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Upper Darby School Budget Forum

Moderator Report

Group # 5

Westbrook Park Elementary School – 3.11.13
Moderators: Josh Warner and Jeff Branch
Group 5 at Westbrook Park Elementary School: Makeup & Introductory Concerns

Group Five had 30 individuals – 23 female and 7 male.  Most members were Caucasian, but two participants were Asian-American and one was Hispanic.  Most group members ranged from 30 to 50 years old, with about seven participants over 50.  Two current high school students participated, and many people self-identified as teachers or other district employees that lived and worked in the Upper Darby School District.  

It was a very large and engaged group of intergenerational citizens that represented a wide range of community members and interests.  All of the participants were passionate about the issues at hand, and having teachers and other district employees in the group added richness to the deliberations.  The group was fairly high energy, and deliberated the issues thoroughly.  Introductory concerns of the group included: 1) impact on Catholic Schools; 2) How the engagement and decision-making process works; 3) Health of the Community; 4) Civic Groups Involvement; 5) State Funding; 6) Athletics; 7) Programming/Curriculum (2xs); 8) Arts; 9) Property Values (2xs); Just concerned (3xs).   Within the group there were members who identified as parents (9), children in schools (12); teachers (2) or district employees (8), High school students (2xs), taxpayer (8xs) (majority would fall in this category), and all identified as residents or long-term residents.

As indicated by the range of concerns, this group was either aware of the issues or were prepared to inquire and learn more.  The group was cooperative and respectful of different viewpoints.  They were obviously engaged and wanted to make sure that their views were put on the floor, but in a way that was supportive, evidenced by often asking questions for clarification.  

The group appeared to appreciate the small group engagement to identify ‘Low Hanging Fruit and No ways, No Hows’ as the lead activity to the large group dialogue.  They were highly engaged and wanted to be prepared to speak to the points most important to that particular group.  Of note, as we debriefed, there was a rush to get all their points across.  It served as a good barometer of their commitment to get the work done, although, we had to remind people of the collaborative process and all ideas would be heard. This group clearly would have stayed extra time to reach a goal of closing the gap in the school budget.  

At the end of the breakout session, Group 5 had achieved 53 total points – 41 in the Low Hanging Fruit bucket, and 12 in Shared Pain.

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 22 votes for this group.

The below 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:

#6b Middle School Teachers:  Eliminate instrumental music staff and program; reduce technology and computer instruction staff

The group felt there was vagueness and wondered about placing these two in the same category.  The wondered if the same certifications were required if you combined tech and computer instruction at the college level or would dual certifications be required?  A participant expressed: “We live in a different world.  We need it technology to compete globally.” 

Did not pass as Low Hanging fruit… was revisited as a No Way, No How.
#6c. Middle School Specials Teachers: Reduce foreign language from 6 – 2 teachers 
Pro: Can live with this as a third option.  Point of clarification - would this be decided based on a required course versus an elective course? 

Passed (4) pts   25/30 votes
11a. Building Support Elementary Schools: Reduce elementary building office support from 24 – 20      

Option A was discussed by the group with Option B taken immediately off the table and not voted on
Pro: Not best case scenario.  It wouldn’t impact the kids.  However, staff would pick up the slack and work harder as is their practice.
Con: Staff is already overworked

Passed  (1 point)
23/30 votes

#24 Nursing (public/non-public)

This was a rich discussion about the practice and commitment of school nurses

Pro: Part-time nurse sufficient; little liability concerns

Cons/Objections: Realistically, although they are classified as part-time, they work full-time hours because of the needs that pop up and their dedication to their jobs;  They already faced cuts; Nurses are our state reporters; nurses are required to give medications; Need nurses for our special needs kids who require medications; Nurses are required or voluntarily going on trips; Should we ask parents to assume the responsibility…?
Did not pass as Low Hanging fruit
#2, #4, and #5 Eliminate Lead Teachers

Another rich and impassioned discussion.  Deliberation included one HS student who illustrated the value of lead teachers.  Principals under too much pressure already.  And teachers who expressed similar value of the lead teacher.  

Con/Objection:  Increased class sizes would impact quality of instruction.  There would be more of a need for lead teachers for disciplinary.  If we eliminate lead teachers we would need more support staff.

Question: What determines if a school has lead teachers?  They aren’t present in every school.

Did not pass as Low Hanging fruit…intended to go back…but debatable if it would have passed as shared pain.  

#35a. Property Taxes: Increase property taxes up to an index of 2.4%
Pro: Minimal amount of taxes with the least amount of pain.  No one likes tax increases, but it’s inevitable that it will happen. Provides points on the table.
Passed with little discussion (22 pts)   27/30 votes

#1a. Reducing teaching staff through attrition (retirement and moving)

Pro: Use attrition as a strategy.  It could hurt, but could be done and hopefully still manageable.  K-2 should be fine.
Con: Some question about the averages listed in the guide.  Experience in the room indicates class sizes are higher than the averages listed here and will in some cases end up with very large class sizes.  24 should be the top.  Could we as a community experience young families leaving because of the perception of lower quality because of higher class averages?
Question: Would the district consider bringing in Support Staff, if not hiring more teachers at a lower salary?
Interestingly, the group pretty consistently agreed (without much discussion and no vote) that other attrition related topics should not be voted on because higher grades were in need of more staff.  This in particular was voiced and concurred by the high school student(s). 
Passed (9pts)  22/30 votes
#17  Coordinator and Secretary of Instructional Media
No discussion after viewpoint expressed that it could be picked up by other staff

Passed (2 pts)

#28a Transportation reduce 5%
Very little discussion

Pro: Can eliminate this and have parents/kids pick up the costs as they do for other activities.  It would become a norm
Passed (3 pts)

The pressure of time shifted to a quick compilation of the ‘No Ways, No Hows’
No Way, No How – These are actions we should not take:

#10 Noontime Support 
Pro: After care challenges…keeping track of kids…liability
Passed as No Way, No How  25/30 votes
#16a/b Reducing or eliminating social workers    

 

Pro: We should provide this service because of the increased challenges schools are facing around a number of issues.  Ratio of social workers is already stretched.  
Passed as No Way, No How  25/30 votes

#34a/b/c Band, Choral, Theater, and extra pay/extra duty
Pro: This area is what we are known for as a district and differentiates us.  It created a mess in last year’s budget. It is a release and connection for the community

Question: Could we cut it a little bit, without a complete elimination ?And at this point, time was running out, so the group voted quickly on several measures:

Passed as No Way, No How  23/30 votes

#33a/b High School Sports

Pro: After impassioned pleas from high school athlete, the group could see and connect to his points about sports being more the athletics.  It is about engagement, social life, another way to learn about life and an incentive to get grades to stay on teams.  The engagement in sports activities is another way for student-athletes to hold each other accountable.

Passed as No Way, No How  27/30
#35d Property Taxes

Pro: The group expressed that the maximum tax increase 8.4% with little discussion

Passed as No Way, No How  26/30
#37c/d/e Fund Balances
Pro: The group expressed consistently that this would be borrowing against the future at the c/d/e level and would not be a good practice.  It has to be paid back.  Impacts credit rating; needs to go to Harrisburg for additional funding.
Passed as No Way, No How  27/30
#1c Elementary Classroom Teachers: Eliminate Kindergarten

Pro: Kindergarten viewed as important, especially for young families.  Provides a good start and an image for the district.

Passed as No Way, No How  27/30
* At this point, one group member left, leaving 29 total participants

#6a/b Middle School Specials Teachers

Pro: Impassioned plea by one woman echoed by other: “this is what we are know for…”

Passed as No Way, No How  27/29 
#3a/b Elementary Schools Specials Teachers
Pro: Impassioned plea by one woman echoed by others as a rehashing of “this is what we are know for…” from item 6 a/b discussion
Passed as No Way, No How  27/29
Because of the pressure of time the moderators ask this group to switch to the Shared Pain Category. We left with the impression that this group may have had much more action in this section had they been able to spend more time with it.  They didn’t want to leave…
Shared Pain.

#19b  Instruction and curriculum – Reduce staff

Not sure if this was a result of time pressure.  Not a lot of discussion.  Captured that it would have less impact on children, although roles are valuable.  Wanted more data on impact?
Passed 2 points            21/29 votes
#37b Fund balance
The group looked at borrowing 1.5 million from the fund balance felt it was too much of a leap (37 B may have been another No way, No How if we had time or it may have moved to Shared Pain)
Did not Pass as Shared Pain

37A Than the group decided to look rather at 37A. Borrowing 1 million from the fund balance.  
Passed 10 points           22/29 votes
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.
GRAND TOTAL – 53 POINTS

