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   Minutes


      May 18, 2005


NORTH KINGSTOWN SCHOOL COMMITTEE

Wednesday, May 18, 2005

6:30 pm Reception to Honor Gerry Foley, 2005 RI High School Principal of the Year

7:00 pm School Budget Meeting
North Kingstown High School







                     150 Fairway Drive


“Challenging Student Excellence”
Minutes

I. Meeting Organization

A. Call to Order

Pledge of Allegiance
1. Chairperson, Don DeFedele, called the meeting to order at 7:03 pm.
B.   Roll Call


  Present:  Chairperson, Donald DeFedele; Vice Chairperson, Dr. Denise Coppa; Renee Cockerill; Melvoid Benson                     

                  Janice DeFrances; Bill Mudge; Barry Martasian; and 


 Absent:    Cathy Kaiser, Jamestown School Committee Representative 
 
 Administration Present:  James M. Halley, Ed.D, Superintendent of Schools; Barbara A. Fitzsimmons, Ed.D,     
 Curriculum Director William J. Daly, Director of Human Resources; and Maureen Buck, Director of  
 Administrative Services 
Absent:
Daniel J. McGregor, Ph.D., Director of Pupil Personnel Services; and Lee Rabbitt, Director of    Information Technology
II. Committee Member/Citizen’s Comments
1. Chairperson, Donald DeFedele opened the meeting with prepared comments in which he mentioned that the committee would be discussing the potential reconfiguration of the town’s elementary schools into primary and intermediate grade level schools.  He advised the committee that the Superintendent had prepared a PowerPoint presentation which would address many of the questions received from the community.  Mr. DeFedele also stated that at the last meeting “several speakers had argued that the decision to close a school or to reconfigure the grade levels was not warranted to address a mere budget deficit of $600,000.”  He reminded the audience that the committee had already made “more than $3,000,000 in cuts to the SmART program, library services, curriculum, textbooks, supplies, athletics, administrative positions, professional development, courses at the high school, (class size minimum), computers, equipment, furniture, maintenance, and after school buses.”  He also said that “all new initiatives, such as full day Kindergarten, remain on hold”.  Mr. DeFedele feels that this “deficit situation” is not a one year problem, and stated that “as long as the Town Council’s spending cap is less than our mandated and contractual costs (pension, salaries, benefits, and NCLB requirements) we will face continued cuts to programs, instructional support and personnel to meet the cap.”  He added that he feels that using the School Capital Reserve Fund to cover operating expenses is “short sighted.  For the safety of our students, our teachers and staff, building maintenance and repair must be adequately funded.  Deferring these expenses now will only create costlier problems in the future.”
2. Todd Vanderwater stated that he is working to help gather community support for a $500,000 referendum if the committee will use the money for 7 schools and no pairing.
3. Elizabeth Plotkin said that she felt that pairing is a bad idea.  There would be no more school community and that “school is not a school with only 2 grades.”  Ms. Plotkin read a letter written by Samantha Morrin and signed by 135 schoolmates from Hamilton Elementary School.
4. Frank Boffi requested information regarding purchase orders in 2005 that paid for 2004 encumberances.
5. Michael Ravelli spoke with his son, and stated that reconfiguration of the schools would “decimate the community.”  He also implored the committee to remember that they are elected by the townspeople and that the financial impact on the schools is not as important as the impact of reconfiguration on the students.
6. David Covell reported survey results from Hamilton Elementary School:  Of 181 received, 166 survey respondents reported that they would like 7 K-5 Elementary Schools, 108 were in favor of a referendum, and 15 were in favor of pairing.  Two-thirds of the survey responses were signed.
7. Doug Roth asked if the administration had run a bus through the route that is proposed to be 50 minutes long.  Mr. Roth stated that it was purported that the Kindergarten Center was closed because bus routes were 45 minutes long and were considered excessive, but now 50 minute runs were “ok” with the administration.
8. Beth Rubin was concerned that her child would be transferred to Davisville Elementary School from Fishing Cove where the child has an IEP.  Sharon Schubert, Co-Chair of SELAC, who spoke with Ms. Rubin, stated that she had just recently learned that the self-contained classroom at Quidnessett for Special Education students was being moved to Davisville Elementary School.  She protested SELAC being left out of the decision making process.
9. Betsy Rice, Elementary Guidance Counselor, advised the audience to “consider that you are cutting programs by arguing about buildings.  Elementary Guidance will deliver no matter how many schools there are.”
III. New Business
A. 2005-2006 School Budget and Configuration of 6 Elementary Schools
1. Dr. Halley gave his Power Point presentation which is appended to these minutes.  (Appendix A)
2. Mr. DeFedele referred the committee and audience to the “Six School Scenario” sheet and stated that with the closing of Wickford Elementary school there is the potential of approximately $650,000 in savings.  He said that if the committee did also not reconfigure the elementary schools, they would have to cut an additional $478,000, and therefore a referendum for 7 schools and no pairing must be more than $500,000, it must be at least $1.2 million.
3. Barry Martasian motioned to reconfigure the elementary schools into 4 primary schools: Kindergarten to 3rd grade and 2 intermediate schools: 4th grade to 5th grade.  Don DeFedele seconded the motion.
4. Bill Mudge stated that he wrote to the Town Council and asked that they restore $618,000 to the operating budget, and he is confident that they will comply with his request.  He also said that since 2001, the school department has under spent the custodial budget by $2,000,000.  Mr. Mudge was adamant that there is money available.  He also had several statements to lay before the committee and the superintendent:
a. Mr. Mudge wanted to know what the class sizes would be in the reconfigured schools.

b. He stated that a 30 year life cycle cost analysis of closing a school had not been done.

c. Mr. Mudge said that the community had not been made aware of the significance of 13 teacher retirements and 6 layoffs.  He said that Dr. Halley reported $0 return; however, Mr. Mudge anticipates $6,000 - $7,000.

d. Mr. Mudge again questioned the $300,000 in fund benefits to support grants.
5. Don DeFedele said that he’d had an opportunity to speak with a number of people about the budget, “and Mr. Mudge is accurate but takes things out of context.”  Mr. DeFedele chose to respond to a few misstatements made by people at this meeting:
a. The Kindergarten Center was closed for very good reasons and not simply the length of the bus runs
b. Mr. DeFedele said that he believed that the district needs 7 schools, but under the current budget constraints, not workable.

c. Mr. DeFedele mentioned that the K-5 Committee and the Modernization Committee were very good committees set up to explore what was needed to modernize and make the elementary schools equitable.  Mr. DeFedele said that he “spent endless hours trying to get the modernization plan passed.”  Mr. DeFedele stated that the issue is funding.   The Town Council put a cap on the committee’s expenditures.  The Town Council refused to use the School Capital Reserve Fund money for the school operating budget.  “A $500,000 referendum does not get the job done.  The Town Council only put in $195,000 to the School Capital Reserve Fund, and $300,000 into the operating budget to give us more money this year.  Every $100,000 that is in the referendum adds 3 cents to taxes.  We are looking at pairing schools because we have not balanced our budget.”
6. Denise Coppa said that she had repeatedly looked at the numbers.  The committee had already made considerable cuts, but was still in excess of the required cap set by the Town Council even after closing Wickford Elementary School.  “If we do not pair the 6 remaining schools we will be at capacity with absolutely no Full day K in the future.”
7. Dr. Halley said that if the schools were not reconfigured, students from Wickford Elementary would be sent to Fishing Cove, Stony Lane, and Hamilton.  These schools would be out of available space, with all rooms being utilized.  With reconfiguration, the schools would have rooms to expand.  He continued by saying that Mr. Mudge likes to make it seem that there is wrong doing or a misappropriation of funds.  “As far as the custodial funds, let’s say it was true,” Dr. Halley said it is possible those funds were used in other areas, and reminded the audience that the budget is audited every year.  “Mr. Mudge has made complaints to the Attorney General, the
State Police, the FBI, and the Health Department.  Mr.  Mudge has said that we were adding rooms to schools, but he knows that was for modernization.  He knows that there was a community committee which asked for gyms, 
Art and music rooms on 4 schools.  Wickford Elementary has been needing modernization for the past 10 years.  I have been asking for this with the asset management commission for the past 10 years.  If people would stop making false accusation maybe the community would be able to go forward.”

8. Bill Mudge asked about the 4 teachers in the CRP grant who do not teach.  He wanted to know how they became administrators.  He also wanted to know if the school department anticipated receiving $800,000 from Medicaid.  He accused Don DeFedele and Dr. Halley of not wanting to respond to this question.  He went on to say that when Fishing Cove was closed as a Kindergarten Center the administration knew…
9. Denise Coppa interrupted with a “Point of Order” stating that there was a motion on the floor to reconfigure the 6 elementary schools, and the closing of the Fishing Cove K-center had nothing to do with it.
10. Mr. DeFedele upheld the “Point of Order”.
The meeting recessed at 8:55 pm for 15 minutes, and then resumed at 9:20 pm.
11. Anthony Miccolis, Town Council President, read a prepared statement to the committee and audience.  He said that the council is fully aware of the role it has with respect to the School Budget and its bottom line.  He stated that the Town Council supports quality education and that he commended the Town Council and School Committee for their deliberations on the budget.  Mr. Miccolis added that: 
a. The Town Charter precludes adding funds to the School Budget after the Town Budget had been appropriated, which it was on May 4. 
b. The Bond Consul said that the funds from the $9 million bond designated for Wickford Elementary School cannot be used for upgrades to the building if it no longer is an elementary school.
c. The School Capital Reserve funds cannot be transferred to the School Operating Budget for expenses, and therefore the $320,000 requested by the School Committee cannot be transferred according to the Town lawyer, Mr. Parks.
d. The Town Council has agreed that state aid will be released to the schools for the ’06 budget.
Mr. Miccolis stated that he also receives the same emails that the committee does, and asked that they take the “proper amount of time to make their decision, and look to make a long range plan.”
12. Bill Mudge disagreed with the town’s attorney, Mr. Parks, in his assertion that the School Capital Reserve Fund cannot be used to supplement the School Operating Budget, and suggested a review of the law governing the subject.
13. Denise Coppa asked if there were surplus funds that could be transferred to the school budget.  Mr. Miccolis responded that there are “dollars reserved in the Fund Balance.”
14. Dr. Coppa asked what the process would be for the School Committee to ask for surplus funds from the Fund Balance.  Mr. Miccolis responded that the School Committee would have to vote and request such funds from the Town Council, however the Town Council has appropriated their budget and no changes to the budget can be made.  He did continue that after the referendum process, it would be possible to seek legal consult about the matter. 
15. Dr. Coppa did not understand, and asked if it was a surplus account and would not require an increase in taxes, why it would require legal consultation.   Mr. Miccolis responded that the request would change the bottom line of the budget.
16. Mel Benson asked if a referendum was the only source of further funding.  Mr. Miccolis reiterated that the town’s solicitor would have to be consulted.
17. Dr. Halley cautioned the committee about “dipping into the fund balance” stating that it “creates structured deficits”.  He went on to say that the school department is already looking at a $2.5 million deficit for the ’07 budget. “Borrowing money from yourself is not a good way of doing business.”
18. Bill Mudge said that the Town Council “is looking at an $8 million surplus” by the end of the year.  He felt that if the School Committee had “to use part of that, it should be considered before we close any school.”
19. Mr. Miccolis appeared to agree with Dr. Halley, stating “We do not want our town to fall into fiscal instability as other towns have.”
20. Dave Roth asked Mr. Miccolis how money is moved out of the Fund Balance.  Mr. Miccolis responded that it must be done during the normal budge process.
21. Mel Benson stated that the curriculum director gave her most of the information regarding the topic of pairing.  The majority of the information she read stated that “children learn from each other” and she could not find an advantage to pairing.  She said that from what she read, every grade configuration has its own strengths and weaknesses, and she is convinced that the district “is not ready for this transaction” as there will be more than just changing schools.  Mrs. Benson said that “Dr. Halley has done some good things educationally, but this is too quick, too soon, and you’ve spent too much time trying to sell it.”
22. Denise Coppa asked Dr. Halley if the schools were reconfigured would $133,000 be needed for the extra buses, and would the longest runs still be 50 minutes with those buses.  Dr. Halley replied the buses would be used to shorten the bus routes and make 2 start times.
23. The Roll Call Vote on the motion on the floor to reconfigure the schools:
Barry Martasian
Yes

Janice DeFrances
No
Don DeFedele 

Yes

Renee Cockerill
Yes

Denise Coppa

Yes

Mel Benson

No

Bill Mudge

No

The motion passed with 4 in favor and 3 against
IV. Committee Member/Citizen’s Comments
1. David Wrenn stated that the community gave the School Committee a mandate to keep 7 elementary schools, and the K-5 Committee and Modernization Committee with the RGB proposal, which the School Committee supported, made recommendations for 7 elementary schools.  Mr. Wrenn said that the committee states that the town cannot afford it at this time, however it makes sense to keep 7 elementary schools open, and asked that the committee reconsider their previous decisions.
2. Korrine Barnes was interested in the hidden costs with pairing, such as custodial overtime for packing, and how will it impact the budget.  She also was concerned about the new primary schools’ libraries having reading materials for advanced readers.

3. Marion Holland questioned Dr. Halley’s enrollment figures stating that the schools will be at capacity using state capacity guidelines, and pairing is not going to help.

4. Muriel Camarra asked for additional time to make such an important decision.  She also admonished the audience for chastising Mr. DeFedele and Mr. Martasian for changing their minds on the topic as they feel that budget constraints are forcing the issue.  She also said that RI ranks 49th in the country for how much the state pays to the communities for education.

5. Bob Sullivan, NEA/NK President, said that teachers take their profession quite seriously, and this change “is going to be incredibly disruptive”.  Mr. Sullivan went on to say that he couldn’t “help but think that the money is there, but it doesn’t seem as though there is a willingness to find it.”  He advised the committee to “go with 7 schools and figure out what cuts to make to finance that.”

6. Kathy Brown said that she emailed the committee regarding reading specialists and coaches, and closing Wickford Elementary will mean that there will be the loss of an additional specialist.

7. Maureen Gaulster requests that there will be support for the string program.  She does not want to see it go.

8. Ed Cooney, member of the Town Council, said that whatever decisions are made by the committee, he only asked that they are consistent with the long term educational plan of the community.

9. Debbie Allen stated that her first School Committee Meeting was last week, as she is new to the community.  She said that NCLB is requiring 3rd, 4rth, and 5th graders to take tests next year.  Teachers will be starting over in new schools, and “we want to be represented well.”
V. Meeting Adjourned 
Denise Coppa motioned to adjourn this meeting at 11:05 pm.  Barry Martasian seconded the motion.  The vote was     unanimous.







Respectfully submitted,






_______________________________________






Konnie M. Mazur






School Committee Secretary


