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Developing and Managing the Budget 
April, 2011 Update 

 
Purpose 

 
At this time of the year, the Board and the Administration are challenged to explain 

and justify changes in the school budget.  During this budget year, we are also pressed to 
explain the deep reductions in expenditures, including changes in staffing, as we look to 
balance the 2011-12 budget.   Over the past seven (7) years, this administration has 
endeavored to make our budget process as open and as transparent as possible. Under the 
structure and timelines of Act 1, budget information was shared as follows: 

• We began a conversation with the Board in December in the Finance Committee 
that began the 2011-12 fiscal year planning.  Based on the need for the district to 
consider Act 1 exceptions, a Preliminary Budget draft was shared with the Board 
and the community in January – compliant with the Act 1 timelines.   

• In January, the Board of School Directors passed a resolution that limits the 
school district’s ability to raise taxes to the 1.4% Act One Index.  That total 
increase in taxation amounts to approximately $1.9 million dollars of additional 
revenue. 

• Given the changes in revenue streams in Council Rock and the delay in receiving 
information on state revenues, initial information on this year’s budget was not 
released until March.   

• Beginning in March, all relevant budget information was posted to the web for 
public review.  That information is on the CR Finances link on the front page of 
the website- www.crsd.org. 

• Continued updates are given to the Finance Committee of the Board of School 
Directors during their regular monthly meetings.  Updates are and will be given to 
the Board as the school year progresses during their regular meetings. 

• A community forum on the budget will be held on Wednesday,  April 13, 2011 
beginning at 7:00 PM at the Chancellor Center.  A draft preliminary budget will 
be posted after that forum for community review. 

• On April 28th, the Board will consider the first draft of the Preliminary Budget. 
• Through May, the administration will make final revisions based on the most 

accurate data we receive on subsidies, real estate assessments and other revenue 
lines. 

 
As we manage the construction of this budget, we also manage the expenses 

associated with the present budget to ensure that our spending stays within the parameters 
set by the Board for the current fiscal year.  In addition to carefully monitoring our 
spending, a variety of controls are in place and being developed that ensure that every 
budget dollar is spent wisely and conforms to our mission and strategic plan.  
 

For your consideration, the following “white paper” explains the varied approaches, 
controls, and external measures that influence and validate our budget process.  It is 
presented to demonstrate to the Board and our community the important processes and 
controls that are in place and the external validations of these spending measures. 
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The purpose of this document is to explain how the administration manages the budget 
and to allow constructive suggestions.   
 
 

Salaries 
 
Quantity factors 

• Administrative Staffing:  A recent Standard and Poor’s report indicates that 
administrative costs in Council Rock are in the 4th percentile statewide, meaning 
that 96% of school districts spend more on this function.  For this school year, the 
student to administrative staff ratio is among the lowest in the four county regions 
surrounding Philadelphia. 

• Professional Staffing 
o Elementary:  Staffing levels are controlled by class size guidelines.  In the 

past three years, elementary staffing numbers have declined along with 
elementary enrollment.  Each year, we have carefully maintained our 
guidelines and watched class size as it was approaching critical cut off 
points.  No new staff are applied to elementary classrooms until the 
student count, as verified by the Director of Elementary Education, 
exceeds the class size limits. This year, the district capped more class 
sections than we have done in the past resulting in over 20 elementary 
students attending other adjacent schools because class size capacity was 
reached in a home school.  That transfer occurs, in most cases, for one 
year and is responsible for saving a number of elementary staff positions 
that otherwise would have been applied when the class size threshold was 
exceeded. 

o Middle School:  Staffing levels are set on a maximum team size of 140-
150 students per team.  Consistent scrutiny begins at the Director level on 
enrollment status for teams.  Five years ago, a team was eliminated at 
NMS. Two yeas ago, a team was eliminated at HMS.  The result of those 
decisions saved CR over 10 staff positions.   The redistricting of students 
to Richboro Middle School from Rolling Hills Elementary School will 
begin to equalize enrollment between the two middle schools in 
Northampton and will ultimately result in the reduction of a team at HMS. 

o High School:  Staffing levels are dependent on the number of students 
who select each course offering and the ability of scheduling methods to 
match students to the courses selected.   The Board has worked with 
administration to establish threshold levels for course enrollments.  For the 
past seven years, we have reported course enrollments to the Board and 
justified courses that fell below thresholds of 20.  Central Office and high 
school administrators spend hours beginning in March to assess 
enrollment patterns and then assign/reassign staff to courses.  Over the 
past two years, despite a consistent rise in high school enrollment, staffing 
levels have declined at both high schools.  

o Instructional Support Staff:  Teacher Assistants are a necessary part of 
the delivery of instruction to students with special needs.  They are 
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particularly clustered around programs that serve students with autism, 
multiple handicaps and mental retardation.  Staffing levels for teacher 
assistants continue to be carefully scrutinized. While we have applied 
necessary teacher assistants to serve the needs identified in an IEP, we 
have not increased our special education professional staff over these past 
three (3) years.  In fact, this staffing line has declined by 7.5 positions 
since 2008-09.  When we apply support costs, we can often trace savings 
in the avoidance of more costly outsourced alternatives – like private 
schools. 

 
• Custodial Staffing:  Although this function is contracted, the staffing levels 

provided by the contractor are compared to industry averages from a variety of 
sources including the PASBO Facilities Study..   

• Maintenance Staffing:  The staffing levels are compared to the industry averages 
from the PASBO Facilities Study. The staffing levels in Maintenance have 
declined by 3 positions since 2008-09 

• Technology Staffing:  The staffing levels are consistent with local school 
districts and well below industry averages.  We did not replace a technology 
position last year and our total staffing is down by 1.8 positions since 2008-09. 

 
 

Benefits 
 
Healthcare  
 Quantity factors:  Employees working 20 hours or more per week are eligible for 
healthcare insurance.  Their dependents are also eligible.  Payments are available to 
encourage employees with coverage available elsewhere to drop district coverage.  
 
 Unit cost factors:  In recent years, the cost of the district’s fully insured plans 
have been compared to self-funded options.  In 2006-07, the District began to migrate to 
a self-funding model with the funding of the district’s prescription coverage.  The savings 
in one year with that change was over $800,000.  In 2008-09, Council Rock took the next 
logical step in self- funding the medical insurance.  In the past two years of a self funded 
insurance model, we have realized over $2,000,000 in cost avoidance when compared 
against the fully insured plan increases in surrounding districts. 
 
We fully realize that other cost containment factors are important in the coming years 
including: 

 Significant efforts to promote wellness programs among staff to control 
for “experience” within our staff. 

 Collective bargaining efforts that will be focused on increasing employee 
contributions toward health care costs. 

 
 
Retirement: Employees contribute 7.5% of their salaries to the system.  The district and 
the state will contribute a total of 8.6% ($9 million) for the 2011-12 budget year.  We 
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recognize that the projections forward for contributions to the Pennsylvania State 
Retirement System, (PSERS), will create significant issues for both Council Rock and the 
state.  As one effort to guard against significant budget increases for PSERS, the district 
has placed  $5.9 million in a designated fund balance for the payment of future PSERS 
increases.   With increases projected to be around 4% for fiscal year 2012-13, we will 
begin to release funds from this designated fund balance to offset these increased costs to 
the school district. 
 
 

Instructional Supplies, Equipment, and Contracted Services 
 

These expenses are allocated on a per student basis and have been increased at 
rates below inflation.  Amounts have been compared to other school districts in the 
region.  Spending is monitored to determine that the allocations are adequate to meet 
needs but not more than required.  Our schools are operating at approximately 75% of the 
allocation they received in 2007-08. 
 
   

Energy 
 
Electricity 
 Quantity factor:  An energy management program was implemented in 
December 2005 and consumption has been reduced by over 50%.  We continue to look 
for ways to improve savings in consumption including significant setbacks over holidays 
and summer hours.  As one example of this work, we use aggressive temperature set 
backs in the winter when schools are unoccupied. 
 Unit cost factor:  The Public Utility Commission controlled Electricity costs until 
January of 2011 when deregulation began.  We have contracted with a firm, Amerex , to 
purchase electricity through a larger view of the electric grid in the United States.  In our 
first year of open market purchase, our electrical costs have decreased by over 10%. 
 Recently, our staff locked in electric and natural gas prices at a low point in the 
market – after the Egypt uprising and before Libya.  That lock enables the school district 
to save over $850,000 in the 2011-12 budget against costs based on this year’s rates. 
 
Natural Gas 
 Quantity factor:  An energy management program was implemented in 
December 2005 and consumption has been reduced by over 50%.   
 Unit cost factor:  Natural Gas was bid through the BCIU Joint Purchasing Board 
for many years.  In 2009-10, Council Rock began utilizing a specialized procurement 
service through Amerex, an energy brokerage firm. Aligning our purchases of natural gas 
with Amerex has allowed us to purchase natural gas in the open market and the use of 
their expertise has allowed us to lock in certain rates below market rates resulting in 
substantial savings to the district. 
  
Combined Costs:  The energy consumption and costs of all schools are benchmarked by 
the EnergyStar benchmarking system which adjusts performance targets by building type 
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and region.  A combination of intelligent procurement and energy savings measures has 
resulted in a total energy savings over the past five (5) years of over $9,000,000.  In 
addition to this monetary savings, we have realized other significant benefits from our 
energy management approach: 

 The cooperation of students and staffing “greening” Council Rock. 
 A national reputation for sustainability as evidenced by three years of Energy Star 

Awards issued by the US Environmental Protection Agency 
 
 

Insurance Program 
 

 The insurance program is reviewed every two years for all coverages, deductibles, 
and limits.  Every year the insurance broker shops the market for competitive insurance 
programs and provides the school board with several alternatives.  The broker also 
researches the feasibility of self insurance for property/casualty and workers 
compensation. Loss runs for the past 15 years and other statistics are tabulated by the 
broker and used to show insurance carriers the long term history of the District which 
helps get more favorable pricing.  This claims data also helps spot problems that may 
occur and that can be brought to the attention of the administration. For risk control, there 
are insurance carrier inspections, staff training, and certification of the Workplace Safety 
Committee, which provides a 5% credit to the Workers Compensation premium. 
 
 

Special Education 
 

   
Special education costs are the purest UNFUNDED MANDATE imposed by the 

state and federal government.  For services to students with special needs, the state and 
federal government reimburse Council Rock for only a fraction of the cost of our 
services.  In addition to the array of services we offer to our students, we realize an 
Increase cost each year in simply trying to comply with a complex and changing 
regulatory scheme.  For example, in 2009,  new regulations from Harrisburg impacted 
school program by introducing a new format for evaluation and identification.  Every 
significant change in regulations creates a corresponding cost factor in CR as we move to 
comply with the changes, train staff, and realign our services and our staff to comply with 
these changes. 
 
As special education costs increase, state subsidies continue to decline against actual 
spending.  Significantly, unlike most other areas of the budget, the cost of not spending to 
provide appropriate services comes with it the penalty associated with IDEIA due process 
– that is, damages that range from compensatory education to attorney fees.   
 
 
The following efforts have been made to control special education costs: 

• Implementation of software that assists in procedural compliance. 
• Improve staff training on law and policy. 
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• Tracking of special education teaching assistants assigned to a single 
student (one-on-one assistants). 

 
Access Funding.  One significant initiative that was implemented in 2009 after a careful 
benchmarking process was the district’s decision to take back the Access Reimbursement 
process.  Based on the federal Medicaid program, Access reimbursement occurs when 
students with disabilities are provided certain services in our school district including 
specialize services like Occupational Therapy and transportation.  This year, our 
collection efforts allowed the district to bank over $700,000 in Access reimbursement.  
That money is significant since it can be used, in later years, to save Council Rock from 
some of the funding deficits that occurred when federal ARRA funding (stimulus funds) 
were withdrawn.  Due to the district’s foresight in this funding, we recognize no budget 
deficit even after the withdrawal of $1.2 million of federal stimulus funding for special 
education through the careful application of Access funds. 
 
 
 

Debt Service 
 
 The district has routinely reviewed all opportunities to refinance debt.  Current 
interest rates are near 40-year lows .  On a yearly basis, our financial advisor, Public 
Financial Management, reviews our debt and advises us when market conditions make a 
refinancing opportunity advantageous.  In 2009-10, their recommendation to refinance 
three debt issues resulted in savings of just over $1,000,000 to Council Rock.  
 Despite our current fiscal crisis, the district will continue to consider debt issues 
of $10,000,000 each year to continue on our path for renovations to school facilities.  The 
failure to provide this funding will result in the continued use of modular units on school 
buildings as well as the delay in needed renovations to facilities that are 15-40 years old. 
 
 
 
 

Contract Administration 
 
 The business office maintains a database of all contracts.  This information is 
systematically reviewed to ensure that contracts have the best terms and conditions to 
ensure quality service and enforceability.  When contracts are initiated, market 
comparisons are used to determine that the amounts are reasonable.  When contracts are 
renewed, cost increases are compared to the Act 1 Index.  Any contract increasing above 
the Index requires justification.   
 
 
 
 

Transportation 
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 Since the state reimbursement formula is determined by efficiency of bus 
utilization and contract provisions, net cost is the important focus.  Net cost is total 
annual expenditures less annual state subsidy.  In the past two years, net cost has 
increased .  However, while the district has controlled our actual transportation costs, our 
net cost continues to rise.  This is due in large part to the decline in the state 
transportation subsidy to Council Rock, allocated through an antiquated system of 
assessed real estate value in the district and county.  In 2008-09 year, the state reduced 
subsidy for transportation by over $300,000 and we fear that this subsidy will again be 
reduced in May.   
 
 We have worked, over the past two years, to find ways to become more efficient 
in our transportation function.  Those efforts began with a significant benchmarking 
study in 2008.  That study showed us that our runs and our methods of allocating busses 
were efficient.  We began to examine other ways to maximize our transportation dollars 
including taking over some of the smaller runs done by First Student and the Bucks 
County Intermediate Unit and scrutinizing private school runs for economies. 
 
 

Copying and Printing 
 
 Copying and printing costs have increased as technology has become easier to use 
and more reliable.  As technology use advances and matures, opportunities to reduce cost 
are available from two approaches, reducing the number of copies/prints made and 
reducing the cost per copy/print.  The number of copies/prints made can be reduced by 
using electronic communication, minimizing marginal uses, avoiding wasteful use, 
encouraging wise and frugal use, and imposing restrictions.  Cost per copy/print can be 
reduced by procuring the most cost effective equipment, supplies, and service.  
 
 A  reduction in copying/printing cost is targeted over the next five years.  That 
effort began with a benchmarking study of best practice in copier procurement that 
resulted in new contracts for copiers in the district.  Thereafter, benchmarking was done 
on actual copying with significant reductions in the per student copy allocation in each 
school.  “Paperless” has been one of the keynotes of this effort with the Board of School 
Directors leading in this initiative.  Efforts in school to reduce copy and paper expenses 
range from the use of efriday folders for parent information to more active use of the web 
and teacher web portals for assignments.  This overall effort has resulted in per pupil 
copy costs declining by over 10 pages per student per day over the past year.  
Corresponding savings in budget dollars from procurement and copy reductions is in 
excess of $2,000,000 over the past three years. 
 
 

Revenue Challenges and Opportunities 
 One of the most significant impacts of the downturn in this economy for Council 
Rock has been the stagnation and/or decline of real estate value, real estate sales, and 
corresponding decline in real estate taxes.  In the first year of decline, we saw changes in 
assessed value and collection rates that resulted in a drop in revenue of approximately 4 
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million dollars.  Last year, we saw the effect of over 800 taxpayers in Council Rock 
challenging assessed values and asking the Bucks County Board of Assessment to reduce 
the assessed value of their homes.  Those changes result in a decline in assessed value in 
the district and a corresponding drop in real estate revenue.  This decline affects both the 
value of a mil and the overall real estate tax revenue we can collect.   This year, almost 
1000 taxpayers filed for assessment reductions with a corresponding decrease of over 
$1,000,000 in revenue. 
 
 The district was proactive in both understanding this change and planning for it. 
Council Rock’s 2009-10 budget was built on worst-case scenarios for both decline in 
assessed value and real estate tax collection rates.  In June of 2010, the Board of School 
Directors set aside $4.1 million in a Revenue Stabilization Fund to be used in the next 3-5 
years to offset these declines until the real estate assessments end and values begin to 
increase. 
 
 Other changes in revenue streams have also been detrimental to our budget 
including: 

 A change in Transfer Tax collection that has reduced this funding line to 60% of 
the total collection rates in 2008-09.  This is a loss of revenue of between 
$1,000,000 and $2,000,000.  That revenue stream will improve when the 
economy recovers and sales of existing and new homes improve. 

 Interest Rates are at all time lows creating attractive opportunities for borrowing 
but impacting the district’s revenue lines for the investment of real estate tax 
revenue each August.  From rates of 3-4% on short-term investments 3 years ago, 
real estate investments now accrue .4% interest.  That change in interest rates 
results in a loss of interest earnings revenue of approximately $2,000,000 a year. 

 
 In school year 2009-10, significant work has been done in Benchmarking district 
practices and examining new and improved revenue streams.  The following 
benchmarking committees met last year with reports now housed on the CR Finances link 
to the main page of the web.  In summary: 

 Facilities Use.  The benchmarking team examined facility fees in this county and 
across the state.  The corresponding recommendation resulted in a change to 
Board Policy 707 and an increase in facility use fees that will bring that revenue 
line from $13,000 in 2007-08 to over $100,000.00 in 2010-11.  In addition to 
these fees, we also acknowledge a significant contribution made by many of our 
local athletic organizations that are cost savers for Council Rock.  For example, 
Council Rock United Soccer contributes in excess of $100,000 in field mowing 
and maintenance.  Various baseball and softball organizations contribute infill for 
the fields and also contribute toward field maintenance.  These donations offset 
costs that would otherwise be part of our general fund budget. 

 Before and After Care Services.  Before and After care services are offered at 
each elementary school.  This program has been in existence in Council Rock 
since the 1990’s and has been run by an independent contractor.  Before this team 
met, Council Rock had charged the contractor a lease rate for the facilities that 
resulted in about $30,000 in revenue – most of which was offset by facility costs 
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for this program.  The benchmarking team examining this program ultimately 
recommended a revised request for proposal (RFP) and ultimately a competitive 
bid for this service.  The bid resulted in a new relationship with the provider that 
creates profit sharing and a revenue increase of $140,000 for the 2010-11 fiscal 
year. 

 Other benchmarking efforts focused on student parking, co-curricular programs 
and Adult Education Services.  Each resulted in recommendations for further 
study and/or changes in our practice. 

 
Three Years of Act One:  For purposes of comparison and review, this is a three-year 
snap-shot of the Act 1 index and corresponding district budget increases. 
 

2008-9 
Act 1 

2008-9 
Budget 

2009-10 
Act 1 

2009-10 
Budget 

2010-11 
Act 1 

2010-11 
Budget 

4.4% 3.89% 4.1% 2.9% 2.9% 2.52% 
 

While we will continue to analyze the index and the available exceptions, we have 
worked to keep our budget in line with this index through a combination of revenue 
maximization and careful expenditure controls.   

  
Summary 
 
The outlook for public education funding over the next three years is dismal.  Every 
revenue line in CR is either stagnant or declining.  Nevertheless, Council Rock is poised 
to confront these issues through the ongoing efforts we are making to control costs and 
increase revenues.  This paper is designed to present an overview of the many efforts we 
have made over the past few years in doing both.  To most observers, these efforts occur 
behind the scenes and go unnoticed in the day-to-day operations of this school district.  
As we approach our final budget decisions each year, it is important to outline and 
highlight the work that has been done in our district to make the tax dollars we collect 
from this community work in the most efficient manner to maintain and improve the 
excellent educational program offered in Council Rock. 


