school districts this
year than last, for an average increase of 5.6 percent.

Even in districts where the increase is below 4 percent — along with Dallas, that includes Lake-
Lehman, Pittston Area and Northwest Area — that still means a larger jump than districts
expected. In preparing preliminary budgets this year, districts have typically been including no
more than a 2 percent increase in state funding.



