M.O.R.E

Board of Education Sub-Committee

MEETING MINUTES

Tuesday, January 14, 2014

11:00 AM in Room 1 A of the Legislative Office Building

Those in attendance: Rep. Kevin Ryan, Rep. Jay Case, Rep. Michelle Cook, Rep. Paul Davis, Rep. Mike Demicco, Rep. Laura Hoydick, Rep. Susan Johnson, Rep. Rick Lopes, Rep. James Maroney, Jennifer Berigan, Conor Casey, Craig Edmondson, Eric George, Sarah Hemingway, Jennifer Herz, Matt Knickerbocker, Patrice McCarthy, Stephen McKeever, Lon Seidman, Joyce Stille, Jim Vigue, Gayle Weinstein, Christopher Wilson.
Those absent:

Brian Anderson, Garry Buzzell, Leo Canty, Rich Carmelich, Paula Clarke, Carol Clifford, Garrett Eucalitto, Paul Formic, Tom Frattaroli, Mark LaPlaca, David Lenihan, Vin Loffredo, Sheila McKay, George Rafael, Bonnie Stewart, Don Stein, Rep. David Alexander, Rep. Christine Carpino, Rep. D’Agostino, Rep. Fleischman, Rep. Brandon McGee, Rep. Bruce Morris, Rep. Prasad Srinivasan

The meeting was called to order by Board of Education Sub-Committee Chair Rep. Kevin Ryan at 11:05 a.m.  Representative Ryan reviewed the minutes of the previous meeting (12.2.13) and Eric George moved for acceptance seconded by Patrice McCarthy.  The minutes were adopted unanimously with Rep. Susan Johnson abstaining.  Representative Ryan introduced the presenters and turned the floor over to Craig Edmondson of ACES and his respective colleagues from area RESCs – Bruce Douglas (CREC), Danuta Thibodeau, (Education Connection), Eileen Howley (LEARN), Evan Pitkoff (Cooperative Educational Services), and Paula Colen (EASTCONN).   

Presentation by Area RESCs
Craig Edmondson – Offered an explanation of the RESC alliance, formed out of regional efforts to produce regional economies. He explained that the strength of alliance is that all 6 regions meet on a regular basis and that these regions represent every school district in the state.  Given the size and scope of the alliance, they are able to provide a variety of regional services.  They are governed by elected board of education members from across the region. He noted that they are a non-profit organization, not a state agency.  
Craig Edmondson then described the sources of their funding.  Through the regional economies created by the alliance, the RESCs are funded primary through contracted fee for service with the districts they represent, although a small portion of contracts are created directly with the Department of Education.  

He went on to comment that while RESCs are regional entities, there is often and overlap of their services.  He gave the example of their Special Education Program which spans over 56 communities.  He added that services are driven by needs and, at times, districts are redirected to other RESCs.  
Eileen Howley – Commented that LEARN, like other RESCs, is committed to closing the achievement gap while supporting regional infrastructure that supports fiscal savings. 

Danuta Thibodeau – Began her presentation regarding savings realized by RESCs.   She noted that service centers were created to work with school districts to provide services at a savings. She mentioned that RESCs offer a variety of shared services but chose to focus on a select few - such as Special Education.  She referred subcommittee members to 2010 data collected for the MORE commission that highlights significant savings in transportation.  Listing over services offered, she included Special Education, Technology Services, and construction.   

Bruce Douglas – Described a survey of CREC council members, Board of Education members, and superintendents that were meant to identify services that can be regionalized.  He explained that the willingness to share services is greater when that regionalism does not affect classroom curriculum.  He explained that many of the current, higher-end services like family resource centers, adult learning programs, parental education, and audits to the teacher evaluator systems have been built off of the strength of their relationships and through the teams formed between regional school districts.  He added that these relationships have guided professional development offered by the RESCs.  Moreover, CREC has been able to develop services like curriculum development, efficiency studies, the implementation of Green Technology, staffing solutions, career fairs, minority teaching recruiting, payroll services, communications services, business management services, and operations and facilities management (excluding Library Management). 
Finally, he noted that these efficiencies are created to put resource back in to the classroom, not for the sake of saving the state money.  
Rep. Paul Davis – What should we do to support those districts that don't get enough state support? Are there differences in the financial support coming to RESCS from the state? 

Danuta Thibodeau – It's a valid question.  RESCs do not receive direct/significant money from the state and they are not state agencies.  We exist to provide services but we must be entrepreneurial. Any state monies we receive, we receive on a competitive basis through grants and contracts. There are some services that all of us provide, but depending on the districts we service, those services differ. An example is the councils in MATH and English. In my district we provide food service, and no other RESCS do. 

Paula Colen – State assistance is a very small slice. For healthcare in my region and through LEARN, we have a lot of small districts. They wanted health benefits to be collaborative and we're in our second successful year now.  Those districts and municipalities worked together and saw an increase that was less than 7% when districts outside of our region saw increases of 25%. 

Gayle Weinstein – Technology expenses are a quickly growing budget item for many districts. We partner a lot with the schools, but school's rates are often better than the rates for municipalities. Regarding your work with the nutmeg network, do you see a way to share technology services that might save districts money? 

Craig Edmondson – On behalf of our school districts we negotiate a Microsoft renewal agreement.  Not everyone takes advantage of that.  In addition to that, our tech support services are competitive compared to private providers. We bid on the hardware but the state bid document is very competitive for us to do. 

Rep. Kevin Ryan – Does CCM offer similar services?
Gayle Weinstein – They do, and we work amongst ourselves. But e-rates are much cheaper for schools than towns. 
Craig Edmondson – The e-rate is determined by federal guidelines.
Rep. Jay Case – I come from a district where our public safety mainframe has crashed and our tax collection system crashed, but we got $198k for computer upgrades and the city of Torrington just got another $768K for common core,  both were educational upgrades. We're trying to regionalize the boards of education and work together.  As far as CREC – our biggest impediment is transportation fir CREC programs, or even the burden of parents driving students themselves and getting into mileage reimbursement. What is CREC doing to get students into their programs?
Bruce Douglas – The Northwest corner doesn't have transportation agreements with some of those towns but we have a consortium east of the.  It's possible to create one for Special Education and even the regular programs. 

Rep. Jay Case – We need to work better at getting kids to their choice of schools – transportation is limited and we don't have a consortium because of a regional schools and municipalities not working together.  

Bruce Douglas – I can look into how that would work.  

Lon Siedman – When looking at costs and savings, we’re certainly drawn to Special Education services.  They are currently administered in the least regional manner because each district is responsible. If you could change federal or state laws, what could be done differently?

Craig Edmondson – Without sounding self-serving, if a RESC were the first option over private providers, that would be a good start. Outplacement in a RESC should be the option after home districts.  Parents and school districts have to make that decision but placement order should have us as a preferred choice. Naturally, there are some student challenges that will exceed our capacity. 

Bruce Douglas – A practical example is the regional diagnostic center that 13 school districts use with the number of seats based on anticipated need, rather than going to an outside provider. 6-8 weeks, charges set by school districts. 70% of those students return to their school district. They are located in East Hartford and Farmington. And this approach came out of superintendents coming together.

Paula Colen – We all provide Special Education direct service programs. The challenge is whether it's the district, RESCS or a different kind of program.  When Northeastern districts that are done with PPT process, we make regional programs, and have saved $250K in transportation putting that program in the district.  Tuition was lower but the savings was not sending students so far away. 

Danuta Thibodeau – There are great opportunities. In Northwestern Connecticut, districts don't need a full-time technical assistance person, but still some services.  We can share in areas of Special Education administrative services.  We could share central office staff too. Our smallest district has 98 students in it.  Region 7 has four K to 6 sending schools and the savings are significant. I think in terms of programs, and other areas of cost savings, it's in shared services. 

Evan Pitkoff – There is a general 20% savings on tuition to go to a RESC.  We still follow state regulations and standards and allow opportunities to return to home districts. Our professional development allows for excellent training. We have 275 students and serve 17 districts, but really we draw from 45 school districts.  Not everyone comes because parents might pick a private school. We have international visitors coming to our center – but it's the burden of proof. We hear complaints from board of education members and superintendents because of legal fees when they try to do what's right but get challenged on it. Very often, districts place students based on the avoidance of legal fees and if they're placed when they're young, they might be in that system for 13 years. Overages in special education budgets are at times over $100K.  I was a special education teacher and I believe in the quality of service with the RESCs. 

Matt Knickerbocker – The burden of proof issue is significant. In my town, we saw attorneys take advantage of parents and make promises that take advantage of towns. 

Rep. Laura Hoydick – Did boards of education come to you with this, or did you develop them and present them?

Eileen Howley – Our boards are represented by local officials and they're aware of it. It's a shared effort.  They inform and shape the mission of LEARN. 

Craig Edmondson – Each region might recommend a grant program for districts - to subsidize the planning committee and other costs and put it into teaching and learning. We have 19 districts in ACES working on Common Core. There were incentives to reduce costs of doing that planning, rather than 25 district doing it independently. EASTCONN will do healthcare and we'll learn from them. Each of us could go back with some direction and present opportunities. We create programs to reduce transportation costs between districts, and that’s how we came up with a special education program. It saves all kinds of costs for transportation. 

Paula Colen – We’re working to form a finance center with towns through forming a consortium. We still have people doing payroll manually. I know someone asked about software but financial services are a similar example important to my district. 
Patrice McCarthy – My question was answered on identifying regions. I did want to attest to technology services offered by RESCs as a user of those services at CABE. Our service is better with less server issues. EASTCONN provides technical support to our CABE/CAPS convention. 

Rep. Susan Johnson – I know a couple of years ago we created an ESL task force and some of our schools participated. Has there been any more coordination in that area?

Eileen Howley – We looked at aligning ELL to Common Core – that's a direct RESCs shared service and will be available to state. 

Paula Colen – The fed government provides a lot of these services in Title 3, but there's a threshold so we pool through the districts that access those Title 3 funds. 

Bruce Douglas – We developed a center in Hartford and we're working on a second to provide ELL services to more neighborhoods.

Craig Edmondson – ACES certifies educators and provides services to Windham so that EASTCONN doesn’t have to. 

Joyce Stille – This is more of a comment than a question: towns and boards of education are often pitted against each other.  I would challenge you to include more town services without recreating the wheel with existing services offered by COGs. 
Bruce Douglas – We recently met with the Regional Capitol GOG to discuss this. 

Rep. Laura Hoydick – Are you thinking in terms of the Youth Service Bureau or something else? What are you speaking about?

Joyce Stille –Yes, but also to non-educational things for towns like technology purchasing.  
Rep. Kevin Ryan – Do you [RESCs] have any comments for our working group?

Eileen Howley – I would recommend coaching support with the state Department of Education and ongoing support with teacher evaluations. 

Bruce Douglas – All RESCs are training all teachers and administrators. We’re working on collaborating the evaluations with teachers and administrators but one problem we noticed are there aren't enough administrators and that’s a recurring problem. There's potential for a peer observer and a complimentary evaluator with a 092 that's not an administrator. We built in peer observers for improvement and reduced pressure on administrators. 

Stephen McKeever – Throughout the RESCs, is it a unified message? Because I hear from individual districts saying it's not. What are you doing to keep it one message?

Craig Edmondson – The state sponsored training is delivered with fidelity and with all the same materials. But there is different training because it's specific to the district's model so there is some variations based on what the districts elected to use which are all allowed under the parameters. But basic training is consistent. 

Representative Kevin Ryan thanked the presenters and invited subcommittee members to break into their working groups to deliberate possible recommendations: Transportation, RESCs (Teacher Evaluations), Healthcare, and Minimum Budget Requirements. The formal meeting adjourned at 12:12 p.m. 
