FY12 Superintendent’s Recommended Budget

Questions and Responses

Administration

1.
Are there any other certifications required of the central office staff that would enable them to effectively and efficiently carry out their duties? 

We previously had one Central Office Administrative Assistant who was certified through the Inspector General’s office in Goods and Services Procurement.  This person is no longer with the district, so we would like to have another individual become certified as this support is critical to our procurement function and ensuring compliance with Chapter 30B.

We have also had the need to send our support staff to regular update training for topics such as public records law, open meeting law, conflict of interest law, payroll administration, and DESE reporting.
2. 
Is there adequate staffing at the central office level to do all there is to do as is required by state and federal law, not to mention our high expectations as a district?
While there has been an overall decrease in support staffing in Central Office over the past few years, we always make compliance with state and federal law a priority.  Reductions in hours coupled with increasing responsibility have put a strain on Central Office staff.  We have had to find ways to increase productivity wherever possible.  Certainly, some technology solutions have assisted us in working more efficiently.  However, there are a number of best practices that we would like to implement if more hours were available including in the area of collections, employee self-service, and regular in-house professional development for clerical staff throughout the district.
3. 
How will adopting the Common Core as well as implementing the Anti-Bullying Plan impact the Assistant Superintendent's ability to carry out the other duties of this position as are already required and time-consuming? 

Although the implementation of the Common Core and the new Anti-Bullying Plan will be time-consuming, it aligns with duties and responsibilities of the Assistant Superintendent.  The Assistant Superintendent will work very closely with administrators and teachers to ensure that all curriculum and instructional initiatives are implemented effectively. 
Regular Day

1. Why are stipends up 3.4%?

This is driven predominantly from a $13,000 increase in teacher mentor stipends.  In FY11, we assumed we would only need to hire 20 new teachers since we had some positions being eliminated and with the state of the economy, we thought turnover would be on the low side.  In point of fact, turnover was about the same as it has been in prior years and over 30 new teachers were hired this year.  As a result, we have increased this funding to a level assuming 32 new teachers rather than 20 new teachers.
2. Where will our accounts stand after the use of the Revenue Offsets?  Will they still be adequately funded?  If they are do we have enough cushion to use more?

We project that the majority of the revolving funds that provide revenue offsets to our budget will end FY12 with a positive balance but with a net loss in revenue.  Typically, we never used as an offset more than we projected to end the year with in the prior fiscal year.  That is was not the case in FY11 and will not be the case in FY12.  We have projected the revenue and expenses out through FY14 and, at the projected rate of use of revenue necessary to support our budget, by FY14, we will no longer have end of year balances in our revolving accounts.  This will mean that, when budgeting from that point forward, we will only be relying on only the projected revenues from that year to support that same year’s budget. 
3. Have we considered using the Ed Jobs money for the K-6 ELA instructional specialist?

There is no question that the K-6 ELA Instructional Specialist is an important position and the loss of this position will impact our new elementary literacy initiative.  Because the EduJobs funding is a one time, unsustainable source of funding, we had to strategically allocate the funding to support current positions that we could fund out of other sources (i.e. revolving accounts in FY13).  Therefore, the Edujobs funding is funding teaching and coaching positions which can be funded out of the athletic revolving accounts and special education tuition accounts in FY13.  If we funded the instructional specialist position out of the Edujobs grant, other positions would be cut and the position would not be sustainable in FY13.
4. How much funding is required to full fund Open Circle?

It costs approximately $850-$1000 to train a teacher in Open Circle, depending upon the training model that we use.  Currently, about 40 elementary teachers are not trained in Open Circle.  Therefore, it would cost approximately $40,000 to train the current teaching staff and additional costs each year to train any new teacher who comes to the district.  It should also be noted that Open Circle is not offered as a “train the trainer” model so each teacher must enroll through the official program. We have trained consultants within some of our elementary schools which does reduce the training cost.
5. Middle school science is mentioned in the narrative, but there is not mention of elementary.  Is that still based on 1996?

Although we have not made significant changes to our middle school science curriculum over the last several years, we have made some changes to the elementary science curriculum.  Two years ago, we implemented Engineering Units from the Engineering is Elementary program in grades 3, 4, and 5.  The STC kits that we currently use align very well with our current science curriculum frameworks.  The biggest issue that we face in elementary science is the lack of time in the schedule to teach science due to the increasing demands in other instructional areas. This year the Elementary Science Committee is reviewing the assessments for the kits and updating them to include more hands-on assignments for assessing understanding of essential concepts.
6. Why are there only 27 students using Virtual High School?

There are approximately 27 students per semester that are taking Virtual High School.  The High School Administration is working on ways to encourage more students to enroll in Virtual High School courses.  
7. What is our expense to bring the Blue Ribbon personnel to the April Conference?

We do not pay the expenses for any Blue Ribbon personnel to attend the conference.  Last year, the Conference made a profit of approximately $3800.  We use grant funding, donations, and outside registration fees to fund the conference expenses.
8. Will we be costing out keeping the substitute teacher administration in house as part of the bid process?

We have analyzed what the cost would be to the district to revert back to the model of employing district substitutes that was used many years ago.  In order to bring this function in house, the district would need to hire and take on as employees some 90 substitute teachers to effectively meet the needs of the district.  

The burden for receiving absence calls and then making calls to fill absences would fall upon the building secretaries and these activities happen outside the school day (evenings and early mornings) which would require that we compensate each secretary for the additional time.  We estimate the cost would be approximately $40,000 per year for the additional time.  This would also be a change in working conditions for building secretaries and would need to be collectively bargained.  Also, with the proposed reduction in regular education paraeducator hours, there would likely be no back up for the building secretaries and in the event of their absence, substitute calling would likely have to be done by the building principal.
Furthermore, with these additional 90 employees would also mean an increase to the town for payroll taxes, unemployment costs, and workers compensation premiums; these costs could average as much as $800 per employee per year for a total of about $72,000.  They would also require orientation and regular training, a function that we do not currently have the staffing to provide and which would come with a cost for training materials and supplies.  It would also add responsibilities to already overburdened human resources and payroll staff.   
9. Are we considering an increase in the transportation fee?  I understand subsidizing some of it, but we may at least want to cover the increase in fuel costs.  What is our total loss or subsidy in transportation?

We increased the transportation fee between last year and the current year from $280 to $365 or 30%.  Unfortunately, while we are collecting slightly more revenue, the increase in revenue is not as great as projected because the increase has caused a drop off in participation and we have lost paying riders.  We believe that if we raise the fee any higher, we will lose even more riders.  The total amount by which we are subsidizing paid riders is between $15,000 and $20,000 per year but, of course, the actual amount depends upon how many riders we have.  The more riders we have, the lower the subsidy, since the per bus cost is spread amongst a larger pool of riders.  Our goal is to maximize participation by paid riders without needing to increase the number of bus runs or stops.
10. How does the level funded budget and the -0.5% budget specifically impact curriculum and instruction across the district?  Can you speak to the areas of concern and what the impact in the classroom will look like?

We will feel the classroom impact in a variety of ways.  First, we will be reducing our per pupil expenditure in the district by 17% or $100,000.  This means that we will have fewer classroom materials, supplies, and curriculum materials in our classrooms.  The loss of the instructional specialist will have an impact on our elementary literacy initiative.  This position provides professional development, demonstrations, and instructional support to our elementary teachers in the area of literacy. The instructional specialist plays a role in the following areas:

· Implementation of Common Core Standards at Elementary Level

· Updating of Elementary Writing Program

· Literacy Professional Development

· Refining of Elementary Literacy Assessments and training for teachers in the use of new assessments

· Coordinates data analysis of reading assessments in each school through collaboration with the reading specialists

· Ongoing evaluation and refinement of Spelling Program

· Ongoing evaluation and refinement of reading instruction 

· Regular collaboration with new elementary teachers for literacy instruction

These areas will have to be addressed by the Assistant Superintendent, principals, teachers, and reading specialists.

The loss of paraeducator time will result in less support for the elementary classroom teacher affecting preparation of classroom materials. The remaining hours will need to be allocated to address student safety and contractual issues (i.e. lunch duty, recess duty, bus duty, before school and after school supervision).

Finally, the reduction of teachers will result in higher class sizes, primarily at the elementary level in grades 3-5 and the high school level in certain course sections.

11. What is the impact on our regular day programming if we cannot sustain them?

Some of this question was answered above.  However, the biggest impact is that you begin to lose your capacity to improve as a school district because you are allocating all of your resources to filling in the gaps.  This resonates through areas such as higher class sizes, less materials for our classrooms, and less support for our teachers.  More energy is expended to maintain instead of improve.
12. What are our plans for addressing the class size issue of the freshman class in 2014?  What if anything can we don now to address this issue?

The current grade 6 class has the highest enrollment for a grade since 1970.  This has resulted in class sizes across the district of 28 students per class.  When we develop the FY14 budget, we will need to allocate an appropriate amount of teaching staff to accommodate their needs.

Due to budget constraints there is unfortunately not a solution to address the current class sizes of this group at the middle school level.  We would need an additional 2.0 FTE teachers at Coolidge and redistrict approximately 40 students from Parker to Coolidge to reduce the class sizes in the current Grade 6.
13. 30% for the administrative fee for substitute teachers is $80,625. Can’t we handle the administrative costs more cost effectively within the district?

Please see response to Question 8 above.
14. Why are stipends increasing by 4.7%? Also, this is a significant increase from the actual expended for FY2008.

The increase of 4.7% is to the level service budget not the level funded budget.  The increase in the level funded budget is 3.4%.  The response to Question 1 above speaks to this increase.  As for the comparison to FY2008, the comparison is not valid as we have converted to a new accounting system and a new chart of accounts since that time and, likely, some of the stipends in FY2008 were charged to a different line as there was not separate salary line in the old chart of accounts.
15. Why is the textbook line item increasing when there are numerous online academic content tools available which make textbooks less necessary than in the past?

The textbook line item is actually decreasing by 13.2% in the level funded budget.  The increase proposed in the level service budget was to fund additional ELA materials at the elementary level (e.g., Guided Reading and Wordly Wise materials) and science materials at the elementary and high school.  The textbook and materials line of the budget funds such things as replacement texts, workbooks, visual aids, and teacher resources.  Any wholesale purchase of textbooks for curriculum initiatives is funded from the Curriculum Materials line.
16. What is the difference between Instructional Software and Instructional Technology?

Again, these are based on the DESE classifications.  Instructional Software is for purchases and licenses of software used to assist instruction while Instructional Technology is for hardware (computers, document cameras, smartboards, etc.)  and related expenses (repair, replacement parts, etc.).
17. What are we purchasing with funds from the Instructional Equipment line item? Why is it listed in both Supplies and Materials and Other Expenses?

These expenditure classifications are made in accordance with the required DESE chart of accounts.  Instructional equipment includes equipment used in the classroom or to support instruction that lasts longer than one year.  It could include such things as binding equipment, laminators, physical education equipment, musical instruments, laboratory equipment, digital voice recorders, cameras, etc.
The instructional equipment line under Other Expenses is for equipment leases (photocopiers and duplicators).  These are classified by DESE as other expenses since leases are not a supply or material.
18. Why does Other Compensation fluctuate greatly over the four years?

Other compensation includes Sick Leave Buyback and Longevity with the more significant portion being sick leave buyback.  Sick leave buyback amounts are dependent upon the number of eligible staff retiring in a given year.  There are extreme fluctuations in the number of retirements each year with the number being as high as 10 and as low as 4.
19. What is the cost to the district for Virtual High School? Is it cost effective considering so few students are participating?

We currently have 54 students (27 students per semester) in Virtual High School at the high school.  This equates to $204 per student per class.  The high school is currently working on additional ways to educate and encourage students to enroll in Virtual High School classes.  Listed below are some of the courses that our students are taking this semester.

· Forensic Science

· Engineering Principles 

· Astronomy Basics 

· 101 Ways to Write a Short Story 

· Introduction to Computer Science 

· Criminology

· Oceanography

· Basic Mandarin 

· Journalism in the Digital Age 

· Pre-veterinary Medicine 

· AP® Computer Science 

· 101 Ways to Write a Short Story 

· Mythology 

· AP® Psychology 

Guidance takes the lead on the scheduling of students. We announce the window in which students may enroll and there is a meeting around scheduling time to apprise students of this opportunity. We will do this again this year. Many students are already set with their schedules for 2nd semester. We have also in the past year broadened the opportunity for students to take advantage of VHS courses to make up credits, and to meet elective graduation requirements in certain cases when RMHS courses did not fit or meet the need of the student.
20. In the interest of accuracy, could you please compile the following information from the high school:

a. What percent of classes are above 30 students?

19% of our courses have class sizes of 25 or above.  2% of the classes are 30 or above.

b. What percent are 15 or fewer?

21% of our courses are 15 or fewer.  
c. What courses have been eliminated due to budget cuts?

The number of sections of courses was reduced last year rather than elimination of courses for the most part. Not offered this year were Business Math, Keyboarding, Mass Media, Lab Band, and Guitar 2.
d. What courses have been added during the same period? 

The following new courses are being offered this year:  Computer Programming, Advanced Placement US History, Child Development (taught by a RISE Preschool staff member) and The Iceland Project-a senior project seminar.

Special Education

1. When does the IDEA entitlement grant end?

The ARRA IDEA funding ends in June of this year.  The entitlement grant was designed to fund the federal mandates put forth under this act and there is currently no discussion of discontinuing this funding source.  Discussion amongst advocacy groups has focused on increased funding through this channel to assist with the high cost of services.

Under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), federal special education funds are distributed through three state grant programs and several discretionary grant programs.  Reading receives its annual entitlement funding under Part B of the law, the main program, which authorizes grants to state and local education agencies to offset part of the costs of the K-12 education needs of children with disabilities.  Part B funds represent 90-95% of the total grant funding issued under IDEA.
Part B IDEA entitlement grants have been in place for several decades (the law was initially passed in 1975).  As the law is presently written, each state is guaranteed based funding equal to the amount it received in FY1999.  States then distribute those funds as subgrants to local education agencies after reserving a portion for state administrative costs.  When IDEA was enacted, the goal was to have the federal contribution equal to 40% of the estimated “excess cost” of educating children with disabilities.  Funding under this grant program has never reached this 40% target.  In FY08, IDEA funding covered 17.1% of the estimated excess cost.

Unless the IDEA grant is repealed or significantly changed at the federal level, we will continue to receive this entitlement grant as long as the Part B program continues to be funded.  Funds are distributed at the state level based on changes in special education populations.  Therefore, changes in our population will result in changes in the amount of funding we receive from year to year.  

2. Could the department function with less than 3.0 FTE clerical staff?

As with any cut to staffing, responsibilities will be shifted to all staff in the office including other Secretaries, Team Chairs, and the Director of Pupil Services.  We will combine the RISE preschool position with the PPS front office position and consolidate the responsibilities of the two.  There will be a need for some cross training and new learning as each secretary has a unique role and skill set.
3. Why are the extended year salaries up 19.2%?

This program runs for six weeks during the summer and, therefore, for FY11, we already have final costs.  These costs exceeded budgeted levels by 18%.  As a result, we have adjusted FY12 budgeted amounts to reflect the higher costs of the program.  Costs are based on the amount of staffing required to properly staff the program which is determined by the number of children that need to receive services over the summer to prevent substantial regression.  
4. Do we have a sense for how many out of district students there will be?

At this point in the school year we anticipate 53 students placed in substantially separate out of district placements for FY12.  This number is a realistic estimate based on all the information we have at the current time.  It is important to keep in mind that this number has the potential to change based on students who move in or out of the district, students whose needs may change over time, and any future or pending legal proceedings.
5. Is it realistic to cut legal costs by 20%?

Although the percentage is high, this figure is actually $9,000 less than in previous years.  The role of the Team Chairperson plays an integral part in keeping these costs low.  Increased training and case consultation enhances the knowledge base of laws and regulations surrounding special education.  Legal training is an area of professional development that is continuous for professionals in the PPS office and this expertise has allowed us to reduce the number of times we need to utilize legal services.
6. It isn’t clear to me in the narrative why the Tuition, Other Districts is up 203%.  Please explain.

There is an overall decrease of $17,685 from FY11 in special education tuitions paid to out of district placements.  The shift of funds is reflective of the increased use of non-member collaboratives such as the Merrimack Special Education Center and EDCO.  These programs are chosen over private programs at times due to their superior ability to meet the complex needs of our students.  These programs also draw from a large number of communities which allows them to create very strong programs at a lower cost to districts.  Member districts receive more of a discount on tuition as we pay membership dues annually.  This discount is not available to non-member districts.
7. Is there adequate staffing in the Pupil Services office to carry out the duties required?

The staff members in the PPS office are very dedicated, talented, and hard working individuals.  I am confident they will continue to provide superior service to our staff and families despite the reduction of days from 210 to 195 and the loss of a secretarial position.  The impact will be noticed in the summer months as they will not be in the office to meet with staff or parents.  Extended school year programs, mediations, and out of district case management will be overseen by the Director of Pupil Services.  This will require building based summer coordinators who can provide daily support to staff and families in those programs.  
8. Is there a misprint for last year’s # of Students with Disabilities? The % of Students with Disabilities is somewhat higher than what is actually printed which means we are slightly above the state average. 
There are a couple of reasons for this.  First, the total enrollment figures do not include out of district placements.  Therefore, to calculate the percentage of students with disabilities, you need to add the # of students placed out-of-district to the total enrollment.  That should be the denominator in the calculation, rather than just total enrollment.  When you use the appropriate number, you will find the calculation is correct for 2005-6, 2006-7, and 2007-8.  The figures do not appear correct for 2008-9 and 2009-10 because of a mismatch in data sources.  Most of the data on this table was taken from the DESE’s District Analysis and Review Tool (DART).  However, DART did not have figures for the # of students placed out-of-district for 2008-9 and 2009-10 so that data comes from the district.  
9. Why is there is significant increase in Tuition, Other Districts? It appears we are shifting some of our costs from private tuition costs to other districts. What is the rationale for this considering four years ago we did not send any students to other districts?
Please refer to question #6 for explanation.
10. How does the budget reflect our priorities to meet the educational needs of our students with disabilities? (our MCAS scores for students with special needs at the middle school and high school reflect problems with AYP) Are we adequately using assistive technology to help students with special needs access grade level curriculum and demonstrate what they know using alternative methods that bypass their output challenges?

The FY12 budget priorities for special education include funding for areas which impact the entire academic experience such as social/emotional/behavioral supports, co-teaching models, collaboration with and between general education staff, and professional development in the areas of universal design for learning, co-teaching, and assistive technologies.  Funding for adaptive technology has increased by $8,000, or 160% over FY11 in order to take full advantage of the array of tools available to our students and teachers which allow greater access to the curriculum.  There are also a number of free or low costs technology options which are continuously explored.
The increase of staffing focuses on an increased need for social/emotional and behavioral support.  Many of our students struggle academically due to these challenges which interfere with their availability to learn.  It also focuses on reducing the caseload of teachers at the high school level in order to allow for more individual and small group work on targeted content/ skill areas.  At the middle school level, the budget contains support for a .8 special education teacher to address the areas of ELA and Math for students with disabilities and provide alternative learning opportunities.

The professional development funding has increased by $4,300, or 20.3% in order to allow further training in the areas of co-teaching and universal design for learning.  Our partnership with CAST (Center for Applied Special Technologies) for grant funded research allows further opportunities for staff training and access to expertise in UDL strategies and methods.  It is our goal to take full advantage of professional development opportunities that are targeted and focused on greater achievement for students with and without disabilities.
