
Must Enrolhnent Declines Spell
Financial Chaos for Districts?

Avoiding Budgetary Shell Games to Create More Nimble Fiscal Systems

By Marguerite Roza

s the ,schaal year .opens, districtS in LaS
Angeles, Seattle, and Milwaukee are in
the unenviable pasitian .of suffering en-
rallent declines. Thee years aga, Balti-

mare and Partland, Or., topped the list .of districts
in fiscal chaas crated by falg enrallment. Five
years aga, we read abaut San Francisca; Daytan;
Ohia; and Bufala, N. al in the same baat.

. Each time, lacal press reparts have a familar
ring,. catalaging effarts ta cut pr.ograms, clase

. schaals, and tighten the belt in ways that "won t af-
fect the classraam." Faced with red ink, district
leaders dip inta reserves, pare dawn exracurcu-
lars, and impase hiring freezes ta weather the
starm. Stil, the cycle iEincredibly diptive. New
pragrams get scrapped, students get maved as

The crux of the problem is that
while some revenue streams. are

dependent on student counts,
expenditures are no!.

schools are clased, and ditrct leaders find them-
selves focing an little ather than budget cuts. In
these "tugh ties," there are big changes in dis-
trct leadership, where the new tap priarity is ta
get the di trict back an salid fiancial graund."
Yet as destrctve as thes cycles ar, they ar ala

somewhat predictable beus enrllent pattrn
ar inerently bumpy in urban sett. By now, di-
tricts shauld expct fluCtuatians with ecanamic .or
demagraphic shis, .or as students mave amangchrs, private schools, or hame schaali aptians.

The crux .of the prablem is that whie same
revenue stream ar dependent an student caunts
expenditures are nat. Far San Francisca, a reduc-
tian in .one student equates 10.0 a lass .of $5 000 in
state maney. When Cleveland last 12 percent afits
students aver eight years, its revenues drapped
by $50 millan (.or $6 200 pe student). But Cleve-
lad' s exenditus couldn' shr by tht amaunt
withaut same seriaus budget interventian.

What is it abaut school distct tht makes them
unble to shwhen students leave and revenues
dece? Obvausly, there is not a crtica mass .of stu-
dents needed far fiscay viable ditrct aperatian. A
scan .of the 14 000 .or sa distrcts in this country
shaws that they ca and da .operate at al different
sizes, mast .of which are much smaller than the
urban distrcts perptualy in fisca truble. It isn
the new enrllent levels that ar the prablem; it is
rather, the shr itslf tht crates fica chaas.

A deep dive inta districts ' spending patterns
paints clearly ta the dilemma: Big-city districts

make buly, inexble, and sameties iieversible
expenditue cammitments that aren t dependent
an revenues and aren t tied in any meangf way
ta enrallment. And sa, in per-pupil terms, these
cammitments cost the ditrct mare and mare 'each
year when the denamiator (pupils) draps.

Hipac-heritae program the energ-cpstian
diviian, .or the college-awarness team. Inevitably,
each unit has its awn directar and care adms-

ContinUed on Page 48
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aw is it that a servce industry like edu-
catian is so heavily reliant an w.hat feel
like fied casts? Same .of it, .of course , in-
valves bricks and martar, but nat much.

Each .of the fallawing camman practices con-
tributes ta districts' reliance an inflexible casts:
. Specialized services and programs work like

fied costs.

When district leaders sit down ta craf a budget
they start with last year's allacatian shawing haw
much they spent an the '!thletic department , the
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