M.O.R.E.

Board of Education Functions Subcommittee

MEETING MINUTES

Friday, April 5, 2013

9:30 a.m. in Legislative Office Building, Room 1E

Those in attendance: 

Gayle Weinstein, Matt Knickerbocker, Paul Formica, Don Stein, Leo Canty, Lon Seidman, Christopher Wilson, Patrice McCarthy, Tom Frattaroli, Conor Casey, Kachina Walsh–Weaver, Patricia Walters, David Lenihan, Rep. Christie Carpino, Rep. Mike D’Agostino, Rep. Paul Davis, Rep. Auden Grogins, Rep. James Maroney. 

Those absent:

Brian Anderson, Gary Buzzell, Jim Vigue, Jennifer Herz, Vin Lofferdo, Carol Clifford, Rich Carmelich, Rep. David Alexander, Rep. Michelle Cook, Rep. Andrew Fleischman, Rep. Susan Johnson, Rep. Rick Lopes, Rep. Brandon McGee, Rep. Bruce Morris, Rep. Prasad Srinivasan

The meeting called to order at 9:37 A.M.
New members introduced themselves.
Motion and second to approve minutes from March 25 meeting.
Guest presentation from David Calchera of Connecticut Association of Public School Superintendents (CAPPS).
As part of their NextEd report, CAPPS examined roughly 169 school districts, finding that classroom teachers and principals were the units most in need of additional support.  Fewer and larger organizational units were needed, but that concept got immediate pushback among stakeholders.  CAPPS wanted to spark discussion on larger district units with more permeable borders.  There were so many questions that they issued the NextEd paper to address it.  It encourages taking advantage of some of the systems in place and starting slow with the issues that get people excited.  Larger regional contracts can be built up by starting with items like transportation and food service.  In the long run, the goal with the best payoff may be to assess which competencies are useful in fairly evaluating teachers.
Local boards and superintendents act much more favorably to incentives than threats.  PILOT money would be useful to provide modest planning incentives.

Regarding regionalization, we are not really starting from a blank slate – many RESCs individually and as a group have taken on this issue, particularly regarding transportation and health insurance.  Every superintendent has an affinity for their RESC.  They are not entities of the state - they are local; therefore they enjoy a good deal of confidence with local boards.  Superintendents and boards of education are more likely to work well with the existing entities than with new ones created by the state.  CAPPS supports beginning with what’s in place and not starting anew.  
Open for working group questions with David Calchera of CAPPS.
Tom Frattaroli raised the issue of health insurance initiatives. Tolland initiated the Eastern Connecticut Health Insurance Collaborative (ECHIP) model that is self-funded.  He asked if the group could be informed on similar such initiatives from the ECHIP organization.  RESCs are individually involved in creating health insurance collaboratives.

Gayle Weinstein asked if there anything preventing districts from sharing services now - for example, in establishing transportation or insurance pooling.
Calchera responded that there is an opportunity to cooperate directly or individually.  The easiest way to start collaborating is through a RESC – there is a statute in place to guide this, and it does work well – until a member district drops out and upends the agreement. 
Winstein responded by asking if CAPPS had no specific legislation in mind, other than incentive money.
Calchera does not have particular legislation in mind.  Legislation passed last year now permits districts to collaborate on health insurance purchases. 
Kashina Walsh-Weaver noted that in conversations with others the issue of employee contracts arose.  She asked if there was a way of overcoming the difficulty of achieving collaborative efforts with regard to union contracts when such contracts are already in place.
Calchera and CAPPS respect collective bargaining rights and process.  When districts want to combine employee units then that negotiation will come into play.  As a former director of EASTCONN, Calchera engaged with 3 bargaining units simultaneously and within a year came up with a combined contract.  It did not default to the highest and richest contract.  
Bob Stein noted that much of what CAPPS is advocating involves current practice.  He asked Calchera if they have an optimum school size in mind, because smaller has the potential to be better in some regards.

However CAPPS was not talking about combining school units.  They do not necessarily need the degree of organizational capacity implicit in large jurisdictions like Hartford or Bridgeport.  Their goal is not just cost efficiency but student opportunity - not to look at just one single support infrastructure, but to the greater opportunity for students to more easily move among school units. This level of permeability does not currently exist. 

Stein added that sometimes planners must also take into account geographical disparity, as well as parental convenience.

Being originally from an organization in Northeast Connecticut, Calchera is acutely aware of the role geographical issues play.  There are some southern U.S. county districts with 110,000+ students, and even they allow for reasonableness tests to make bussing accessible. Connecticut has room to go a little further.
Rep. Paul Davis spoke to the role of RESCs, reminding Calchera that service centers are supported by local districts.  There are some mission deviations, whereby RESCs operate more as an agency directly providing services rather than a coordinator of services.  Rep. Davis asked how Calchera views that.
Calchera began by describing the local and regional points of view. As RESCs are created by local board members, they are responsive to needs of that area of the state, so naturally they are going to look different among each other.  There are regional differences to which these service centers relate.  They should rightly be viewed as quasi-businesses to meet the needs of client districts, whether that results in them acting as coordinators or service provisioners.  Moving to a state perspective, Calchera would look as RESCs as a single system and ensure that they are available to every part of state.  There should be consistency in terms of delivery, availability and quality.

Rep. Mike D’Agostino articulated three options for school districts’ relationships with special education services.  The district can provide in-house services, do outplacements and avail themselves of RESC services, or they can pay a private provider.  Rep. D’Agostino asked if CAPPS is finding variability with respect to tuition - whether some superintendents are able to negotiate lower rates for the special education tuitions being charged.
Calchera was unaware of such variability. The policy discussions have revolved more around magnet schools for last few years.  Although the default is to provide special education services in-house, those rates the lowest they have been since the 1970s. 
Rep. D’Agostino recalled Calchera’s mentioning of streamlining special education service delivery.   He asked if CAPPS has thought about management of costs to increase in-house capabilities.

Calchera recalled a great deal of discussion regarding the proportion of special education costs relative to overall costs.  Federal regulations and requirements play a role.  The burden of proof is always on the district to justify the expenditure being made - CAPPS will continue to support this as a matter of fairness.  The legal system generally places the burden of proof on the bringer of action.  SDE assesses that that school systems taking their cases all the way usually win, however even with victory they will spend lots of money.

Rep. D’Agostino returned to the issue of costs and private providers, saying that most districts spend hundreds of thousands or millions of dollars for private outplacement.  He asked if there has been discussion with superintendents around making private provider charges and costs more transparent.  An example of this would be legislation requiring budget disclosure.
Calchera knows of a function at SDE requiring approval of budgets, but it occurs once every 5 years.  If that function already exists, then legislation could potentially be enacted to enhance it.  

Calchera pivoted to some issues from their NextEd paper.  The issue of student transportation was conceptually easy, although it is not something parents tend to think about.  The same goes for food service.  Special education is another thing – RESCs provide not only placement but some level of special education management.  He was not so sure that a management team is needed for every sized school jurisdiction.
Calchera then questioned the premise of why there should be a divide between providing in-house services, doing outplacements and availing themselves of RESC services, or paying a private provider.   There could be more permeability between those options for students.  Trifurcating the system is not necessarily efficient.  

Rep Ryan asked whether sending out for services could be considered discriminatory, since students are technically supposed to be mainstreamed.
Calchera responded that that has been the case.  The issue tends to be as black and white.  If a student’s needs are more sophisticated, they might be met with more intensive placement for small periods of time.  Most districts can’t find that balance without RESC help.  Connecticut is pretty balanced in the sense that everyone who could possibly be mainstreamed already is.

Rep. D’agostino said that a larger district may have the capability of sharing services and moving students around.  Many other districts need to split hours with placements and incur attendant tuition and transportation costs.

Lon Seidman stated that his school district has been engaging in some of the recommended actions stipulated in NextEd.  He asked Calchera if they have contemplated paperwork reduction initiatives; as a result of his district’s coordination efforts, they must sometimes quintuple copies of submissions.  
Calchera said it would be ideal to allow for less hassle in paperwork if a district is finding efficiencies.  CAPPS has not directly contemplated that however. 
Rep. Carpino asserted that there is agreement around the absence of legislative hurdles to accomplishing these objectives. She asked if there are there are unrecognized hurdles in need of fixing, or logistical problems in need of addressing on the local level.
Calchera responded that enormous amounts of money are not necessary.  Planning grants get you to where you want to go.  The hurdles are more cultural because the status quo is easier than changing.  If the move is to be made to greater efficiencies and consolidation, then something is needed to nudge people. There is money of course, but also perhaps a release from requirements, as Lon mentioned.  Sometimes it is easier to not do something voluntarily but out of compliance.
In dealing with small towns, local vendors can be quite persuasive. They may not be cost-efficient but they make sense for the local economy.

Rep. Carpino would be interested in the future of what those specific incentives could be, whether they address the size of planning grants, or model templates and fact finding from SDE.

Calchera deferred to the RESC presentation, since they have been relatively successful at planning grants and identifying targeted collaboration.

Tom Frattaroli touched on wellness initiatives with healthcare.  It takes time and effort to move forward and money should be made available to reduce costs and incentivize people, since they can be reluctant.

Calchera replied that the health insurance industry is at a turning point due to federal health laws.  This could be a good time to use the new rules to effect changes.

Leo Canty conceded that although a complex system is already in place, it may to become more complex. To have a system that delivers to people in the best way and make districts aware of uncaptured incentives, the group should look nationwide for examples.  Canty wondered what the big numbers were that make a difference, regarding transportation or otherwise.  The localism factor is one of the most difficult things to overcome.  Right now it is easier to consolidate bus service than to bus between Hartford and Windsor.  Canty suggested a goal of integrating more with overlapping service areas, like police, fire, or municipal.  Will we be better off by having two separate entities – education and public service?  There are also cost savings if there is just one facility that could be used by educational institutions, health districts and others.  Motivating incentives are still being searched for – at some point a static number of regions will need to be selected.   
Calchera noted that a scatter diagram mapping schools versus geography gives a surprising visual - the closeness of some schools and isolatedness of others.

Canty recalled that Irving Stolberg was a geography professor.  At one point he remapped all of Connecticut, drawing circles around schools that ignored town boundaries.

Calchera recalled that somebody has done that mapping more recently, however he is not sure exactly who.
Rep. Ryan was interested in finding out, suspecting that the CEA might have it.
One of the comments Rep. Davis hears regards the uniqueness of Connecticut’s education system and ability to deliver services, because the state has smaller districts which are better able to oversee learning styles.  For most students, being in that type of small environment may provide a better education.  He asked if there is a balance that could be struck between size and student success.
Calchera reminded that the size of the overall school is probably not what is important, reiterating the example of Wade County in the southern U.S.  They have 120,000 students and yet and 8-person school board. No school there absorbs greater than a 40% free lunch population, so they evenly distribute student types between schools.  Schools and neighborhoods did not necessarily feel like they belonged to a large organization - students just went to school down the street.  However in reality the students had around 40 school choices.  So the issue is not with comfort levels with large organizations.  The issue is with developing a variety of small, medium, and large setting school options that specialize around various themes.

Patrice McCarthy noted that under the current system, funding is one of the biggest challenges.  She asked if CAPPS has thought about what sort of funding structure would be necessary to move in this direction.

Calchera suggested that funding be made directly to school boards, not to municipalities. As regional organizations got larger after 4-5 years, funding would be diverted to them for operational purposes. One difficulty with educational cost sharing is in dividing it all into operational units.  

Rep. Ryan asked if CAPPS has contemplated what would happen if districts themselves could raise their own money.
Calchera responded that well over half of U.S. districts are directly funded, rather than through a municipality.  It is therefore not an unknown model.  CAPPS suggested taking a look at why it does or does not work well. 

Rep. Ryan expressed appreciation for future sharing of informational resources.
Guest presentation by Craig Edmonson of Area Cooperative Educational Services (ACES)

· PowerPoint available on M.O.R.E. website under BOE Documents 
Selected takeaways:

Over 45 states in US have some sort of educational service industry.  

The ACES Board is made up of 25 elected school board members from each member community.

All programs are driven by the needs of districts, and they also serve outside of their catchment area.  

In their own area there are 13-14 school calendars, which confounds coordination.

ACES is also looking at reduced pricing through group contracts, offering virtual learning at reduced rates, regionalization of opportunities for students, and cooperative purchasing.  ACES belongs to a national consortium to leverage economies of scale.  

CREC has developed a unit to address school construction.  If ACES had a need come up, they would direct business and consult with them so as not to replicate services and capacities.  

ACES had a magnet school, but as districts began re-absorb their students they instead turned it into an autism center.  So they have flexibility in creating, adapting, or phasing-out programming. 

Hamden is contemplating opening up a special education community district – ACES might provide special programming or teachers (including supervision and training).  

Question/Answer session with the directors of member agencies to the RESC Alliance:
Craig Edmondson – Area Cooperative Educational Services (ACES)
Bruce Douglas – Capitol Region Education Council (CREC)
Evan Pitkoff – Cooperative Educational Services (CES)
Paula Colen - EASTCONN

Danuta Thibodeau – Education Connection

Eileen Howley – LEARN

Bob Stein asked for elaboration on RESCs’ roles with magnet schools.
CREC is involved with 3 magnet schools, playing the role of operator.  They have agreements and staff them, collaborating on curriculum and staff hiring.  The magnet superintendent and board representatives are on their steering committee - they set tuition costs and address revisions to magnet school statutes.  CREC is essentially under contract to their magnet as its operator.

CES also runs magnets as an agency. As former Newtown superintendent, Pitkoff was involved with an interdistrict magnet.  There was going to be a host magnet run by Danbury public schools - Danuta Thibodeau served as convener and organizer, running the school while getting staffing and bus coordination off the ground; the school then reverted to Danbury’s management.
The 35 schools that belong to CREC decided that CREC would be the neutral.  Many magnets were ordered open to comply with the Sheff v. O’Neil court order.

LEARN follows a parallel process.  Their first project was regional multicultural magnet. They worked closely with New London public schools to eventually transform to an all-magnet district.  

Tom Frattaroli, being from Tolland, has seen declining enrollment – their district even closed a school down.  CREC offered to open a magnet, but student transportation logistics was found to be a problem.  They recognize that a building simply sitting fallow represents a disadvantage.  
CREC did evaluate that particular building. However in order to comply with the Sheff order, they had to have a significant number of Hartford students, making transportation time the constraining factor.  They have recently been meeting with host magnet schools and they could have a discussion on that regarding Tolland.
Rep. Davis asked if all CREC magnets are operating under the Sheff court order.  He wondered if there was any consideration to move in a different direction, such as adding the availability of other types of magnets. 
All of the RESCs responded in the affirmative.  They have their hands full with the court order, addressing racial desegregation and demand, balancing those policy mandates against the goal of student learning.  Right now the proposal is to focus on the Open Choice program, allowing Hartford district students to go to other districts; there is also a financial incentive.  However the number of seats offered this year is less than last year even with the incentives.  They are not interested in opening additional magnet schools – their concern is maintaining sustainability over the next 10-15 years.

Seidman asked about the RESCs’ service pricing models, and whether they are under any responsibility to report expenditures and income to the public.  He also asked whether they build a margin into their budget considerations.
ACES develops a budget for each school independently, based on the costs of a facility and its operations.  They take their overall costs and then divide by the expected number of students that will attend.  Each year they try to determine their break-even point.  When looking at a total they have the ability to keep their retained earnings and feed them into the next year to address unforeseen expenses (such as $200,000 in snow removal this year).  Currently they are renovating a theater in New Haven using retained earnings.  These expenditure proposals must pass their governing board for approval.  

Each ACES division runs like a mini-business. They allocate space to staff, which staff rents for operation. If ACES staff goes to professional development at an ACES facility, one division pays another. Each director runs a mini-business.  

Seidman asked whether, in providing to school districts, they are not trying to build in a margin.
ACES responded in the affirmative. They clarified that when talking about margins, it included not just per diem payments, but also back office support staff, etc.  They have not raised consultant fees in 4 years but some of this is costly to do. 

CREC stated it had no increase in the cost of services from 2008-2012, nor does it plan one for the following year. 
Rep. D’Agostino questioned whether that includes tuition for special education, because every year he has seen increases of 3%, 4% or 6%. 

CREC countered that tuition for special education has not gone up.  Nor has tuition risen in programs for the severely impacted autistic, hearing impaired or the emotionally disturbed.  With programs regarding children in crisis, and their regional diagnostics center, they end up returning 80% of the students back to schools.   

EASTCONN did not raise its rates for the past 4 years.  Next year the increase will be under 2%. No RESCs have raised fees for their service costs.  Regarding retained earnings: sometimes districts ask to start a program realizing they will not break even for first several years. Without the carry-over of retained earnings, they would not have the flexibility to start initially unprofitable programs. 

ACES did raise tuition.  They are bound by contracts generally, and had a particular contract arbitrated which drove up costs as a price of doing business relative to meeting their obligations. This year the average tuition increase is between 0.5 and 1.5%.  

Rep. D’Agostino asked how the RESCs mostly kept their costs static and yet still have the revenue to build retained earnings.  
CREC indicated that their retained earnings go back into reducing costs for their districts.  Like a farmer’s market, a member of the collaborative can get lower costs. Outside districts buying into those same services would pay a higher cost.  This year they are sending 3- and 4-year-olds to magnets without invoicing them; this will likely incur a deficit, but they are allowed to run deficits while school districts are not.  

Education Connection very aggressively pursues grant funding, and they have been very successful at generating millions of dollars to establish area services.  Some monies come from federal sources, some state, and some from foundations.  Some of these grants are quite targeted. For example, they just got a Carol White Physical Education Grant for wellness, health, and fitness.  Sometimes there are opportunities for multiple districts and they basically form a consortium. They have a full time grant writer whose sole purpose is to pursue these opportunities.  They have not raised fees to districts, although they do not run magnet schools either.  In northwest Connecticut there was a need for occupational physical therapy, so Education Connection became a husky provider and established a center for therapeutic services.  Students are receiving services there, helping not only the child but the parent so they don’t have to travel distances.

CES expects its budget for special education to be even by year-end.  In April they do a planning conference to determine whether private placement or CES programming is most appropriate. Sometimes around May, parents decide they want to enroll their child sooner because they want a quicker placement.  Enrollment then spikes, and CES gets additional revenue at the end of the fiscal year, rolling it over to the following fiscal year.  Average tuition for special education was 20% less than it would have been for a similar program in a private setting.
Education Connection just opened center a few months ago.  It offers very costly services, involving speech language professionals and occupational therapists.  They are engaged in a partnership with a nonprofit in Torrington, the budgetary goal being to provide services while breaking even.  They indicated that the northwest part of the state is sparsely populated.  
Rep. D’Agostino brought up the issue of a common calendar, and if it were to be hypothetically mandated for charter and magnet schools.  He wondered how, given the RESCs’ coordinating experience, that sort of mandate might affect streamlining and cost savings.
When ACES conducted an analysis of regional transportation, the common calendar issue was their biggest concern.  They would lose their leverage of scale economies when there was locally recognized days off that were considered traditional.  They encounter struggle with their partners to coordinate given the calendar differences.

EASTCONN estimated that 28 or 29 out of their 30 member districts are now on a uniform calendar for professional development purposes.  They believed that there exists opportunities to collaboratively plan around activities besides transportation.  However it probably takes a good year or two to get all partners on board.  
LEARN has a regional calendar, however Hurricane Sandy and the major blizzard put pressures on conforming all parties to the calendar. They did maintain their professional development day.  Not all districts start school at the same time, however they do try to have similar vacation days.
CREC runs transportation for 13,000 students for magnet and special education schools.  If there was a common calendar, they could probably transport for their entire region.

ACES asked who benefits when economies of scale are found.  If the state transportation grant were reduced, people may be inclined to find such economies out of necessity.  ACES advocated that a realized scale economy should be allowed to be turned back toward the schools that find those efficiencies. 
The Eastern Connecticut Health Insurance Collaborative is administered through EASTCONN, saving members 7%-15% over non-members.  The resources saved did not necessarily end up being plowed back into classrooms and teaching however.
Christopher Wilson was puzzled regarding economies of scale with professional development. His district wants to craft professional development days based on native issues. He asked how an economy of scale can be reached when school communities have relative achievement gaps and differ on common core stages.
CES cited examples.  On the new teacher evaluation model, most districts haven’t yet been introduced, so that retains potential for being coordinated across districts.  

CREC brought together multiple districts on such projects.  Regarding Common Core – next week they have professional development for all catchment principals and another professional development day for all superintendents.  

Due to the number of small districts in LEARN’s jurisdiction they concentrate on areas where teachers do not normally get opportunities to come together with same-subject teachers, such as with music or physical education.
Wilson reminded that school building principals like to use professional development time to work with their staff, coaching them on a more direct basis.  That is probably where the reticence toward cross-district coordination comes from.
Walsh-Weaver asked the RESCs to talk about problems that arise from having a common calendar, such as natural disasters.  One town may have a delayed opening, while another may take the day off, and another maintains a normal school day.  
LEARN must put in much effort to work with school leaders and navigate among one another.  They work out their district-by-district plans at their monthly superintendents meeting.  They have built a system to try addressing the staggered opening issue; if the lead school in a magnet region is closed, the entire system closes.  They work with bus companies too, and it takes plenty of management effort.
Walsh-Weaver asked if cost-containment can be attributed to the fact that RESCs may not have to deal with state and federal mandates that school districts do.
ACES stated that they are obligated to the same mandates as schools.  Anytime they use retained earnings, it is an economy that is returned back to districts by RESCs not having to charge members for expenses such as facility repairs.  
EASTCONN meets with their board of directors to make decisions on how to use retained earnings to keep down tuitions or fee-for-service programs.

Gayle Weinstein tries to bear in mind the impact common calendar initiatives would have on children and families.  A working parent may have to take off more than one week for school vacations.  Virtual learning and blended learning opportunities do present exciting opportunities however.  Small districts may not have opportunities to hire specialized teachers.  
ACES noted that districts having a history of things like February vacations or holiday observations can find it very difficult when removing those off-days people have grown accustomed to.  The first and foremost challenge is in getting people to understand the nature of the compromise their jurisdiction is entering into.  
McCarthy commended EASTCONN and LEARN on their efforts to bring together common calendar initiatives.  Statewide mandates introduce an entirely new level of complications.  For example religious holidays may result in shortages of substitute teachers.  
Concluded discussion with RESC directors.
The next meeting will be on Friday, April 12 at 9:30am in LOB Hearing Room 1D.
Minutes prepared by:

Matt Macunas, Administrator
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