Upper Darby School Budget Forum

 Moderator Report

Group #1

Watkins Senior Center- 2.27.13

Moderators: Germaine Ingram and Ted Enoch

Group 1 at the Watkins Senior Center was a passionate, diverse group of citizens that represented a wide range of community members and interests. The group was comprised of 14 members and grew by one fairly early on to become a robust 15. Within the group there were members who identified as school advocates (many) parents of students (lots), grandparents of former and current students (several), residents and tax payers (nearly all), those who were critical of the state’s investment in local education (again many – and this was often raised), a Home & School President, a community historian, a school volunteer, several retired school former school workers (counselor and truancy officer) and a current student – a junior at Upper Dublin High School. Many in the group had clear priorities, some of which differed from one another’s. One member stated that she is running for a seat on the school board.  Women outnumbered the men in this group by a bit and there was a real range in participant ages and ethnicities. At least two of the members appeared to have a first language other than English; they were among the more reticent members. The group, for the most part, did a great job of being able to listen to one another and also in being able to name particular issues that they felt were related but unaddressed, but still then diving right back into the difficult work of figuring out how to meet the 9.7 million dollar budged gap the district faces in the coming school year.  There were a couple of people in the group who presented themselves as having authoritative knowledge, but overall, people seemed to use their own minds and experience to exercise their votes. The group demonstrated that they were willing to look beyond their individual interests to address broader needs and concerns, e.g., in their discussion of bussing, sports programs, and summer programs. It appeared to the moderators that all participants were satisfied enough with the group process that none filed 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 10 votes initially, and then later to be 11 voters once the group grew to 15. 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 one particularly vocal group member, the group started in the “Support Services (Non-Instructional) section and worked deliberately through this entire section. When asked why this section, this participant stated that there was certainly “unnecessary administration and this was a good place to start.”

22. Office of the Superintendent, reduce secretarial support by 5%.

12 votes.

23. Office of the Principal, reduce secretarial support by 55.


10 votes

24. Nursing (public and non public) reduce from 12.8 to 8 


10 votes

      (State required minimum of 1 per 1,500 students)

Pro: Schools operated with fewer nurses in the past and some in the group were aware of other districts (Pittsburgh) where they were operating at the state minimum.

Con: Nurses are important. Having nurses split time between buildings is a problem. And aren’t nurses the only ones who can administer medication? Many kids need medication!

25. Business/fiscal support, reduced secretarial support.


10 votes


“Better to cut here than to cut teachers.”

26. Maintenance reductions, considered, but not acted upon as dissenting opinions dissuaded the group from voting on this item. “Deferred maintenance is costly, can impose health and safety risks, and we need a safe and sound environment for out students. Also, our buildings are already so old and decaying… need maintenance. The group would have liked to know what the existing size of maintenance staff was currently.

28. Transportation reductions. Modified 2 point cut.


10 votes

Both 5% and 10% reductions were considered, but ultimately the group wanted to propose a modified version (2 points) that supported the farthest high school students getting bus rides if needed. The group was set to act on this, but responded to the concerns voiced by the current high school student who felt that losing bussing would have big impacts on attendance and school participation.

Opposed: “Many kids can’t walk to school and have parents who don’t drive.” “This will affect student attendance.”  “Some areas are hazardous for walking---some routes don’t have  sidewalks.”
Pro: “If kids want to be educated, they will get there somehow.” “We weren’t bussed when I was going to school…”

Modification: Reduce bussing, but keep transportation for kids who can’t walk or be driven, while also seeking to support students living 1.5-2 miles from school.

29. Information Services. Merge information services with media services.
   12/15 votes

1a. Elementary Classroom Teachers reduced by 10 through attrition – 
  10/15 votes

retirement/moving, etc. 

It was clear to the moderators that even though many considered this “shared pain” and difficult, with many reacting with alarm as this action was brought up. But as members talked about the amount of work that needed to be done to meet the budget gap, others began to support this difficult decision.  However, there was intense discussion of what constitutes an acceptable class size----one person harking back to the days when there was 30 or more in a class; while others noted that kids today are not as well-behaved, and  have greater and more diverse needs than in the past, and therefore require smaller class sizes.
Pro: 24 students are reasonable and manageable.

Con: Kids have more needs than in past days. Think about special education, special needs students.

2. Elementary Lead Teachers, eliminated.




11/15 votes

A group member who talked about a school board member’s son getting this position; felt it suggested that this was an area of nepotism and that it was also an unnecessary level of staffing introduced this.  There were widely varying ideas and general lack of knowledge about what Lead Teachers do.
Pro:
They aren’t doing discipline and our teachers should be able to do this on their own.

5. Middle School Lead Teachers, eliminated




13/15 votes

8. High School Lead Teachers, eliminated




14/15 votes

10.  Noontime support, eliminated at elementary schools, considered, not voted upon.

Too vague… And then the thought of sending kids home for lunch daunted the group.

11. Building Support, Elementary Support, reductions, considered, not voted upon. 

This seemed too vague to the group to make an informed decision upon.

35a. Property Tax, increase property tax up to the index of 2.4% (.79 mills)  13/15 votes

Opposed: Should be a moratorium on raising taxes – 48 consecutive years of tax increases. States should increase education funding (many agreed!). We need to reduce funding inequity – why is Radnor so well funded?!? We can go after delinquent taxes. Can’t we shift expenses – like clubs and academics to the township? Why isn’t this in the “shared pain” category? 

In support: Most or all felt resigned that a tax increase was coming, that something had to be done, and that this was the least painful choice in this category, but considering the severity of the budget deficit, this type of choice had to be made, So this group soldiered through this decision with a strong majority.

And only because of time constraints, did the moderators 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 the moderators 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 not actions we want to take.

34A. Band, Choral, Theater, reduced by any percent



13/15 votes

Pro:  This is at the heart of our school district. It is the best thing we have. It is proved through research that kids in art programs do better in all areas of school life.

33A. High School Sports, eliminating 9th grade sports, merge into JV/Varsity 13/15 votes

33B. High School Sports, Turn all sports into club sports…


    11/14 votes

Pro: Sports are important for kids to get into college.

1C. Kindergarten, eliminate. 






14/14 votes

The importance of kindergarten to academic and social development was noted.  However, group members wanted to study if shifting kindergarten to the elementary schools could reduce costs.

31. Crossing Guards, cut by 15%





11/14 votes
(Missed the rationale for this, unfortunately.)

30B. Recreation, reduce administrative staff by 40%



11/14 votes

Pro: We need to protect our “Summer Stage” program (although someone noted that Summer Stage is not part of the district’s summer program). And we need to protect our summer youth employment program.

 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.

30A. Recreation, reduce administrative and support staff by 20%
 Missing vote tally

16B. Social Workers, eliminate all





8/14 votes

Pro: We didn’t have social workers when we went to school back in the day. Kids with real problems get treated outside of school. 

Con: We need to be careful about this. Kids have different needs today than in the past.  We aren’t clear about the exact duties of social workers. (Many agreed that more clarity was needed.)

But the group was struggling against time and wanted to vote on this. The group was concerned about the amount of decisions still needed. This last choice felt rushed to this moderator, but the group wanted to get this vote in before the session ended.

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. These included:

· UD’s known for hiring from within. They need to balance their searches and also make efforts to hire from outside of the district. (Many agreed.)

· Where is the choice to reduce principals and asst. principals?

· There is too much nepotism at Upper Darby. (Many agreed.)

· Reregister kids every year to get rid of free riders. People will volunteer to do the registration.

· Frustration/need to advocate about state investment in education. (Most agreed.)

· Funding inequity – look at Radnor’s funding.

· What about going after the delinquent tax base?

· Can we analyze the cost of the kindergarten center vs. having it in our schools?

· Not sure where Summer Stage fits in, but it needs to be protected.

GRAND TOTAL POINTS: 64

