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RE:  PROPERTY TAX CAPS ON SCHOOLS 

June 11, 2008 

To the Legislators of the State of New York: 

We write as leaders of New York’s major statewide education organizations.  We are 

grateful for your past support and proud of the progress we have made together in 

improving opportunities and outcomes for New York’s schoolchildren.   

Now those shared accomplishments are threatened by the Governor’s call to cap school 

property taxes. 

Property tax caps would reverse our state’s recent success in improving fairness in 

school funding.  They would undermine our capacity to sustain one of our great 

competitive strengths – our public schools.  Further, the case for caps has been based 

on bad information and incomplete understanding of their dire impacts in other 

states. 

So, respectfully, we ask your help in defeating this proposal – and in finding better ways 

to give New Yorkers the property tax relief they need. 

Public Schools ς A New York Success Story 
Every year in the state budget, you have made education funding a top priority and 

that support has been essential to our success.   

Your support enabled us to win voter approval for school budgets at 90 percent 

passing rates over most of the past decade.  It helped us give more students the extra 

help they need to reach higher standards, to repair and modernize our school 

buildings, and to give more children better beginnings through Universal PreK.  

With that help, we can point to real progress in strengthening our schools: 

-  Earlier this year, Education Week, the national newspaper of record for education, 
gave New York the best grade of any state in its review of policies and performance. 

-  Perennially, that same publication has ranked our standards at the very top of all 
states. 

-  More students are meeting our higher standards, too.  More students are passing 
high school Regents exams than were even taking them just a few years ago and 
more graduates are meeting the requirements for Regents diplomas. 
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-  We lead the nation in the percent of students earning Advanced Placement credit in high school, and in 
the number of finalists in Intel’s national Science Talent Search competition. 

New York does suffer from an achievement gap.  Learning outcomes for children of color and children from 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds are not what they need to be.  But we do outpace most states in 

closing those gaps.  On national tests, our results for disadvantaged students surpass those of most other 

large urban states.  Your recent efforts will help us make more progress. 

Property Tax Caps ς A Threat to Fairness  
Improving fairness in school funding may be the greatest accomplishment of the last two legislative 

sessions.  Property tax caps would be a retreat from that victory.   

Over the past two years, the state’s poorest school districts were able to propose budgets with the lowest 

tax increases and biggest spending increases – improving opportunities for their school children without 

overburdening their local taxpayers.  Often in years past, those same districts were forced to propose 

either the biggest tax increases or smallest spending increases – or both, at once. 

Caps tend to hurt poor communities most, especially when the state is unable to keep its end of the funding 

bargain.  Because better-off communities can raise more revenue under the same percentage cap, they 

are more able to make up shortfalls in state aid.  For example, for about one-fifth of the state’s districts, a 

1 percent increase in local taxes would raise $50,000 or less – not enough to retain a single teacher. 

Disastrous Lessons from Other States 
Property tax caps have had disastrous consequences in other states.  In the aftermath of caps imposed by 

“Proposition 13,” California’s public schools went from “first to worst” as one account reported – from 

among America’s best public schools to among the worst. 

Wrongly, Massachusetts is cited as a cap “success story,” a place where caps supposedly have worked 

without hurting education.  But that perception is based on incomplete information.  Research from that 

state shows that poor communities are less likely to seek voter approval to exceed property tax caps, and 

less likely to gain approval when they do.  We need to be more concerned about equity than Massachusetts 

– we have more poor communities. 

Also, in Massachusetts, the caps apply to both schools and towns as their levies are combined and 

evidence suggests towns have borne most of the damage from caps, so far.  But the Governor’s proposal 

for New York would apply caps only to schools.   

Also, since the imposition of caps, Massachusetts has increased state aid to education by an average of 8.6 

percent per pupil, per year, on top of inflation, a pace New York is unlikely to match. New York has 

already committed to increasing state funding to meet the CFE settlement. The property tax cap would 

create a need for additional state funding increases at a time when the state finances are already 

stretched. 

New York has built some of the nation’s finest public schools, which no other state can match – including 

our neighbor.  This year, for example, New York public schools produced over one-third the national 

finalists in Intel’s prestigious Science Talent Search; Massachusetts public schools had none.  Caps would 

undermine our ability to sustain this great competitive advantage. 
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Bad Information Used to Justify Caps 
It has become an accepted myth that property taxes have been going up 7 percent a year since the STAR 

program began.  That is wrong.   

During the period STAR (the School Tax Relief program) was phased-in, local school taxes rose an 

average of only 1 percent a year outside New York City.  In the years that followed, there were higher 

than usual tax increases – because state funding did not keep pace with some of the major fixed costs 

schools face.   

Last year and this year, however, state aid has been strong and some of those fixed costs have moderated.  

Average proposed local tax increases this year were down by almost half from two years ago.  When state 

rebates are factored-in, net school tax increases last year and this year averaged less than 2 percent.  In 

40 percent of districts this year, the rebates more than offset local tax increases. 

The Governor’s Commission report omitted one key factor behind New York’s property tax levels, one 

that has nothing to do with schools.  New York is one of the very few states to require local governments 

to help pay for Medicaid.  But you have already begun to reduce that pressure – by having the state 

assume a larger share of costs and by adopting other reforms. 

What Should Be Done to Reduce Property Tax Pressures?  
Here are a few steps that all of our organizations recommend you take to help taxpayers and schools 

reduce property tax pressures: 

-  Keep the promise on school aid.  Fully fund the 2007 Foundation Aid formula consistent with the court 
mandate in the CFE case.  Reject state aid cuts and cost shifts. 

-  Enact an income tax circuit-breaker to help those who are already paying too much. 

-  Help schools contain costs: make more aggressive use of BOCES shared services to reduce overhead 
costs. 

Thank you again for your past support and for your commitment to preserving and advancing excellence 

and equity in all our public schools throughout New York State. 

Sincerely, 

 
Edward McCormick, Chair 
New York State Educational Conference Board 

 
Georgia Asciutto, Executive Director 
Conference of Big 5 School Districts 

 
Deedrick Bertholf, Executive Director 
New York State Association of School Business Officials 

 
Maria DeWald, President 
New York State Parent Teacher Association 

 
Thomas Rogers, Executive Director 
New York State Council of School Superintendents 

 
Timothy Kremer, Executive Director 
New York State School Boards Association 

 
Alan Lubin, Executive Vice President 
New York State United Teachers 

 
Kevin Casey, Executive Director 
School Administrators Association of New York State 
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The New York State Educational Conference Board is a coalition of parents, 
teachers, school-related professionals, administrators, and board members 

associated with every one of New Yorkõs roughly 5,000 public schools. 
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