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SJCOE wants money back 
Education office gave districts too much 

By Jennifer Torres 
Record Staff Writer 
Published Thursday, December 16, 2004  

Eleven school districts must 
return a combined $1.5 million in 
special-education funds that the 
San Joaquin County Office of 
Education mistakenly allocated to 
them earlier this year.  

Districts found out about the error 
in late November, almost halfway 
through the financial year, and 
well after they had included the 

money in their 2004-05 budget plans. Under a proposal that 
superintendents are scheduled to approve in February, the districts will 
repay the money over three years.  

"There was an overstatement of the amount of money that was available 
to be distributed to the districts," said James Thomas, deputy 
superintendent for business services for the county education office. 
"They built their budgets on a more optimistic revenue projection than 
what was real. They were overpaid."  

Eleven school districts -- Banta Elementary, Escalon Unified, Holt Union 
Elementary, Jefferson Elementary, Lammersville Elementary, Lincoln 
Unified, Linden Unified, Manteca Unified, New Jerusalem Elementary, 
Ripon Unified and Tracy Unified -- make up the San Joaquin Special 
Education Local Plan Area.  

Every year, the state sends money to the county office for special-
education programs within the plan area. After the money is divided 
among a range of programs and a reserve account, school districts are 
given a portion of the remaining money, based on their enrollment, 
Thomas said.  

Two accounting errors led the county office to distribute more "leftover" 
money than it should have.  

The first error occurred in February, when $325,000 that should have 
been deducted from special-education funds was instead added to them. 
That made county education officials think they had $650,000 more than 
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they actually did, Thomas said.  

The second error occurred in 
May, when an employee 
mistakenly entered $6.5 
million instead of $5.6 million 
into budget spreadsheets. 
Because of that mistake, the 
county office appeared to 
have $900,000 more than it 
did.  

"These were clerical errors, 
honest mistakes that should 
have been caught, but they 
were not caught," Thomas 
said.  

Casey Goodall, assistant 
superintendent for business services at Tracy Unified, said the amount of 
special-education money coming from the county office this year seemed 
unusually high.  

"They're kicking themselves, and we should have known, too," he said.  

Since districts have already budgeted the money, it would be unfair to 
require them to pay it back this year, Thomas said. Instead, they have 
been asked to repay the money over three years, starting next year.  

In the meantime, a loan from the county office of education and money 
from the special-education local plan area reserve fund will prevent a 
shortfall, Thomas said.  

Dana Taylor, business manager for Jefferson Elementary School District, 
said the plan is fair.  

"Of course we would have preferred that this had not happened, but the 
plan that has been presented is something Jefferson can work with," 
Taylor said.  

Superintendents in February are scheduled to vote on whether to 
approve the plan.  

Thomas said the county office of education's business department has 
improved its accounting procedures to help ensure a similar error doesn't 
happen again.  

"We take this very seriously," he said. "We pride ourselves on having 
accurate data to give to our districts. We are mortified that this came out 
of our office."  

* To reach reporter Jennifer Torres,  
phone (209) 833-1142 or e-mail jtorres@recordnet.com  
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