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“Anyone who keeps the ability 

to see beauty never grows old.” 

— Franz Kafka, Austrian author 

and poet (1883-1924).

– Franz Kafka, Austrian author 

and poet (1883-1924)

BY MATT HICKS

Editor-in-Chief

ATHENS – The Athens 
Area School District now 
has a general fund budget 
in place for the upcoming 
school year. But Thursday’s 
approval by the school 
board came with the hope 
that a pay freeze agreement 
with the Athens Area Edu-
cation Association could 
still be reached.

In attempting to close a 
$1.8 million deficit in the 
original budget proposal, 
Superintendent Craig Stage 
and Business Manager 
Brendon Hitchcock offered 
to freeze their contractual 
pay increases for 12 months, 
while other administrators 
agreed to a six-month pay 
freeze through their Act 93 
group. During Thursday’s 
special meeting, the school 
board amended the pay 
freezes for both Stage and 
Hitchcock to six months 
with the stipulation that 
if  revenues end up higher 
than projected during the 
new school year, they would 
get that money back.

School board members 
noted that this offer was 
the same that had been pro-
posed to the Athens Area 
Education Association.

According to documents 
The Daily Review obtained 
related to these negotiations 
from earlier this month, dis-
cussions have also includ-
ed class size limitations 
with a stipend provided to 
the teacher for each stu-
dent over the established 
threshold, an increase in 
educational tuition reim-
bursements from $80,000 
to $100,000, a $13,000 retire-
ment incentive and raise for 
those retiring in the upcom-
ing school year, extend-

ing contracts by a year, 
eliminating the number 
of  years AAEA members 
have to stay in a position, 
not increasing health insur-
ance costs for teachers, lost 
wage reimbursements for 
AAEA members furloughed 
in the 2021-2022 school year, 
and an increase in the pay 
freeze from six months to 
12 months due to the added 
costs of  filling the AAEA’s 
requests.

It is unknown how these 
negotiations have evolved 
since, although school 
board President John John-
son said they haven’t been 
able to come to an agree-
ment over multiple meet-
ings.

Non-union teacher and 
taxpayer Danelle Whea-
ton came before the school 
board again Thursday rep-
resenting several others 
as she asked if  there was a 
way she and her colleagues 
could donate any wage 
increases to the district, 
since they individually 
can’t take a pay freeze, and 
if  that information could be 
distributed to other profes-
sional staff  as well who are 
willing to step up.

Stage said he would talk 
with Hitchcock and solic-
itor Patrick Barrett about 
what type of  guidance the 
district could provide.

“Although we know our 
offer will not make the 
impact of  well over 100 pro-
fessional staff  taking a pay 
freeze, as a matter of  princi-
ple we feel we must put our 
money where our mouths 
are,” Wheaton said.

Teacher and taxpayer 
Lauren Rider was a mem-
ber of  the AAEA until June 
8 due to feeling she and oth-
er members didn’t have a 
voice in the negotiations. 

She told the board Thurs-
day she was also willing to 
donate her wage increase.

Rider said she represent-
ed teachers who agreed 
with her but were scared 
to say anything, the newest 
teachers who are most at 
risk of  losing their jobs in 
the case of  budget cuts, and 
teachers who are burned 
out from increasing class 
sizes.

“I am worried that if  we 
don’t take this pay freeze, 
our class sizes will continue 
to grow in the future,” she 
continued. “I am standing 
here today for the children – 
not just my own, but all the 
children in this communi-
ty. My paycheck will never 
be more important than a 
child’s education.”

She also spoke on behalf  
of  the taxpayers who have 
lost their jobs or have tak-
en cuts in pay and benefits 
due to the state’s COVID-19 
response.

“While this community 
suffers, I advocate for teach-
ers to suffer and sacrifice 
with you,” she said. “We 
said we are in this together 
and I am sticking to that. 
I will not ask for a raise, I 
will not accept a raise while 
farmers are dumping their 
milk.”

“I know it won’t be 
enough,” she continued 
about her donation, “but 
what this district and the 
taxpayers are giving my 
family is already enough for 
us and we are not asking for 
more during this time.”

Direct savings from an 
AAEA pay freeze, accord-
ing to Hitchcock, would be 
$149,000 for six months or 
$298,00 for 12 months.

Before Thursday’s budget 
vote, taxpayer and parent 
Jessica Kingsley asked the 

board to not approve the 
budget until more of  an 
effort is put forward to help 
close the defi cit.

Given the original $1.8 
million deficit, Kingsley – 
an accountant – said that 
shortfall would be unac-
ceptable at the corporation 
she works for, and closing 
it would require many dif-
ficult decisions to be made 
and “an extreme amount of  
teamwork.”

While she commended 
those who had offered to 
take pay freezes up to that 
point, she said she was dis-
couraged by those who hav-
en’t.

“Not everyone within the 
AAEA has the same opin-
ion or agrees with their 
leadership who is repre-
senting them,” she noted 
as she called for the AAEA 
to bring its entire member-
ship together for a meeting 
in which everyone can sug-
gest solutions.

“If  a mediator is required 
to go between the AAEA 
and the board, let’s look 
at those avenues as well,” 
Kingsley said.

Looking to potential 
future financial struggles, 
she added, “We can’t get 
this community to rally 
around if  we aren’t working 
together now.”

The budget approved 
Thursday anticipates 
$39,487,816 in revenue and 
$40,654,412 in expenses, 
leaving a $1,166,596 deficit 
to be bridged. The district 
has already incorporated a 
.5 mill tax increase – gener-
ating an additional $127,000 
($20 to $30 additional per tax 
bill), pay freezes, and the 
reduced three faculty and 
one administrator position 

AASD budget approved
With continuing negotiations for AAEA pay freeze, some 
teachers ask about donating wage increase to help district 
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Jessica Kingsley asks the Athens School Board to not approve the budget before Thursday’s vote. 
Solicitor Patrick Barrett, along with board members Christopher Jones, Kathie Jo Minnick, and John 
Johnson look on.

See BUDGET Page A3

BY BRIANNE 

OSTRANDER

Staff Writer

CANTON – The Canton 
Area School District is once 
again refinancing a 2015 
bond issue, this time to take 
advantage of  an interest 
rate potentially below one 
percent.

Business Manager Mark 
Jannone told school board 
members Monday that the 
district has the opportuni-
ty to move from a “terrifi c” 
2.8% interest rate on a 2015 
bond issue to a “terrifi c-er” 
rate that rests between less 
than 1% and 1.25%.

Board members approved 
Jannone’s recommenda-
tion to combine a 2012 bank 
note that was originally for 
$2 million and was used to 
build the Warrior’s athletic 
complex with the 2015 bond 
issue to take full advantage 
of  the approximate 1% 
interest rate on both.

Canton’s 2012 bank note 
currently has approximate-
ly $500,000 left to pay off  at 
an interest rate of  4.25%.

The refinance will save 

the district an estimated 
$80,000 to $120,000, with 
$30,000 to $35,000 saved in 
the first year and the rest 
saved over the next seven 
years, according to Jan-
none.

Jannone said there would 
be no extension of  time 
on the loan due to the refi-
nance as the bond was not 
due until 2027 and will keep 
the same maturity date.

“This is a terrific situa-
tion. We never thought we’d 
be saying this again, and 
the last three times we’ve 
said it we said we’d never 
thought we’d be saying it 
again. Well, we’re hitting 
rock bottom on the refi-
nance,” he said.

Canton School Board 
members  approved a 
motion to allow board Pres-
ident Judy Sourbeer to sign 
the refinancing as long as 
there is a minimum savings 
of  2.5% as no specifi c rates 
will be known until August.

Connect with Bri: (570) 265-
2151 ext. 1627; bostrander@
thedailyreview.com; Facebook @
Brianne Ostrander Daily Review.

Canton SD to 
benefit from 
approximate 1% 
interest rate in 
loan refinance
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The Canton Area School District Board of 
Education approved a refinance Monday to take 
advantage of a lower interest rate. Shown is 
board member Krista Jennings, Superintendent 
Eric Briggs, President Judy Sourbeer and board 
members Mike Herman and Eric Anderson.
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HOUSEHOLDER, 

JONATHAN MATTISE 

AND MICHELLE R. 

SMITH

Associated Press

DETROIT (AP) — Pro-
testers marched over the 
Brooklyn Bridge, chanted 
“We want justice now!” 
near St. Louis’ Gateway 

Arch, prayed in Atlanta 
and paused for a moment 
of  silence at the Martin 
Luther King Jr. Memorial 
in Washington, as Amer-
icans marked Juneteenth 
with new urgency Friday 
amid a nationwide push for 
racial justice.

The holiday,  which 
c o m m e m o r a t e s  t h e 

Juneteenth takes on 
new meaning amid 
push for racial justice
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