Upper Darby School Budget Forum

 Moderator Report

Group #4

Drexel Hill Middle School - 3.10.13

Moderator Jeff Branch and Ted Enoch
Group 4 at Drexel Hill Middle School was a very large and engaged group of 40 citizens that represented a wide range of community members and interests. Within the group there were members who identified as parents (19), teachers (9) or district employees (6), students (2), grandparents (2), administrators (1), realtors/real estate agents (2), and all identified as residents or long-term residents. Despite the fact that this group filled a large classroom to capacity, the group was none-the-less very cooperative and supportive of one another. The group listened very well and could for the most part listen to and provide different perspectives productively, even though the issues being discussed were deeply important to all present. And while some in the group had clear priorities, such as halting tax increases, or protecting arts, all issues raised were given the same deliberate attention and no single issue dominated or held sway. This group appeared to be a clearly mostly white group, and women outnumbered the men in this group by about 30%. There was a real range in participant ages and it seemed to this reporter that that also reflected diversity as to the amount of time individuals had lived in the district. Again, 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 29 votes for this group. 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 budget decisions:

17. Eliminate both Coordinator and Secretary of Instructional Media.   39/40 votes 

 Pro: Others can do this work; our district can be used more efficiently. The business office can do this work. Also. Once most orders are made for classrooms at the beginning of the year, this office is underutilized. (2 points.)

28. Transportation (bussing) reductions


           

Both option A (5% reduction; eliminate late bussing for secondary students and all field trips, increase efficiency) and option B (all of A above, plus elimination of all high school transportation) were discussed by the group.

Pro: Parents can and will pay (more) for trips. Teachers are already writing grants to support trips. We can expand this practice. As a parent, I think it is fine that my students walk, or I will provide transportation. 

Con: Busses are the only way home for some of our students and this cut could hurt participation in after school activities.

Question: Are there other ways to support transportation? Can tokens for public transportation assist our students here?

28A (5% reduction)  passed  (3 points)



  33 votes

28B (10% reduction) not passed (not reconsidered in other sections) 22 votes

1A. & 4A. &7  Reducing teaching staff through attrition (retirement and moving)

At this point, a person who had been to at least one previous budget forum raised the topic of elimination of teaching positions at each level, elementary (9 points), middle (4 points) and high school (9 points), through attrition. 

Pro: We have so much work to do on the budget, this can move us a long way towards our goal. It also prevents layoffs, which is important. Other districts have done this and the class averages will be manageable.

Con: Some class sizes are already much higher than the averages listed here and we will in some cases end up with very large class sizes.

The group did separate votes for elementary, middle and high school. In each case, the measure passed clearly, with each measure getting at least 35 votes of the 29 needed to pass.

Next up came the topic of Lead Teachers (actions 2, 5 and 8). This topic received rigorous debate and conversation, but ultimately, no vote was taken during the Low Hanging Fruit section, as it was clear that there was not strong group support for the action.

Pro: Lead teachers are not needed most days. We can have safety and order without this role.

Con: Our principals and asst. principals are so busy (and often out of the buildings), this role is essential, said an elementary parent. Then a high school parent made an impassioned defense for HS lead teachers, saying the referrals to HS lead teachers and the intervention work provided are essential. Further, that if we eliminate HS lead teachers, only troubled youth would get extra attention (squeaky wheel gets the oil). Again, about elementary: it seemed that a current lead teacher said, “Just this week I had to use my hands and body to stop an altercation. Are teachers going to do this? Are we not going to sue our schools is we decide to remove lead teachers?

Question: Can social workers do some of this work?

In the end, the group’s concern for safety prevented these actions from being voted upon.

Up next came a revenue action, raising property taxes:

35A Increase property tax 2.4% (.79 mills) or $79 per 100K home per year       36+ votes

Pro: Taxes are going to go up, and this addresses a large part of our budget gap (22 points of the 100 needed). If we are concerned about our home values, then quality schools are the most important thing we can have for our home values. 

Con: Our tax base is already very high here.

Pro: Actually it is not that high. My husband and I just researched other areas before settling on this area. The tax rates were similar as compared to other local areas.

As this measure was passed, one person said for all to hear, “I don’t like calling this low hanging fruit. Can’t we call this “shared pain” even if we agree we have to do it?

35B Increase property tax 4% (1.31 mills) or $131 per 100K home per year not passed 

21 votes (needed 29 for Low Hanging Fruit Vote)

Up next came consideration of the Kindergarten Center

1C Eliminate Kindergarten (half day program) and 27 teachers.     Not voted upon

Pro: Our kindergarten is only a half-day, so we are not providing the best kindergarten possible. Many families (who can afford it) are already finding full day options. 

Con: Kindergarten is important for our community and our young families. What, we are going to raise taxes and class sizes, and THEN, not have kindergarten? Our families need this service, and they need the after care service that can be added.

Question: If we eliminate kindergarten, would charter schools then naturally offer it?

The group realized that this was not a Low Hanging Fruit and did not vote on this measure.

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:

1C  Eliminate Kindergarten     passed as No Way, No How

16A and B  Reducing or eliminating social workers    

passed 

Pro (for No Way, No How do we do this):

We need to continue to provide this service. Should not eliminate this unless there is another way to provide this service. This is a key way we engage and support cultural differences in our schools. 

And at this point, time was running out, so the group voted quickly on several measures:

4B Reduce Middle School Staff by 20 and convert to Junior High Program

Did not pass as a No Way No How

3A&B  Reduce or Eliminate Art instructors in Elementary schools     passed

Pro: These teachers build connections with the whole child, affirm and connect

Students discover themselves through these programs

Con: (Vigorously) I thought we were discussing art, not lovey classes, right?

Pro: Remember, art teachers will teach students all through elementary, across all the grades and will build long-term relationships.

Passed as No Way, No How

6A-C. Eliminate or Reduce special middle school teachers and programs       passed

Instrumental music, technology, foreign languages

Passed as No Way, No How

9A-B. High School Special Teachers and Programs                            both passed

Reduce HS electives by 20 or 40% 

Passed as a No Way, No How

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 much more action in this section had they been able to spend more time with it.

Shared Pain.

The group first looked at: 37 B. Borrowing 1.5 million from the fund balance

The group decided to look rather at

37A. Borrowing 1 million from the fund balance.  Passed   for 10 points

The group then looked quickly at 35B raising property taxes (with notes from above, earlier conversation on raising property taxes, pasted here for context.)  

35B Increase property tax 4% (1.31 mills) or $131 per 100K home per year passed 

(15 more points)

Pro: Taxes are going to go up, and this addresses a large part of our budget gap (22 points of the 100 needed). If we are concerned about our home values, then quality schools are the most important thing we can have for our home values. 

Con: Our tax base is already very high here.

Pro: Actually it is not that high. My husband and I just researched other areas before settling on this area. The tax rates were similar as compared to other local areas.

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

And as time ran out, it was clear to the moderators that this group would have continued working on these issues if permitted. The moderators were very impressed with this group, with their consideration for one another and attention to detail. 

GRAND TOTAL – 74 POINTS

