	[image: image1.png]Ehe New Pork Times







June 10, 2004

Courting School Troubles
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embers of New York's State Legislature have seven weeks to come up with a way to provide New York City's students with "a sound basic education." If they don't, a State Court of Appeals judge will do it for them. And even though the leaders in Albany profess not to want a school system run by the court, their actions say otherwise.

If the court takes over the schools in New York State, that will clearly mean one thing: the Legislature will have failed, and failed miserably. Even more, it will mean that Gov. George Pataki abdicated his leadership, preferring to cede his job to the court rather than accept the political heat that comes with responsibility.

The court has already ruled that many New York City children are being denied their constitutional right to a good education. But everyone in Albany knows that the same principle will have to be applied to children in other parts of the state who labor under special disadvantages, like living in poverty or having difficulty with English. To meet the court's demands, and to achieve basic fairness, Mr. Pataki and the legislative leaders must change the formula for dividing up state school aid. The new formula should not deprive any district of money it gets now. But additional funds are going to have to be directed to the places that are facing the toughest educational tasks.

That idea is poison to some suburban legislators, who say that their districts should be guaranteed exactly the same percentage of state aid in the future as they get now. But the state could never afford to pile a new education aid program on top of the existing one. The old formula is doomed, and the only real question is whether the legislators will have the courage to change it themselves rather than letting the court do it.

From the beginning, we have admired the proposal from the New York Board of Regents, and Assembly Democrats appear to have offered an outline similar to that plan. The Regents proposed that aid be increased statewide each year, with the extra aid totaling $6 billion by the seventh year; $3.8 billion of that would go to the city. Both Governor Pataki and the Senate Republicans have offered proposals that involve too little state money and too much federal aid, which is either unlikely ever to arrive or already designated for other purposes.

The rest of Governor Pataki's proposed financing would come from new video lottery terminals in New York City. It is wrong to expand our sick dependency on gambling to pay for schools, and even worse to expect the quality of education for the neediest students to be contingent on how much money city residents are ready to throw away on glorified slot machines. The state also cannot afford to increase its debt to pay for schools — an idea Assembly Speaker Sheldon Silver has floated.

Mr. Silver argues that in a $100 billion state budget, the state could find an extra $1.2 billion for schools this year and more than an extra $6 billion over the next five years. Governor Pataki claims that this will lead to tax increases. We agree with the governor that the state should not be raising its basic taxes. But the state can refrain from lifting the temporary surcharge on very high incomes. Comptroller Alan Hevesi could help the state figure out how to wring money out of the state's secretive authorities, which control enormous sums and never fully account for them. And the Legislature could expand its bottle bill, harvesting those nickels New Yorkers pay at the grocery but often don't retrieve. Advocates for this reform say it could bring in an additional $170 million a year — if legislators had the guts to buck the beer and soft drink lobbyists.

One odd twist in the budget stalemate this year is that all three leaders have suddenly made their education proposals public. In a normal state, that might be a sign of progress. Here, it seems to be the usual Albany syndrome, in which everybody does something different and then criticizes the other side's refusal to compromise. But if the governor and the Legislature wind up giving their job to the court, the voters should start looking elsewhere.


