Board of Education

Regional District 13
             March 19, 2003

The Regional School District 13 Board of Education met in regular session on Wednesday, March 19, 2003 at 7:30 p.m. in the media center at Memorial Middle School.  Board members present: Mr. Brown, Mr. Currlin, Mr. Dlugolenski, Mrs. Golschneider, Mr. Hennick, Mr. Hicks, Mrs. Kellish, Dr. Ochterski, Mr. Raczka, Dr. Shoemaker.  Also present: Dr. Breck, Mr. Gourley.

Mrs. Kellish called the meeting to order at 7:30p.m.

Public Comment: Liz Conroy, a parent in the District, is in support of the current class size policy and also supports continuation of the 4th grade instrumental music program.  She is willing to pay a fee for extracurricular activities if it is necessary.

Maryann Boord, 1st Selectwoman of Durham, said that last year’s District 13 budget had an impact of 24.24 mils.  This year if $100,000 is cut from the proposed budget, the total mil impact from the District 13 budget will be 26.53 mils, an increase of 2.29 mils.  If an additional $500,000 is cut from the education budget the mil impact would be 25.82 mils, an increase of 1.58 mils for Durham from the District 13 budget.

John Henry Steele, a parent of two children in the District, would like the 4th grade music program maintained.  He is also willing to pay a fee to keep the program.

Dave Fusco, a parent of a 5th grader and a 2nd grader, is a performing musician.  He has witnessed the quality of the music program in the District and he is also willing to pay a fee to keep the 4th grade music program.  He said that parents are already offering support to the program by the financial investment they make for the rental or purchase of instruments.

Dean Coutsouridis, District Coordinator for the music program, said that throughout his 23 years in the District, he has constantly had to defend the music program.  When the 4th grade instrumental program was cut before, he was told that it would probably be returned within a couple of years.  It took 10 years to bring the program back.  He feels that it is very important to begin instrumental lessons at an early age.

Tresa Opalacz, a parent of children at Brewster, Korn and Memorial feels that class size is very important.  Her 5th grader has been in maximum size classes through his years in the District. She has witnessed how difficult it is to teach to a class this large.  She is also supportive of keeping the 4th grade instrumental music program.

Chris Davis, a parent of a senior and a sixth grader, and a reading specialist for the District, is concerned about the class size for the ID program at Strong.  She moved into this District for the quality of the educational program and is willing to pay higher taxes to keep it.  

Myrna Crompton has a 4th grader currently in the instrumental music program and a 3rd grader who is anxious to begin the program next year.  She feels that in difficult times it is very important to keep positive programs alive and she supports keeping the 4th grade instrumental music program.

Pam Lang, a parent of a Strong School student, encouraged the Board not to cut more than $350,000 from the proposed budget.  She believes there is a fine line between cutting too much and cutting enough. It is unknown what amount will pass the budget and if the initial cuts are too deep there will not be any room to make additional cuts that don’t affect programs.  She also feels that parents of elementary school students could be expected to purchase basic supplies for their children.

Laurie St. Amand is in support of the music program and the current class size policy.  If $500,000 is cut from the budget she doesn’t know which way she will vote.  She asked the Board to give the parents a chance to pass the budget before making major cuts.  She asked the Board to not compromise the excellent educational program that we have.

Maryann Boord, speaking as a grandparent of a child in the system, said that when times were good programs were added, now that times are tough we may need to sacrifice for a few years.

Chris Davis asked Board members if the question could be worded differently on the referendum to determine if people are voting the budget down because the cuts were too deep or because not enough was cut.  She was told that the question must be a yes or no question only.

Tresa Opalacz, in response to Mrs. Boord’s comment, said that you couldn’t tell a child that times are tough.  A cut will impact a child in that particular year and you can’t get that back.  She believes that cuts will remain in effect for several years.

Next Board Meeting: The next Board of Education meeting will be on April 9, 2003 at Coginchaug Regional High School.  The meeting will adjourn to the public hearing in the auditorium at 8:00pm.

On a motion by Mr. Hicks, second Dr. Shoemaker, the agenda was unanimously approved as amended to include an executive session for a personnel matter.

On a motion by Dr. Shoemaker, second Mrs. Golschneider, the Board unanimously approved the minutes to the March 12, 2003 Board of Education meeting.  

Communications: Mrs. Kellish read a letter she received from Nadine Ernst, supporting the continuation of the 4th grade instrumental music program.

Mrs. Kellish also received a call from a Durham resident, Scott Douglas, stating that he believes it is possible for the District to request a waiver from the State for special education mandates.  Susan Viccaro, Pupil Personnel Director for the District, spoke with a contact at the State Department of Education today and they said they have no knowledge of a waiver.  There is nothing in place that would supercede the District having to follow federal mandates.

Dr. Shoemaker received several calls about the budget.  He also received calls from parents concerned about the Spanish trip to Mexico.  He told parents that trip cancellation insurance was recommended when the trips were approved.  Dr. Shoemaker also received a call from a student, suggesting that the District web site be used to request donations for items such as instruments.

A short DVD presentation made by students in the TV Production Class at Coginchaug was shown to those in attendance.  The DVD was made for and shown to the visiting committee for the accreditation of the high school at the opening meeting on Sunday, March 16, 2003.

Superintendent’s Report:  Dr. Breck said the NEASC evaluation process for the high school was completed today.  The preliminary report of the Committee was very favorable.  The final report will not be available for six months.  Dr. Breck thanked Candy Brickley, Nancy Leddy, Steve Wysowski, Jan Guarino-Rhone, Rob Francis, and Carol Luckenbach for all the work they did preparing for the evaluation.  Mrs. Kellish asked that a letter be sent to the high school staff commending them for working through this two-year process.

Field Trip Request: Students from Coginchaug would like to attend the Latin Junior Classical League Convention in San Antonio, Texas from July 29 to August 3, 2003.  Dr. Shoemaker said that it must be made clear to parents that Board support for the trip could be withdrawn at the last minute. Cancellation insurance should be stressed to the students. 

Mr. Hennick, made a motion, second by Mrs. Golschneider, to approve the trip by students at Coginchaug to attend the Junior Classical League Convention in San Antonio, Texas from July 29 to August 3, 2003.

Mr. Hicks amended the motion to add “with the understanding that students and parents know that cancellation insurance is available and that if necessary Board support for the trip could be cancelled at the last minute.”  The Board unanimously approved the amended motion.

Finalize 2003-2004 Budget for the Public Hearing: Mrs. Kellish reminded Board members of the cuts that were agreed to in the last two prior meetings.  Dr. Breck said that one additional student has changed their mind about attending the magnet school next year for an increased savings of $3900.00.  Board members were given a spreadsheet listing possible additional cuts.  Each column of the spreadsheet adds approximately $100,000 in cuts.  

Dr. Breck spoke to other superintendents in the Middlesex Consortium about the possible cut in funding for the program.  Dr. Breck said they felt that District 13 could still stay involved in many aspects of the consortium.

Dr. Ochterski recommended keeping the addition of .4 teachers for the high school and adding $14,000 back into the materials budget (from column three).  He feels that people will have to deal with the larger mil increase for the next two years.  He believes that next year it will be even harder to pass the budget and if too much is cut now there will be no where to make cuts next year.  The debt service for the building projects will be at the highest level next year because of the final $415,000 payment on the principal.  If these cuts are made the gross operating budget will increase by 4.43%.  

Other Board members agreed that the cuts should not be past the third column of the spreadsheet.  Concern was expressed about cutting too deep and not knowing where to make additional cuts if the budget does not pass.

Dr. Shoemaker does not believe that the cuts are deep enough.  He said 80% of the residents of Durham and Middlefield do not have children in schools and he feels a responsibility to present a smaller budget. Dr. Shoemaker would also like to cut the items from column 4, consisting of an additional materials cut, .5 custodian, and one grade five teacher.  He reminded members that the teacher cut would still keep class size within the policy.

Mr. Brown agreed with Dr. Shoemaker.  The problem is being compounded by the lower fund balance, the loss of the demutualization money, and the state budget cuts.  He feels that the Board needs to look at this as a two-year budget.

Mr. Raczka does not think that adding another $100,000 to the cuts will pass this budget.  He would like to try to pass it with only cutting the first three columns for a total of $309,430.

Mr. Currlin feels that people want this educational system and the product that we put out costs something.  If we diminish the product we will reduce the quality.  Mr. Currlin is also concerned about eliminating the .5 custodial position at Korn School.  He wants to be sure that the renovated building is kept up.

Mr. Brown asked if it is possible to consider a user fee for parents of students in the District.

Mr. Hicks has seen this type of fee where he has a home in Vermont.  There were some questions regarding the legality of a user fee.

Mr. Hicks made a motion, second by Mr. Raczka, to reduce the 2003-2004 budget by $309,430.00, to go to the public hearing with a total gross budget of $25,964,981.00.  Mr. Currlin, Mr. Dlugolenski, Mrs. Golschneider, Mr. Hennick, Mr. Hicks, Mrs. Kellish, Dr. Ochterski, Mr. Raczka voted yes.  Mr. Brown and Dr. Shoemaker voted no.

Mrs. Kellish thanked everyone for working so hard during the budget process.

Building Committee: Mr. Raczka said the bid opening for the furniture, fixtures, and equipment for Strong School, Coginchaug and Central Offices is being held tomorrow.

On a motion by Mr. Hennick, second by Dr. Shoemaker, the Board unanimously approved to move into executive session for the discussion of a personnel matter.

The Board moved into regular session.

On a motion by Dr. Shoemaker, second by Mr. Hennick the Board unanimously approved to adjourn.

