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Question of the Week: 

In alignment with the Board of Education’s goal of enhancing communication with the community, 

Garden City Public Schools continues its “Question of the Week” feature.  

April 25, 2017 

Q: Parents often compare school programs or building amenities to other districts. How do you 

respond to such comparisons? 

A: Comparisons can provide a general sense of a school district’s local, state, and national standing. 

Outside organizations annually rank school districts using a variety of metrics, including graduation 

rates, the number of students taking Advanced Placement exams and the scores achieved, the 

percentage of free and reduced lunch students, and more. Annual ranking organizations include U.S. 

News & World Report, Newsweek, The Washington Post and schooldigger.com.  

Each ranking organization utilizes its own set of metrics, so the parameters of the rankings are an 

important consideration when reviewing these findings. Whatever the metric, Garden City Public 

Schools consistently ranks in the top tier of public school districts on Long Island. For example, just 

released on April 25, 2017, U.S. News & World Report ranked Garden City as #2 public high school on 

Long Island; for 2016, the same publication ranked Garden City as #3. For 2015, Garden City ranked #1. 

The difference between these placings can come down to a percentage point or less. 

Ranking organizations often include ALL school types in comparisons, that is, along with open 

enrollment public schools, like Garden City, they include results from charter, magnet, and/or privately 

backed schools. These schools can select students for admissions and expulsion, so another important 

consideration when reviewing school rakings is to disaggregate by school TYPE. Open enrollment public 

schools admit and educate all students, so the metrics for Garden City Public Schools include the results 

for ALL students, including students with disabilities.  

As important as the district’s emphasis on academic rigor, and not included as a metric on the national 

rankings, Garden City Public Schools is equally focused on the development of well-rounded students 

who feel valued and included in the school community. The social-emotional growth and development 

of our students is integral to the district’s standards of success during the school-age years and long 

after they graduate. To inform district and building administration, student surveys have been 



conducted at the elementary, middle and high schools to determine how students feel about the school 

culture, and their perceptions about feeling safe, secure, and valued. The results of the most recent 

survey indicated an overwhelmingly positive response. Each building maintains a character education 

program and a wealth of opportunities to appeal to students’ interests. Alums, too, share their sense of 

college preparedness during Alum Return Day and in testimonials (see “In Their Own Words” video 

series on the district website).  

The proposed 2017-2018 budget for Garden City Public Schools operationalizes all aspects of the school 

program from academics to athletics and clubs. It also maintains the buildings themselves, and all the 

technology, books, and supplies needed to fill our classrooms. As the vote approaches on May 16th, 

please consider that even though Garden City Public Schools has proposed a budget that stays within 

the tax cap for the sixth year in a row, registered voters still must vote on May 16th, 6 a.m. to 10 p.m. at 

Garden City High School. All the budget information is included on our website under the “Budget 

Information” sidebar on the district website: www.gardencity.k12.ny.us.   

April 17, 2017 

Q: Politics and school financing seem to go hand-in-hand. What are the top things to watch for coming 

out of Albany that could impact Garden City Public Schools? How about out of Washington? 

A: The largest concern coming from decisions made in Albany that affect public school districts is the 

state aid number included in the Governor’s Executive Budget. The final budget, which was delayed by 

more than a week (due date was April 1st), does include a $1.1 billion increase (more than 6%) in school 

aid. However, after all the numbers are added up for Garden City Public Schools, “We saw a decrease of 

$18,136 in state aid over 2016-2017,” said Assistant Superintendent for Business & Finance Dana 

DiCapua. Although state aid to Garden City is relatively small, it still represents about 5% of the budget. 

“In 2016-2017, we received $5,996,309; for 2017-2018, we will receive $5,978,173. The decrease is 

primarily due to a decrease in building aid.”  

It was hoped that the adopted budget would also include significant mandate relief, especially for a high 

achieving school district like Garden City, but that was not the case.  

At the request of NYS Education Commissioner MaryEllen Elia, the “Super LAC” (the Legislative Affairs 

Committee of Garden City, Manhasset and North Shore school districts) researched mandates that 

originate solely from the Education Department and made several recommendations for modifications 

to ease the real and “opportunity” costs (mandates that require compliance using personnel time and 

district equipment, such as data reporting). The Super LAC hopes to hear a response from the 

Commissioner and the Education Department in the near future. 

In the current tax cap environment, maintaining the excellence of Garden City’s nationally- and state-

ranked educational program has become increasingly difficult. The tax cap restricts growth by two 

percent or the CPI, whichever is lower, while costs keep increasing, especially regional costs, for which 

the tax cap formula makes no allowance. “If something gets added to the school district budget on the 



expenditure side, something else must come out; it’s a zero-sum game,” said Superintendent Dr. Robert 

Feirsen. 

While maintaining the district’s Maximum Allowable Tax Levy of 1.35%, the proposed 2017-2018 budget 

of $1,769,682 has changed slightly over the course of the Board of Education’s budget review process. 

The change reflects including a new capital project: ADA –accessible bathrooms at the high school. 

Because funding for this project is the result of savings realized from previous projects that were used to 

increase the appropriated fund balance for the coming school year, the change has no impact on the tax 

levy.  

In terms of federal education initiatives coming out of Washington, D.C. that may affect Garden City 

Public Schools, this is still unknown. The new Education Secretary is a strong supporter of school choice 

and could spearhead change that would impact all public school districts, nationwide. Until new federal 

legislation is proposed or amendments proposed to current policy, it may be too early to tell. 

Please remember – even though Garden City Public Schools has proposed a budget that stays within the 

tax cap for the sixth year in a row since the cap’s implementation, registered voters still must vote on 

May 16th, 6 a.m. to 10 p.m. at Garden City High School. If you are not sure if you are registered, please 

check our website under “Budget Information,” “Voter Information” sidebar on the district website: 

www.gardencity.k12.ny.us.   

March 20, 2017 

Q: When the district meets with legislative and education leaders, what do you stress most about our 

district? 

A: By far, the focus when meeting with legislators is expressing the financial pressures and 

difficult choices school districts and boards of education face. From the flurry of federal and 

state unfunded mandates handed down since the 2008 Recession, many with zero dollars 

attached, to compliance with the state’s tax levy cap, school districts and their boards have 

endeavored to preserve high quality programs in the face of continuing fiscal challenges. 

To ensure that the interests of the Garden City Public Schools and taxpayers are heard in 

Albany, the Board of Education created a Legislative Affairs Committee (LAC) in 2013. On the 

advice of local and state legislators to expand our numbers, Garden City joined with Manhasset 

and North Shore Public Schools’ LACs to form the “Super LAC” in 2014. Since that time, the 

Super LAC’s actions have included numerous letters to legislators, including the Governor, 

meetings with legislators on an individual basis, and two Legislative Breakfasts to discuss 

educational issues. 



     

For example, on March 10, 2017, six legislators attended the Super LAC’s breakfast held at the 

Garden City Public Library. Pictured here are (left to right) Assembly Members Michael 

Montesano, Ed Ra, Charles Lavine, and Anthony D’Urso, and Senators Carl Marcellino and Kemp 

Hannon, with Garden City Board Trustee Bob Martin (standing) acting as the moderator. 

Discussions for the 90-minute breakfast attended by 30 audience members from the three 

districts focused on school budgets, state aid, the reformulation of Foundation Aid, and 

modifications to the tax cap legislation. 

As budget discussions are currently going on in Albany in advance of an April 1st deadline for 

approval of the Governor’s budget, the timing of the meeting was critical.  



 

To further the educational side of the Super LAC’s goals, meetings have also been held with 

Education Commissioner MaryEllen Elia, Deputy Commissioner D’Agati, and Regent Tilles. At 

the June 23, 2016 Super LAC meeting with the Commissioner (pictured, center, left listening as 

Trustee Martin makes a point), Elia challenged the group to develop a list of unfunded 

mandates that originate from the State Education Department and present recommendations 

for modification to ease the burden of real costs and “opportunity costs” (time spent by 

personnel on compliance) on districts like Garden City. After much research, the Super LAC 

generated the list and sent a letter with mandate relief recommendations to the Commissioner. 

The Super LAC anxiously awaits the final state aid numbers to determine its impact on our 

legislative representatives in Albany. 

To view a summary of the actions of the Super LAC, including Super LAC Agendas and letters 

from the Super LAC to local legislators and the Governor, visit the “Board of Education in 

Action” icon on the district website under the sidebar “Board News”: 

www.gardencity.k12.ny.us.    

March 6, 2017 

Q: Is it true that on the May 16th ballot, the school district will be asking voters to approve several new 

projects under the voter-approved Capital Reserve Fund?  

A: Yes, the Capital Reserve Fund that was established by community vote at the May 19, 2015 

vote is designed to enable Garden City Public Schools to fund capital projects that are too large 

to be included in the district’s annual budget. For example, roof replacements, which can cost 
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upwards of $1 million, or the replacement of large items such as the high school turf field and 

track.  

Establishing a Capital Reserve Fund reduces the need to bond for large capital projects, thus 

reducing debt service to the district. The Capital Reserve Fund required a vote to establish it, 

and requires approval from the voters each time projects are proposed using monies from the 

fund. Proposed projects must be clearly defined in the voter proposal. The probable term of the 

Capital Reserve Fund is eight years with funding of $10 million. 

Last year, voters approved facilities improvements including the renovation of the high school 

turf field and track (anticipated cost: $1,020,000), installation of an HVAC system in the high 

school auditorium ($900,000), and renovation of the middle school breezeway windows 

($380,000). These projects are on track for proposed work beginning in the summer of 2017. 

On May 16th, voters will be asked to approve additional projects using the Capital Reserve Fund. 

These projects are mechanical, day-to-day health and safety items needed to keep the buildings 

running in support of the district’s educational program, including: High School - 

HVAC/Mechanical work including univents, hot water heater, refinish/replace some classroom 

doors; Middle School - HVAC/Mechanical including fresh air intakes and partial slate roof 

replacement; Stewart - HVAC/Mechanical including fresh air intakes and masonry; Stratford – 

First floor bathroom renovation, masonry, roof replacement; Hemlock -HVAC/Mechanical 

including fresh air intake and univents; Homestead -HVAC/Mechanical including fresh air 

intake, univents, and roof replacement; and Locust - HVAC/Mechanical including fresh air 

intake and univents. 

The total allocation for this group of Capital Reserve Fund projects is $6.1 million. 

Q: Will the Capital Reserve Fund raise my taxes?  

No, the Capital Reserve Fund does NOT increase the tax burden and does not affect the 

proposed school budget. Funding sources include budgetary appropriations, unexpended 

balances, or legally appropriated funds from other reserves.  

The fund is a resource utilized by the school district to fund projects that preserve and enhance 

its facilities, without placing undue additional burdens on the taxpayer. The fund also aids 

financial planning by avoiding tax spikes to provide funds for major projects. Considering that 

the school district’s newest buildings date from the 1950s, having this reserve reduces the risk 

of having to make reductions in valued programs to fund capital improvements. Finally, interest 

earned on the account adds to the fund.   



The next Board of Education budget public Work Session will take place on March 14, 2017, 

8:15 p.m. in Garden City High School. To learn more about the proposed 2017-2018 budget, 

please visit the district website: www.gardencity.k12.ny.us . 

February 21, 2017 

Q: What are some of the challenges in creating a school budget today? 

A: Looking at the revenue side of the budget – the dollars and cents needed to implement Garden City 
Public School’s educational program, the first challenge faced by the district is presenting a budget in 
compliance with Education Law. Other than large city school systems, Education Law requires school 
districts to present an annual budget to voters for approval. The “Big 5” large city school districts include 
Buffalo, New York City, Rochester, Syracuse, and Yonkers. Referenda are not required in these districts; 
school budgets are a component of the cities’ municipal budget.  

Similar to the nearly 700 public school systems in New York State, Garden City Public Schools 
must present a budget to voters each year that complies with Education Law, including the tax levy limit. 
The “tax cap” law requires school districts to present a budget referendum to voters that remains within 
a 2% increase OR the Consumer Price Index rate of inflation, whichever is LOWER. 

Since its implementation for the 2012-2013 school year, the tax levy limit is calculated each year 
by each school district using the state’s 8-step formula. This formula yields a district’s “maximum 
allowable tax levy.” However, in practice, the law has been problematic, and in some cases has had 
negative consequences when major components of a school budget, including both the measurable 
financial and hard-to-quantify “opportunity costs” (time employees spend on compliance) of state and 
federal unfunded mandates, increases expenditures without providing districts with a way to increase 
revenues proportionally. Even the increases a district may experience due to increases in enrollment are 
not included in the tax levy limit formula.  

The state did provide a provision in the law for a district to present a budget to voters that 
exceeds its tax levy limit, but the budget must then pass by a 60% “supermajority” of the vote, thus 
giving more weight to the “no” votes (1.2).  

Garden City Public Schools has remained within the cap since the tax levy limit law went into 
effect, including its proposed budget for the upcoming 2017-2018 school year: 1.35% (with STAR). 
Because the budget Garden City School District will be presenting for public vote on May 16th (6 a.m. to 
10 p.m. at Garden City High School) is within its tax levy limit, a simple majority of the vote is required 
for passage. 

A second challenge faced by school districts is the uncertainty of state aid. “The most trying 
piece in formulating the school budget is the state aid picture,” explained Garden City’s Assistant 
Superintendent for Business & Finance Dana DiCapua. Although revenue from property taxes makes up 
the majority of the school budget, state aid makes up nearly 6% of the budget ($5,996,309 for the 
current school year). What the state provides can vary each year. However, the Governor’s budget is not 
approved until (typically) April 1st. So, at best, districts are making a “best guess” using past state aid 
figures when building the budget before April 1st. 

A third revenue challenge districts face has to do with PILOTs (Payment in Lieu of Taxes) within 
their taxing districts. Local Industrial Development Agencies (IDAs) can incentivize local businesses by 
granting PILOTs – effectively, a reduction in taxes in exchange for attracting and retaining businesses. 
IDAs are not required by law to offer school business officials a vote when these decisions are made. A 
recent example that could have affected Garden City Public Schools was the PILOT granted to LIPA 
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properties within the district’s borders which affected revenue and the tax rate. Although the district 
prevailed in a court appeal, PILOTs remain another moving piece in the school revenue challenge.  

Ms. DiCapua emphasized one final challenge - one that squeezes revenues in a way that limits 
the educational choices of the board and administration: “Developing new programs in the tax cap era is 
very difficult - it’s a zero-sum game.”      

Considering the challenges the board and administration face in formulating a school budget, 
input from the community is critical. Residents are encouraged to attend budget meetings to become 
involved in the process.  

If you are interested but unable to attend one or more budget meetings, all meeting 
presentations are posted the following day on the district website: www.gardencity.k12.ny.us, under the 
maroon sidebar “Budget Information.” Additionally, all of the “Questions of the Week” are posted and 
updated on the website as they are released. 

Have a budget question? Please email: knightc@gcufsd.net.  

January 30, 2017 

Q: I’m interested in participating in Garden City Public Schools 2017-2018 budget formulation process. 

How can I accomplish this? 

A: Please join us! Learning what residents’ value in Garden City Public Schools is key to a successful 
budget process. Residents are encouraged to attend and participate in the Board of Education’s five 
budget formulation meetings. The budget meetings are held in the coming weeks on Tuesdays at 
Garden City High School, 8:15 p.m.:  

 February 7 - Overview of Superintendent’s Budget and Revenues. This meeting lays out the 
Superintendent’s proposed budget for the upcoming school year and is a great introduction for 
residents who want to learn and participate in the budget formulation process. The school 
budget is complex and, by law, must be broken out into three parts: Program, Capital, and 
Administration. Subsequent Board of Education meetings spotlight these areas: 

 February 28 - All Non-Instructional Areas/Administrative and Capital Components  

 March 14 - Instructional Components – Part I 

 March 21 – Instructional Components – Part II 

 April 4 – Additional Work Session, if needed 
  

The Board of Education and district administration must work within the confines of the law to 
formulate the annual school district budget, however, input from the community is critical. Residents 
are encouraged to become involved in the process.  

If you are interested but unable to attend one or more budget meetings, all meeting 
presentations are posted the following day on the district website: www.gardencity.k12.ny.us, under the 
maroon sidebar “Budget Information.” Additionally, all of the “Questions of the Week” are posted and 
updated on the website as they are released. 

Have a budget question? Please email: knightc@gcufsd.net.  
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