M.O.R.E.
Board of Education Functions Subcommittee

MEETING MINUTES

Tuesday, March 19, 2013

10:00 A.M. in Room 310 of the Capitol

Meeting was called to order by Rep. Kevin Ryan at 10:05 A.M.

Introductions by those present.

Minutes from the organizational meeting were discussed and given conditional approval, due to their limited circulation.  Future minutes will be both posted to the website and distributed via email to members of the distribution list.
Rep. Ryan brought up several subjects that the previous M.O.R.E. Commission addressed, as prompts to begin discussion:

· Special Education budgets and their correct labeling

· Allow education to be financed by state income tax rather than by local property taxes
· Examine curriculum coordination from the state level, such as Common Core.  Look at the effects of de-institutionalizing some education services.

· Consolidate back-office functions for cost savings, such as shared technology costs.  There are currently many separate networks for various municipal entities (schools, public buildings, public safety)

· Single school design helps with bidding process.  Update lowest bid options.

· Transportation 

Gayle Weinstein recalled that many towns already have consolidated their back office functions.  Shared purchasing would help more – moving in that direction could save schools and towns money. She has reservations with shared design ideas for new school construction, because each construction site might have its own context and parameters, thwarting uniformity.
Her school has an administrator whose chief function is to addresses unfunded mandates.
If there was a way to streamline the reporting process, their district could get by with receiving less state money. 

Rep. Ryan reminded members that the subcommittee is trying to look at non-mandate issues, since there is already a subcommittee dedicated solely to mandates.

Don Stein had two concerns.  The threshold to attain Excess Special Education funding can be prohibitively high. Also there is the issue of forcing towns to pay for Pre-Kindergarten tuition at a charter school.  Barkhamsted joined other towns in pressing a lawsuit against the state regarding this Pre-K mandate; the towns won the case, but state legislation overturned their victory. However, that legislative decision was reversed, at least for the moment.
Lon Seidman suggested the group could look at impediments to towns’ regionalizing services.  The Essex school district long ago consolidated grades 7-12.  Elementary schools are spatially far apart however, and bus rides are long.  The district kept those schools intact, plus the regional district exists, essentially making four boards of education.  Connecticut General Statute 10-158(a) permits towns to consolidate education functions, share and move staff.  Seidman’s board is in the process of looking at the entire school district to do this.  Essex has an economy of scale which smaller neighbors may not.  Thus when formally regionalizing, there may be cost equalization implications.  However the cooperative agreements bring more flexibility.
Rep. James Maroney added that professional development functions could be regionalized.  His district is getting folks up to speed on that.  A common school calendar would remove a major impediment to regionalizing bus transportation.  

Rep. Mike D’Agostino asked about how much out-of-school placements cost.  He would like to hear more about special education consolidation, where one town has the space and another has the teachers.  If Hamden has capacity to educate 20 extra children but only has 15 children, they could offer those extra spaces to another jurisdiction.  Most people don’t know about the cooperative agreement statute.  

Rep. Ryan asked how much of a role RESCs play.
Rep. D’Agostino’s concern with RESCs is that they are basically a private provider.  They may cost a little less than public provision however. 

Seidman noted that one problem with schools is that schools are basically social service agencies, in addition to their primary function.  His schools were able to combine the transportation functions.  Special Education is administered in the three elementary schools, but teachers can spend hours in multiple places across the course of the day.  

Stein said that as part of Region 7, they have shared services for Special Education.  Each school contracts through the same organization, so they have some amount of regionalization for Special Ed.  He can retrieve cost information in the future.  

Rep. Paul Davis said that the mission of RESCs seems to have evolved.  The original concept was for them to act as regional coordinators, but now they are sort of like regional school districts of their own.  It could be an important task of the committee to look at RESCs and whether they are fulfilling their mission of coordination.

Weinstein loves idea of consolidated Special Education services.  Often, a school feels they could provide services in-house, but parents then disagree.  Costly lawsuits can proceed as a result.  

Matt Knickerbocker added that Connecticut is one of the foremost states to place the burden of proof on school districts in lawsuits.  The legislature can help in mitigating that.
Rep. Christie Carpino returned to the Pre-K issue, saying that there is legislation to address that currently in the legislature’s Education Committee.  Parents are invested in this issue, and this could be something that absorbs a large chunk of time.

Rep. Ryan moved to the next agenda item, potential guests for future meetings.  The subcommittee could invite RESCs in and speak.  As a future topic, transportation and special education costs.  D’Agostino will bring in information on out-of-district placement costs.

Weinstein’s town already regionalizes out-of-district placements.  Her town purchased vans and has agreements with other districts.  This works when multiple students in towns go to similar outplacement location.  
Rep Ryan suggested that towns should be made aware of the practice.
Rep. Michelle Cook applauded those states that do have special education district, because this policy has been working very well, and has been in effect for about 30 years.  Missouri and New Jersey have special education districts and they can save towns money.  In Missouri they could go to regular school four hours and special district school four hours.  Since everyone is mainstreamed, classrooms are currently overloaded with task burdens.  The governor cut $25 million in grants to transportation and moved that money toward incentive grants; the issue now is how towns will be held harmless moving forward when they already do regionalize.  
Rep. Davis heard from many municipal, state and school officials that the timing of our budget process hurts.  Schools are in final stages of their budget development process but don’t know where their state funding status is.  

Rep. Ryan remembered that there used to be a time decades back when budget adoptions were more staggered between towns and the state, but there was some unknown impetus behind them unifying their timelines.
Rep. Carpino returned to brainstorming future speakers to the group. Student services directors could come in, since they’re resident experts on district costs. 

Stein suggested that someone from the superintendents group CAPSS could speak with the group too, either as a future member of the group or as a speaker.  
Rep. Davis noted that the subcommittee has healthy representation from small towns, but that it could also use big city information from those who know about school district cost efficiencies.  

Matt Knickerbocker offered that Mayor Bill Finch of Bridgeport is outspoken on the issue.  Also Gary Chesley is a retired superintendent and has consulted with State Department of Education and the governor for the past two years.  

Rep. Ryan affirmed the main scope of future topics to be Special Education costs, RESCs and transportation, and how Common Core curriculum affects uniformity across districts.  
Seidman lamented the lack of model agreements or sample documents from the state for the purpose of developing cooperative agreements.  Districts could make good use of a framework. 

Rep. Davis has worked on curriculum development as a teacher, and districts spend thousands each year on this. There are so many curriculum coordinators in Connecticut that this could be a target for limiting duplication.
Rep. Cook noted that the achievement gap is quite broad – schools are teaching the same thing but in different directions. There is a common goal in public school systems that the subcommittee might help outline.

Seidman mentioned that Common Core implementation has been very expensive for his district.
Rep. Susan Johnson’s district has a very large percentage of students who are English language learners.  She would like to see more regional magnet schools for language learners to address towns with those demographics.  Also, there does not seem to be enough support for students with behavioral issues, so parents therefore flee the district.  They may transfer to a private magnet, agricultural, vocational/technical or parochial schools. Her district of Windham has a high school with 800 capacity only filled to 400. 

Rep. David Alexander would like a look at magnet school funding from boards of education.  A withdrawal from one school, partial-year transfer to a magnet school, and then return to the system school somehow results in a double payment to the magnet.  

The next meeting was determined to be Monday, March 25 at 9:30 A.M.  After that week the committee will move to consistently schedule for Fridays at 9:30 A.M., starting April 5. 

Meeting was adjourned at 10:55 A.M.
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