Board of Education

Regional District 13
               March 5, 2003

The Regional School District 13 Board of Education met in regular session on Wednesday, March 5, 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, Dr. Shoemaker.  Absent: Mr. Raczka.  Also present: Dr. Breck, Mr. Gourley.

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

Mrs. Kellish thanked the members of the Boards of Selectmen and the Boards of Finance from Durham and Middlefield for attending the meeting.  

Public Comment: Charlie Augur, 1st Selectman of Middlefield, said that Middlefield is facing the worst fiscal year they have faced in a decade.  Middlefield expects to receive $57,000 less in ECS money from the State for the next budget year.  They are also dealing with cuts in this fiscal year.  Mr. Augur urged the board to make cuts wherever they can without compromising the quality of education.

Donia Viola, a resident of Durham, feels the budget increases over the last few years have been out of line because of the building projects.  Mrs. Viola suggested reducing the number of teacher assistants because class sizes are smaller.  She said that Durham is also loosing ESC money next year.

Peter Brown, Chairman of the Middlefield Board of Finance, asked where the money to buy the Stannard property came from.  It was explained that the District used money from the operating budget to fund the purchase until the bond sale took place this past Thursday.  The purchase has been funded through the second bond sale for the building project.  The loan for the Stannard property is for a five-year period.  Mr. Brown also asked if the District finances are audited.  He was told that an annual audit is performed and that a copy of the audit is available at the Superintendent’s Office.

Maryann Boord, 1st Selectwoman of Durham, is very concerned about the impact of State cuts on the Durham budget.  She said that Durham also has debt service and the shift in student population will also affect the Durham budget.  Mrs. Boord said that Durham cannot bear the impact of the State cuts and she implored the Board to consider cutting the budget.

Elmer Clark, a member of the Durham Board of Finance, asked about the schedule of presenting the budget to the towns.  He was shown the schedule printed in the handout and told that the public hearing will be on April 9, 2003.

Next Board Meeting: The next meeting of the Board of Education is on March 12, 2003 at Brewster School.

On a motion by Mr. Hicks, second by Mr. Dlugolenski, the agenda was unanimously approved.

Dr. Shoemaker made a motion, second by Dr. Ochterski, to approve the minutes to the February 12, 2003 Board of Education meeting. Mr. Brown, Mr. Dlugolenski, Mrs. Golschneider, Mr. Hennick, Mr. Hicks, Mrs. Kellish, Dr. Ochterski, Dr. Shoemaker voted yes, Mr. Currlin abstained.

Communications: Mrs. Kellish said a meeting was held to discuss emergency response issues.  The District administration, the principals, local officials and members of the community attended it.  Mrs. Kellish wanted to publicly thank the community members for attending the meeting.

Mrs. Kellish received a thank you note from Karen Girosky for the flowers sent to her upon the death of her mother.

Mr. Hicks read a note received from Ceil Stannard thanking the Board for the work done promoting the sale of her property to the District. 

Mr. Currlin attended the band and chorus trip to Florida.  He wanted to publicly thank Dean Coutsouridis and Lisa Larsen for the way they handled the weather delays by securing a new hotel for the students to stay at.  He also commended the students for how they handled the changes. 

Dr. Breck received a letter from Jane Eriksen, Chairman of the Durham Public Library Board of Trustees.  Mrs. Eriksen expressed concerns about expelled and suspended students being tutored at the library.  Dr. Breck spoke with her and apologized for not making the library aware of the need to use the library to tutor students.

Superintendent’s Report: Dr. Breck said the bond sale took place last Thursday.  The District received an excellent rate of interest at 3.76%.  The total bond is for $7.3 million, $7.1 for the building projects and $.2 million for the purchase of the Stannard property.

Dr. Breck said the emergency response meeting went very well.  They discussed the increased alert level and evacuation procedures.  The group will meet again in April.  Dr. Breck will be sending a letter home to parents.

This morning at Coginchaug, a barometer was found leaking a small amount of mercury in a science workroom.  A workman from a disposal company that was hired to remove old chemicals from the science labs discovered the barometer.  The DEP was contacted and a HAZMAT team came to the site.  The mercury was totally contained and no one tested was found to have had an exposure.  Dr. Breck thanked Rob Francis and Steve Wysowski for their help with the situation.

Dr. Breck had copies of an article in Connecticut Magazine that ranks cities and towns.  For towns with a population under 5000, Middlefield ranked #1 in education.  For towns with a population of 5000-9000 people, Durham ranked #3 in education.

Dr. Breck told Board members they are invited to attend the panel presentation and reception for the NEASC committee on Sunday, March 16, 2003.  Members are asked to respond by March 10th. 

Judy DeLeeuw is home recovering from surgery.  She is scheduled to return next week on a part-time basis.

Susan Viccaro presented a workshop for paraprofessionals during the half day of professional development.  It was very well received.

2003-2004 Budget Presentation: Dr. Breck thanked members of the community for attending the meeting to hear the presentation.  Dr. Breck explained the process of developing the budget.  The concepts are the same as last year.  The operational budget has been reduced to accommodate the increased costs of debt service and health insurance.  No new initiatives are being presented. Dr. Breck reviewed the handout and explained the increases required to fund prior commitments and state mandates.  He also listed the increases required to maintain the current programs.  He explained that he has asked the principals to briefly go over significant items in their schools’ budget.  The elementary schools and special education will be discussed this evening and the middle and high schools will be discussed next week.  He told Board members that the budget now belongs to them.  The Board must prioritize items by importance before making decisions about possible cuts.

Susan Viccaro discussed the special education department budget.  Most of the items in the special education budget are a result of state and federal mandates.  Mrs. Viccaro gave an example of an item added to next year’s budget based on the needs of a particular student.  The student is hearing impaired and will require a system for communicating with their teacher.  This item will cost between $1200 and $2200 and there will be monthly maintenance fees as well.  Mrs. Viccaro said there are currently 13 outplaced special education students.  The increase in substitutes is partially due to a state mandate that requires that regular education teachers attend PPT’s for their students.  She estimated that up to 600 PPT’s are held each year.

Mr. Currlin expressed a desire to become involved at the state level to lobby for the state to be required to carry more of the costs associated with their required mandates.  Dr. Breck said the federal funding for special education mandates is only 17%.

Karen Brimecombe spoke about the John Lyman School budget.  She has no new initiatives in her budget.  Some items have changed based on what is needed but the bottom line is the same.  The teachers have focused on purchasing non-fiction literature for the classrooms.  They are ordering books together and share them with their team.  Mrs. Brimecombe also feels it important to purchase more supplies for the newer classrooms in the building.  Five new classrooms have been added over the last five years.  She explained that although the costs associated with the copier are higher, they are actually reducing the use of the copier.  The copier was replaced last year with a leased copier and the cost towards the lease represents the increase.

Nancy Heckler spoke about the Brewster School budget.  The Brewster budget also represents a 0% increase.  The identified area of focus for next year is on literacy and helping students to become independent readers.  Books to support the literacy programs as well as non-fiction books are in the Brewster budget.  Mrs. Heckler has also budgeted for money to support a program called “Empowering Writers” that was introduced to teachers last year through a professional development day.  The program has been very successful, but more materials are needed.  Another professional development program that was introduced this year, “Cast-a-spell”; a spelling program, will require more materials to implement across the grades.  Mrs. Heckler has also asked for $1000.00 to purchase additional computer software.  Currently the computers have only two programs each for the students to use.

Carol Luckenbach, acting principal at Korn School, spoke about their budget.  The current focus at Korn School is on the math curriculum.  The teachers at Korn began last year to look for more structure for the math curriculum.  They developed their own “Scope and Sequence” program from combining the best of several other programs.  They need additional materials to support this math curriculum.  The reading collections for the classrooms are also being developed and money is in the budget to support this.  Multiple copies of curriculum based theme books need to be purchased. The  “Empowering Writers” program has an expository writing component that the teachers at Korn have begun to use.  More materials are needed to support it.  Also, science and spelling materials that need to be replaced every year are in their budget.  The school would also like to increase the number of Computers on Wheels (COWS), as well as offer more programs that expose students to diversity, but they have not included these items in their budget.

Dr. Shoemaker asked each principal to look at their budgets closely and consider what they would eliminate if they were asked to cut $15,000.00 from their budget.  Dr. Breck and Mr. Gourley suggested that if the principals are being asked to make cuts to their budgets it would be more equitable to ask for a percentage cut.

Mr. Brown is concerned about the loss of $462,000 in money that the District expects to receive during the next fiscal year.  He fears a high rate of increase in the mil rate because of the State cuts and he wants to take a much harder look at cutting this budget.  He would like to make deep cuts and then look at what they can consider adding back.  He wants to support a budget that he believes will pass.

Mrs. Kellish suggested cutting the additional bus, the remedial teacher at the high school and the software program for the District-wide database.

Members discussed the increases listed that are required to maintain the current program.  The items on this page (pg. 7) total $365,880.00.  The Board would like more information on all the items listed before making decisions on further cuts.  The high school and middle school principals will discuss many of the requests when they present at the next meeting.

Mr. Currlin said the Board needs to be careful not to lose the progress that has been achieved over the last few years.

Mr. Brown is concerned about the revenue loss and reminded the Board that this is the last year that the demutualization proceeds will be in the budget.

Before agreeing to cut the bus from the budget, Mr. Dlugolenski asked for more information on why a bus was requested.  Mr. Gourley explained that he originally asked for two buses and then cut back to one.  There are several elementary bus routes that run close to one hour.  It has been a tremendous struggle to maintain the routes with the current amount of equipment available.  He feels it is important to add the bus but he also would not want to cut an educational program to gain the bus.

Mr. Gourley was also asked about the database software program.  Mr. Gourley attended a presentation about the program today.  He said the State will be mandating Districts to provide the information available in the program.  Board members felt that purchasing the software program can be put off until the State mandates the purchase.

Mrs. Kellish asked Board members to contact the Superintendent’s Office if they would like specific information on any items before the next meeting.

Field Trip Request: The members of the a cappella groups at Coginchaug have been selected to perform at the New England Music Festival in Griswold, CT.

On a motion by Mr. Currlin, second by Mr. Hennick, the Board unanimously approved the field trip for the Coginchaug a cappella groups to Griswold, CT from March 13 to March 15, 2003.

Student Organizations/Associations: Mr. Hicks explained that this policy change will require that no new student organization may be formed without the prior approval of the Board of Education.

On a motion by Mr. Hicks, second by Mr. Currlin, the Board unanimously approved the Student Organizations/Associations Policy 6145.5.

Finance Committee: Dr. Shoemaker said the Finance Committee met this evening.  The warrants are on track.  The payroll is ahead of last year because there were three pay periods in January.  The snow removal budget is $35,000 and $52,000 has already been spent.  The food service budget was discussed because the cafeterias at Coginchaug and Strong will be shut down from the April vacation to the end of the school year.  Food will still be served at these schools but it is anticipated that revenues will be down because of the limited menu.  Dr. Shoemaker said that the remainder of the demutualization proceeds will be used in next year’s budget.  The committee also discussed the bond sale. $7.1 million was bonded for the building project, which is $750,000 less than was originally approved.  The $200,000 for the Stannard property that was added to the bond is at a rate of 2.5% for a five-year period.

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

