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Student Jenny Wang poses
as Pocahontas. She says her
grandma helped her make

her costume by sewing
yellow trim to a sweater she

already owned.
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See Residents Testify,  Page 4

See Town Hall,  Page 7

By Fallon Forbush

The Connection

T
he Fairfax County Public Schools
projected a $57 million shortfall
in its budget for next school year,
which will impact the more than

188,000 students that are projected to be
educated in the system next school year.

The Great Falls Citizens Association
hosted a budget town hall at the Great Falls
Library on Tuesday, Feb. 21, where approxi-
mately 20 people attended to ask questions
and voice concerns.

The town hall was moderated by Matthew
Haley, an executive board member of the
GFCA and chair of the FCPS Budget Task
Force.

Participants included:
❖ Joe Mondoro, CFO for Fairfax County;
❖ Kristen Michael, assistant superinten-

dent of financial services for the Fairfax
County Public Schools;

❖ Jane Strauss, vice chair and Dranesville
District representative on the FCPS Board;

❖ Jeanette Hough, member-at-large on
the FCPS Board; and

❖ Supervisor John Foust, Dranesville rep-
resentative on the Fairfax County Board of
Supervisors.

THE $2.8 BILLION fiscal year 2018 bud-
get that the FCPS is presenting to the Board
of Supervisors for the next school year is
an increase of about 5 percent, or about
$135 million, from the fiscal year 2017 bud-
get.

The FCPS budget relies primarily on the
Fairfax County general fund. The other two
primary sources come from state aid and
sales tax revenues.

FCPS is asking the county to provide $2
billion, or about 72 percent of the total rev-
enue for its new budget. The request is
nearly 6 percent more, or an additional
$112.5 million, than it requested from the

county for its fiscal year 2017 budget.
“It’s clearly, nearly all of our revenue,”

Michael said during the town hall.
FCPS is also asking for a $14.4 million

increase in state funding and a $6.6 mil-
lion increase in funding from sales taxes,
compared to the last budget.

The problem is that FCPS’s request to the
county exceeds its available revenues by
more than $60 million.

When FCPS applies increased revenue
from the state and federal funding, they are
left with a gap of $57.4 million, Michael
said.

Because of this deficit, there are $47.9
million in potential cuts or new revenue
sources being considered by FCPS.

Of the more contentious ideas being con-
sidered to balance the budget are $1.2 mil-
lion in cuts to programs for English for
speakers of other languages.

Town hall participants had many ques-
tions about the FCPS’s $2.5 million World
Languages Immersion program, including
the Japanese program at Great Falls El-
ementary School.

“The Japanese immersion is not an ex-
pensive program,” Strauss said. “It does
have an additional expense, it also has huge

support among the parents.”
Both of Pete Kurzenhauser’s children went

through the Japanese immersion program
at Great Falls Elementary School. He also
chaperoned a school trip to Japan after his
students finished the sixth grade.

“We got to Japan and none of them had
any conversational capabilities in Japa-
nese,” he said. “We need to take a real hard
look at the immersion programs and ask
whether the value is worth the additional
cost.”

He also said that a lot of students that
start out in this program often drop out,
which drives up the program’s cost-per-stu-
dent because the students are difficult or
impossible to replace.

More proposed cost-savings measures in-
clude adding $3.8 million in athletic fees
and delaying the start of music programs
from the fourth grade to fifth grade, which
would save $2.8 million.

Another would save $22.8 million by in-
creasing class sizes for all grade levels by
one student.

WHAT THE BUDGET is not looking to
reduce or hold flat is employee compensa-
tion. In fact, the highest expenditure of the

budget is employee compensation at 89
percent.

“We started this current school year with
approximately 180 vacancies,” said Michael.

This is unprecedented for the county, ac-
cording to Michael.

“While they’re decreasing, we’re still con-
cerned about the number and level of va-
cancies,” she said.

This includes schools in Great Falls and
McLean.

“Difficulty in hiring teachers includes our
schools here in Great Falls, the Langley pyra-
mid and McLean pyramid,” Strauss said
during the town hall. “Some people think,
‘Oh it must only be in schools that have
challenging curriculum or issues where stu-
dents come with many challenges.’ But even
in this community, we have had difficulty
hiring teachers.”

FCPS started a compensation study last
year and found that teacher pay is “signifi-
cantly below the market average” in the
region, according to Michael.

That’s why the budget includes $33.2
million to increase teacher salaries. It also

Town Hall Debates $57 Million Gap
Where to cut?

The town hall was moderated by Matthew Haley, a Great Falls Citizens
Association executive board member and chair of the FCPS Budget Task
Force. Participants included: Joe Mondoro, CFO for Fairfax County;
Kristen Michael, assistant superintendent of financial services for the
Fairfax County Public Schools; Jane Strauss, vice chair and Dranesville
District representative on the FCPS Board; Jeanette Hough, member-at-
large on the FCPS Board; and Supervisor John Foust, Dranesville repre-
sentative on the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors.

Pete Kurzenhauser of Great Falls
criticized the FCPS World Lan-
guages Immersion program and
suggested that it be looked at
when making tough budget deci-
sions.
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By Ken Moore

The Connection

N
atalie Martinisko was the young-
est speaker before the county’s
Board of Supervisors Tuesday,

Feb. 14.
“I’ve tried a lot of other sports besides

horseback riding and I have not liked them
as much, so we decided to look for barns.

The only ones we could find were about 30
to 45 minutes away,” said Natalie.

She told the 10-member Board of Super-
visors she wanted to ride with one of her
friends whose family owns horses. “I think
it would be great to let people train at their
houses,” said Natalie.

But the county’s zoning ordinances pro-
hibited home occupation lessons and her
friend’s mother couldn’t give Natalie les-

sons.
“There are many kids that don’t fit into

the traditional sports model of soccer, bas-
ketball, lacrosse, swimming or dance. I
know because my daughter tried most of
those sports and none really clicked for her,”
said Natalie’s mother, Mary Martinisko.

“Being that she’s always been animal ori-
ented, I signed her up for summer camp at
at Frying Pan Park,” said Mary Martinisko
“Over time, she said horseback riding was
all that she really enjoyed.”

The Board of Supervisors passed a change
to the zoning ordinance on Feb. 14 that will
allow “small scale horseback riding lessons
as a home occupation subject to specific
limitations designed to minimize the impact

of the lessons on surrounding properties.”
Specifically, the proposed ordinance

would allow residents to conduct riding les-
sons at home like piano lessons, tutoring,
or other private instruction activities.

“My girls have taken tennis at other
people’s houses, they have taken soccer,
they have taken swimming and basketball
at other people’s houses, but they haven’t
been able to take riding,” said Kim Karanik,
of Great Falls. “I hope this gets looked at
and passed tonight.”

Supervisor John Foust received 17 let-
ters or emails in support of the proposed
amendment, Sharon Bulova received 15,

Equestrian Athletes Need Opportunities, Too
One nay doesn’t stop a pasture of support
for home riding lessons. Many in Oakton,
Vienna and Great Falls testify.
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Town Hall Debates Budget Gap
From Page 3

allocates $44 million for an increase in pay of 2.5
percent for all eligible FCPS employees.

Another factor that is increasing the budget is $45.9
million for anticipated increases in health insurance
and contributions to retirement systems.

“The [pensions systems] is a great benefit for our
employees and certainly rare in terms of looking at
surrounding school districts,” Michael said.

On Jan. 19, the GFCA emailed a letter to Foust
and Strauss voicing its concern over the county’s
pension systems.

The group said the “high-benefit” pensions have
been counterintuitive and argued they have not
helped attract employees. Instead, their costs have
eaten away at salaries.

“We strongly advocate that the county develop a
full understanding of the pension changes that will
be needed, adopt a strategy to implement those
changes and take action in 2017 to begin that pro-
cess,” the letter says. “Delaying the hard choices
should no longer be an option. This statement was
discussed and unanimously approved by the GFCA
Executive Board.”

AMONG THE POTENTIAL reductions under con-
sideration by the FCPS is implementing $4.7 million
in reductions to its Educational Employees’ Supple-
mentary Retirement System of Fairfax County (ERFC)
pension system by June.

Recommendations include lowering the interest
crediting rate on all ERFC member accounts from 5
percent to 4 percent.

More changes were recommended for new or non-

vested ERFC members, including instituting a mini-
mum retirement age of 55; increasing the period for
calculating the final average salary from three years
to five years; and changing the cost-of-living adjust-
ment to equal 100 percent of the Consumer Price
Index with a cap of 4 percent.

Others in the crowd criticized the FCPS board
members on the panel for not advocating strongly
enough for the meals tax referendum, which failed
in the November election.

Most of the new revenue that the meals tax would
have generated would have been used to fund the
FCPS and could have prevented the budget shortfall
that the system is facing.

“I was a big supporter of the meals tax,” Foust said
at the town hall. He told the audience that this was
because continuing to depend on real estate tax is
not sustainable.

“We can’t keep going to [property owners’] pock-
ets,” he said.

The Board of Supervisors has not proposed any
increases in real estate taxes, unlike last year where
the residential property tax rate was raised 4 cents
to $1.13 per $100 of assessed value.

However, with the slight increase in the county’s
average real estate assessment, the average tax bill
will increase by $40.69.

The FCPS adopted its advertised budget on Feb. 9
and will present it to the Board of Supervisors on
Tuesday, April 4.

Prior to the adoption of the budget, which is
planned for May 25, FCPS will have budget work
sessions on Monday, March 13; Monday, April 24;
Monday, May 1; and Thursday, May 18.




