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By MARC VALERO
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The School 
Board of Highlands 
County would receive 
nearly $4 million in Gov. 
Ron DeSantis proposal 
to Florida lawmakers to 
approve a $602 million 
plan that would set a 
minimum salary of $47,500 
for public-school teachers.

DeSantis’ budget 
proposal for 2020-21 
seeks a pay raise for more 
than 101,000 teachers, 

nearly 60% 
of Florida’s 
teachers, by 
raising the 
minimum 
salary.

The 
governor’s 
education 
budget 

proposal also includes 
$300 million for teacher 
and principal bonuses 
that provide the greatest 
awards to those in Title 1 
schools, which need the 
greatest support.

Highlands Assistant 
Superintendent of 
Business Operations Mike 
Averyt said the district 
is also proposed to get 
$1.7 million for the teacher 
bonus plan, so the total 
increase for the district 
under the governor’s 
budget is $5,926,000.

“I’ve never seen any-
thing like that before,” he 
said, doubting that the 
Legislature would approve 
such a large increase.

“The governor’s budget 
is always better, but when 

it gets to the Legislature 
the money always gets 
paired down,” Averyt said.

Under DeSantis’ 
minimum teacher salary 
plan, half of the district’s 
teachers would have a pay 
increase to reach $47,500, 
which would be the base, 
and then all the teachers 
above $47,500 would not 
get an increase, he said.

That would be prob-
lematic especially when 
the district negotiates 
salaries with the teachers 
union, because after the 

earmarked funds are taken 
out of the budget, the new 
money would be $1,325, 
Averyt said, which would 
have to pay for inflationary 
costs and any other teach-
er and non-instructional 
salary increases, which is 
not very much money to 
work with.

“I am not very optimistic 
that the governor’s budget 
will be passed by the 
Legislature,” he said. “I 
don’t know if he has the 
revenue to support that.”

The estimated amount 

going to the state’s largest 
districts for the teacher 
minimum pay proposal 
includes: $41.38 million for 
Miami-Dade, $40.68 mil-
lion for Hillsborough 
County and $40.17 million 
for Orange County.

Heartland area dis-
tricts would receive the 
following estimated 
amounts if approved by 
the Legislature: DeSoto, 
$1.26 million; Glades, 
$642,148; Hardee, 

Governor’s plan would give Highlands $4 million for teacher pay initiative
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By MIKE SCHNEIDER 
ASSOCIATED PRESS

ORLANDO, Fla. (AP) — The 
Census Bureau’s ability to 
recruit and hire hundreds of 
thousands of workers in time 
for next spring’s head count 
could be hampered by under-
performing computer systems 
for hiring and payroll, accord-
ing to an Inspector General’s 
report released last week.

But the bureau says the 
Office of Inspector General 
report is relying on an outdated 
draft document that is no 

longer current.
“We understand the critical 

nature of our hiring and payroll 
systems and are extremely con-
fident that both systems will 
function as intended during 
peak 2020 Census operations,” 
Bureau spokesman Michael 
Cook said in an emailed 
statement.

The report released last week 
by the Commerce Department’s 
Office of Inspector General 
said a payroll system and an 
employment check system 
failed two phases of a test last 

July. Because of inadequate 
infrastructure or software 
inefficiencies, they were unable 
to perform at the scale needed 
to support peak recruiting for 
the 2020 Census.

Solutions have been in 
the works, but the report 
questioned whether there 
was enough time to test them 
before next month, when the 
Census Bureau starts hiring up 
to 500,000 temporary workers 
for almost 250 local offices 
in the federal government’s 
largest peacetime operation.

Most of the temporary 
staffers will be hired to knock 
on the doors of homes that 
haven’t responded to the 
decennial questionnaire on 
their own, either by providing 
their responses online, by mail 
or over the telephone.

The bureau’s proposed 
solution “introduces the risk 
that it would not be able to 
perform such tasks as expected 
and hire the required number 
of ... staff in time to conduct 
the operation efficiently and 
control cost,” the report said.

The report recommended 
that the bureau come up with a 
contingency plan.

The current hiring and pay-
roll systems have been in place 
since 2010 when the bureau 
successfully hired 700,000 
temporary workers for 500 local 
offices, Cook said.

The bureau also successfully 
hired 34,000 temporary work-
ers a few months ago to verify 
addresses, he said.

Follow Mike Schneider on 
Twitter at https://twitter.com/
MikeSchneiderAP

Report says computer systems could hamper Census hiring

By KIM LEATHERMAN
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING – Grab a jacket on the way 
out to work or play this week, winter 
has finally hit Florida. It’s going to be 
downright cold and chilly through the 
weekend. Don’t worry sun-worship-
ers, we will be back in the tropics on 
Monday.

According to National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration 
Meteorologist Jennifer Hubbard said, 
“It will be pleasant all week.”

The temperatures in the mid-40s on 
Wednesday and Thursday morning 
and will only rise to the low-70s, 
Hubbard said. Look at it this way, you 
can wear your ugly Christmas sweater 
more than the expected one time at 
the company Christmas party.

Friday morning will see mid to 
upper-40s and possibly to the 50s with 
warming beginning to trend as the 
weekend unfolds. By Monday, it will 
feel like the cold never happened as 
temps return to the 80s.

“Enjoy it while it lasts,” Hubbard 
said.

She suggested a light jacket might 
be needed this week, although some 
residents who love the heat will proba-
bly dress in parkas. Dress in layers and 
save yourselves the hassle.

Residents may want to consider this 
fair warning for getting their landscap-
ing ready for future cold temperatures 
or frosts. Charles Hamilton, manager 
at Robbins Nursery at 4803 U.S. 27 S. 
in Sebring, said this week’s tempera-
tures won’t be too bad.

However, he said to be familiar with 
your individual area as temperatures 
can be different.

“The temperatures can be cold when 
I am at work, but there can be frost in 
my back pastures when I get home,” 
he said. “There can be a big difference 
in the four-degree difference between 
Robbins and my house.”

Hamilton said people could cover 
their tropicals if they were concerned 
but no frost is being called for. He 
also said the main issue in the cold 
temperatures is actually damage from 
wind burn not the killing of the plant.

He likened the damage to chapped 
lips; it is uncomfortable, but it won’t 
kill you.

If a decision is made to cover plants 
with this cold snap or in the future, 
Hamilton said the frost cloth is the 
best or an insulated comforter. The 
insulation keeps the temperatures 
warmer than the temperatures outside.

Jacket weather  
to continue 

through weekend 

By KIM LEATHERMAN
STAFF WRITER

SEBRING — The turkey 
and stuffing leftovers have 
been eaten and the pumpkin 
decorations are packed away. 
It is time to turn our attention 
and wallets to all things 
Christmas. Although ac-
cording to retailers, it’s been 
Christmas since October 
and we have already missed 
the holiday. Of course, when 
thinking of Christmas, every-
one thinks of the decorated 
Christmas tree with presents 
piled beneath it.

Choosing a tree can be 
hard. For some, it means 
finding the perfectly symmet-
rical shape, with the perfect 
needle length and smell. 
While others think “a tree 
is a tree” and choose some-
thing reminiscent of Charlie 
Brown’s Christmas tree.

The National Christmas 
Tree Association experts have 
simple instructions to test for 
tree freshness.

“Run a branch through 
your enclosed hand — the 

needles should not come 
off easily. Bend the outer 
branches — they should be 
pliable. If they are brittle and 
snap easily, the tree is too 
dry,” the site said.

Master Gardner David 
Austin at Highlands County 
UF/IFAS extension office said 
whichever type of tree you 
buy, get it in water fast.

“As soon as you get the tree 
home, cut the bottom again,” 
Austin said. “Get it in the 
stand and add warm water to 
the stand. You want to get the 
xylem tubes open. That’s the 
part of the plant that allows 
nutrients to go up into the 
tree.”

Do not allow the tree to 
become dry or it will not be a 
very long-term return on your 
monetary investment and dry 
trees are a fire hazard.

Products aimed at pre-
serving a tree and reducing 
needle shedding are on 
the market and there are 
old wives tales such as 
using bleach in the water, or 

Oh Christmas tree, Oh Christmas tree, 
should you come home with me?

COURTESY PHOTO/AUSTIN

Poinsettias can be a great hostess gift in a small pot or used in land-
scaping as seen here.

Tents are scattered along US 27 at both big box stores and other locations for residents to search for the Christmas tree that will be best suited 
for their homes.
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