Upper Darby School Budget Forum

 Moderator Report

Group # 2

Beverly Hills Middle School - 3.5.13

Moderators: Ted Enoch

Scribe: Liza Wallis

Group 2 at Beverly Hills Middle School was a committed and highly engaged group of 21 citizens that represented a wide range of community members and interests. Within the group there were members who identified as parents (14), teachers or district employees (7), students (3), activists (2), long-term residents (2) realtors/real estate agents (2), and a local Home and School president (1), a local council person (1) and a social worker (1). All or nearly all of the above were clearly also residents and tax payers. Some in the group had clear priorities, such as halting tax increases, protecting arts, or systemic issues relating to township, state and federal tax inequities. Women outnumbered the men in this group by about 30% bit and there was a real range in participant ages and ethnicities. The group really took to the challenge of working through the many tough choices and did a stellar job of being able to listen to one another, even though there were numerous times differences of opinions and possible conflicts in action (but not always values) were present. This group worked consistently throughout the session and some showed clear disappointment that all issues could not be considered due to time constraints. It was clear to this moderator that this group cares deeply for their community and school district and that many might have stayed deeper into the night to continue deliberating about priorities and values as they struggled to meet the 9.7 million dollar budged gap the district faces in the coming school year. It appeared to this moderator that all participants were satisfied enough with the group process, though some were frustrated by time constraints, and that none filled individual, dissenting voter priorities.

Low Hanging Fruit – Where To Start

Group participants were first asked to “pick the low hanging fruit” or to pick areas they felt would be a good place to start addressing the budget deficit decisions by naming and enacting budget action decisions he or she felt would garner the support of at least 75% of the rest of the group, determined to be at least 16 votes. The list represents the order in which this group deliberated and named the action, includes the number of voters who supported it, and when named, the value that stood behind the budged decision.

At the request of a participant who had participated in the first budget forum, the group started with and passed the action:

35A.  Revenue Source, Increase property tax 2.4%/.79 mills

17 votes 

 
or an average of $79 per year on a $100K home.

She stated that our “school system is the cornerstone of our community” and that “a strong school system is vital and healthy for strong property values.”  She followed by saying that this shared action could “save jobs and programs” if enacted.  A man in the group passionately countered that “we can’t continue throwing money at it!” That we “must end the cycle of endless spending increases.”  And from these two oppositional positions, many weighed in:

· We need a balance of cuts and revenues.

· This is the place to start that can really move us to make a difference in the 9.7 million.

· This is well spent, I am willing to make this sacrifice.

· But there is a risk that increased taxes will drive people away, that are tax burden will be too high and lower home values. (Several group members then stated that they knew people who moved away due to high property taxes.)

· But then again, if our school system is strong, it will attract new families. (Then, at the moderator’s inquiry, several members raised their hands to acknowledge they knew of people who had recently moved to the district for the quality of the schools.) 

· We are here because the costs of running public schools are going up.
· But our incomes are going down, jobs have been lost, and taxes keep going up. When will it stop? This is a long-term action we are discussing.

It was noted by the moderator that many in the group who cared about maintaining or increasing the value of their homes could be divided about the idea of increased property taxes. For some, good schools meant strong value in homes. For others, increased taxes could cause homeowner flight.

Some in the group felt that since we had just had such thorough dialogue about increased property taxes, we should look then at:

35B. Revenue Source, Increase property tax by 4%/1.31 mills

4 votes


or an average of $131 per year on a 100K home

did not pass here

Some asked then if we could consider this later during the shared pain section. The moderator said yes, but due to time constraints, this was not reconsidered.

Next up came the suggestion:

29. Merge information services with media services    

not voted upon

The group member thought this would prevent someone from losing a job while still addressing the deficit. However, another member pointed out that a job would be lost, and that we should look at:

17. Eliminate Coordinator and Secretary of Instructional Media

17 votes

which most interpreted would be absorbed by Information Services.
passed

What was clear was that the group wanted to minimize job loss, and hoped that if others absorbed functions and duties that possible salary increases might occur.

Next raised was:

26B. Reduce maintenance staff by 4%


(passed)
17 votes

There was some debate about whether the district was already able to meet    maintenance/repair needs at the lowest price, or could contracting out costs provide savings. There was also a concern brought forth that if we lowered staffing levels here, would it force buildings to be closed on nights, weekends and off hours, diminishing services and space for the larger community. Some felt that this might impact safety and that the lesser action, 26A should be considered instead. Others felt that the newest (and cheapest) employees would likely be cut in the “last in, first out” philosophy, and that this type of “waste” might undermine the strategy.

Next up came:

1A. Reduce Elementary Class teachers through attrition (retirement/moving) 15 votes

 







missed passing by 1 vote

This action was brought forward by a woman who thought that 24 pupils was a manageable number, and that importantly, would help address the deficit with no layoffs or firings. Another said that this was done successfully in Chester. Several others felt this was an important goal or value, to avoid furloughs or dismissals. Even as there seemed to be much support for this concept, a teacher or parent raised the point that class sizes were already higher than 24 in numerous classrooms this year, and what would prevent that number from being closer to 30 or more next year. 

This brought a clear value forward. The group wanted to see average class sizes consistently and equitably applied throughout the entire district. A question was sent to sequestered administrators: “ Would teachers be reassigned to support equitable and uniform average class sizes?” Answer: Yes, but once school starts, new enrollments could raise average class sizes.  And then another: “Would there be “redistricting” between schools territories to support equitable class sizes?” Answer: No, equitable class sizes would be a clear goal of the administration, but it would be addressed by teacher assignments at the beginning of the year. 

Next up was suggested:

37C. Revenue Source, Using 2 million of the current fund balance
 (not passed) 6 votes

The woman bringing this forward stated that “The district must put its own foot forward, too, and that the solution needs to be shared by the taxpayer and the school district.”  That this hopefully would not be a permanent depletion, and that we could replenish this expenditure through proactive involvement between district and business owners. This was countered by “this will only be a problem next year, when those tax increases will only be exacerbated.” Then, countered again: “Can’t we replenish the fund through the elimination of waste items throughout the district?” Countered again with: “ We are already below threshold that supports good borrowing, this is a very risky strategy.”

And only because of time constraints, did the moderator ask this group to switch to the No Way, No How section. Given more time, this group was prepared to continue looking at budget actions and making decisions. Again, it was clear to this moderator that many in the group understood the severity of the budget deficit and understood that many difficult choices had to be made.

No Way, No How – These are actions we should not take:

1B. Reduce Elementary Teachers by 10% (roughly 26 teachers) passed 20/21 votes

Pro:  This would cut into the core of things we need for students to learn.

Small class sizes are very important, especially in elementary school.

We want to minimize the loss of jobs.

Con: None

The group then quickly took a vote on:

4B. Reduce Middle School teachers 20 (about 10 per school) passed  17/21 votes


and convert to “Junior High School Schedule.”

The group was prepared to protect High School teachers in a similar way but felt none of the choices were consistent with 1B and 4B above.

Next considered for No Way, No How was:

34A-C.  Reduce Band, Choral, and Theater by 10-30%

passed  19/21 votes

when a current high school student talked about how “great the programs are now. They allow students to express creativity, the build confidence, and they are essential for the school experience. There was no counter to this position.

Next considered and passed in the No Way, No How section was:

33A&B. Eliminate 9th grade sports and turning rest into booster sponsored sports  19/21 

A man in the group felt that theater/arts and sports should all have the same protection and role in the schools. There was no counter.

Next considered and passed in the No Way, No How section was:

10. Eliminate noontime support at all elementary schools, 

  passed with 21/21 


sending kids home for lunch

There was a question as to whether this function could be supported through volunteers, but group members said that volunteers were already being utilized and that the part-time employees are the ones who are committed, who show up and supervise the volunteers.

And, again, only because of time constraints did the moderators ask this group to switch to the Shared Pain Category. This group may have had more interest in this section had they been able to spend more time with it.

Shared Pain.

The group went back to the eliminating teaching positions through attrition, which only missed passing in the “Low Hanging Fruit” section by one vote.

Value statement: Avoid firing. This is the right way to do it.

1A. Reduce Elementary Teachers through attrition (retire/move) pass   13 votes

4A. Reduce Middle school teachers through attrition  

pass  11 votes

But when High School attrition was brought up, the group may have been swayed by the comments of a current student:

I am already sometimes in a class with 35 students, too large for high school. If we lose teachers, our learning experience will be impacted, and there are safety issues.

High School Attrition was not passed, getting only 8 votes.  

And finally, with time running out, a high school student asked to return to the No Way No How consideration for one more item:

14B Reduce Guidance Counselors from 12 to 8     


not passed   12 votes

This student felt that there would be no way to support the students who wanted to go to college (with recommendations and direction) because the guidance counselors were already doing so much.

Gut Wrenchers. Due to time constraints the group did not get this far through the process.

Other Concerns. During deliberations, group members would arrive at concerns that they wanted highlighted and bracketed out for particular attention. In this group, this included:

· Frustration/need to advocate about state investment in education. (Can we look at township? State? Feds?)

· What about eliminating waste?

And as time ran out, it was clear to the moderator that this group would have continued working on these issues if permitted. The moderator was very impressed with this group, with their consideration for one another and attention to detail. The moderator also wishes to thank his scribe, Liza Wallis, for doing such a great and thorough job recording the concerns of this group. 

GRAND TOTAL- 86 POINTS

