Dear Editor,

Dawson Bell raises a fair question in his Wednesday column regarding the fund balances of Michigan’s school districts. He references a report that shows that some districts had millions of dollars in what Rep. Jack Brandenburg calls “excess savings.” 

At first glance, it might seem disingenuous for schools to cry SOS when some districts seemingly have millions in reserve. But fund balances are tricky things to explain. They are not simply “money in the bank” as the article implies. Fund balances typically include accounts receivable, inventoried supplies, and money that is owed or promised to others. (This is often especially true for Intermediate School Districts.) The kinds of money represented in the figures you listed are as variable as the reasons for saving it. 

Certainly, Michigan taxpayers can’t be expected to pad the budgets of well-off districts while other public services suffer. But even a casual glance at the data reveals that too many districts—large and small—are on the brink of survival. At least 20 Michigan districts are in deficit currently. For any Michigan district to slip over the cliff into financial ruin is a travesty. 

Finally, I doubt that anyone outside a district’s budget process can decide offhand when savings become “excess.” To illustrate my point, allow me to raise a question of my own. 

Let’s imagine for a moment that you are the head of a family whose sole employer refuses to commit to a set salary; who annually fails to deliver paychecks on time; who has been known on more than one occasion to withhold funds from your promised paycheck. Then let’s imagine that you are a trustee for other smaller families, who look to you for supplemental support when their own reserves fall short. How many months of savings would you want in reserve? 

Sincerely,

William H. Mayes

Executive Director, Michigan Association of School Administrators

MASA is a statewide association that represents the superintendents and first-line administrators of Michigan’s local and intermediate school districts.  The mission of MASA is to develop leadership and unity within its membership to achieve the continuous improvement of public education in Michigan.

