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Pennsylvania Teachers: A Privileged Class 
 
Of late, newspapers have contained a steady diet of reports about school tax increases in 
districts all over Southwest Pennsylvania. This news comes at a particularly bad time for 
property owners. The economy has been tough and good jobs are hard to come by. 
Indeed, the Pittsburgh metro area lost nearly 15,000 private sector jobs over the last 12 
months.  Many area residents have lost employment or have had their compensation 
reduced and now face huge increases in health insurance premiums.  
 
But, there is at least one occupation that has been exempt from the vicissitudes of the 
economy--namely, public school teachers. While many taxpayers are struggling with the 
weak job market, compensation cuts and higher health insurance costs, school boards are 
adding to their problems by hiking property taxes. In the meantime, teachers will get 
planned wage increases, most will have the large jump in their health insurance premiums 
covered by the school district and they face no possibility of being laid off.  Moreover, 
thanks to the generosity of the legislature and Governor Ridge, the teachers have greatly 
enhanced pension benefits, the cost of which is now being passed on to local taxpayers as 
well. What a great deal! 
 
Of course, the teachers are protected from the vagaries of the marketplace because of two 
things-- (1) the teacher union contracts, and (2) the ill-conceived legislation that grants so 
much power to teacher unions and so little power to voters and taxpayers.       
  
The current spate of school tax hikes to meet the increased compensation cost of teachers 
provides a clear picture of the benefits of being a powerful interest group with massive 
influence over the legislature.  But who speaks for the taxpayers? Very few legislators 
will place the broad public interest of taxpayers who do not make hefty campaign 
contributions ahead of the interests of large political contributors who can mobilize 
significant opposition to them at the polls. This is especially true for school taxes. Since 
the power to raise school taxes officially resides with local authorities, legislators can 
distance themselves from responsibility for the higher taxes even though they have 
written the laws that give the local school boards little choice but to raise taxes.   
 
There is only one sure way to stop this gross abuse of taxpayers: require that all tax hikes 
or imposition of new taxes be approved through voter referendum. Unless or until that 
happens, all government bodies, including school boards, will have a bias toward ever 
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greater spending.  The unfortunate truth is that if governments can get their hands on 
money, they will spend it and need more. And while direct democracy is, for the most 
part, not a good way to conduct government affairs, mandatory referenda for tax hikes are 
probably the only way to constrain spending by elected officials.  People deserve a better 
choice than � if you don�t like the taxes, you can always move.�     
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