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Board Members Present:    
Lisa Napolitano, Lauren Perrotti-Verboven-Chairman, John Schroder, James Thorn-Vice Chairman

Board Members Absent:    
Kerry Hoffman, Sondra Montesi, Kathy Tolsdorf

Administration Present:      
Francine Coss-Superintendent, Alyssa Gwinnell-Principal, Jacqueline Middleton-Director of Student Services 

Faculty/Staff Present:      
Fayne Sears, Carolyn Ritchie, Sally Medeiros, Janet Denley, Laura Lawton, Kim Persons, Barbara Hilbie, Rebecca Muldoon, Windy Petersen, Gillian Lyon, Steve Piro, Louise Nowak, Kathy Edenburn, Sandy Millerd, Anne Rowe, Brenda Sieklucki, Janet Stice, Roserie Rinaldi  

Citizens Present:  
First Selectman Carmen Vance, Amy Raffa, Laurie Rogers, Denise Parmenter, Susan Keegan, Ashley Lyon, Nikki Keldsen, Cheryl Urban, Laura Wilkerson, Nancy Sagal-Morris, Ann Shutler, Millie Ramsey, Stephanie Meserve, Jeff Meserve, Lynsie White, Marcy Littlefield, Neil Swensen, Paula Shepard, Leslie Poulos
I. Call to Order

Lauren Perrotti-Verboven called the February 4, 2013, regular meeting to order at 7:36 p.m. and thanked the audience for attending this evening’s meeting.
Addition to the agenda:

L. Perrotti-Verboven MOVED and J. Thorn SECONDED to amend the agenda and add V. Comments from the Audience (Bylaws of the Board #9300) after the 2013/2014 Columbia Board of Education Draft Budget Presentation.

MOTION CARRIES: 4-0

II. Pledge of Allegiance 

III. Comments from the Audience (Bylaws of the Board #9300) 
Time allotted for public participation is thirty (30) minutes; time allotted for an individual speaker is three (3) minutes. 

Ann Shutler introduced herself as Carter’s mom.  Carter is a fantastic child who is really hard on himself.  He gets frustrated when he doesn’t always do well.  Reintegrating wasn’t working.  At the end of the last school year, they found out about the PASS Program.  It has been a network of support for Carter; helping him with decompression.  She is here to voice her appreciation and thanks to the Board of Education for the PASS Program.    
Stephanie Meserve’s daughter Savannah is in her second year of the PASS Program.  She is not sure where her daughter would be if it wasn’t for PASS.  Savannah is more organized and getting better grades.  This program works.

Laura Wilkerson asked if this evening will be an opportunity to receive information about the proposed special education changes.  (Mrs. Coss answered, yes.)
IV. Presentation 

· 2013/2014 Columbia Board of Education Budget Draft - Superintendent Francine Coss
Mrs. Coss explained that Porter’s student population is declining.  The administration has looked at many options and is taking the similar approach it took when implementing the full day kindergarten program a few years ago.  Related Arts has 26 sections this year, next year there will be 24 sections.  The related arts staff will be reorganized and reduced.  The number of electives offered to students will be reduced.  Life Skills will be discontinued.  There will be an increase in grades 5-8 computer time.  Spanish will be offered in grades K-8.  This year’s 26 K-8 classrooms will be reduced to 24 sections next year.  2 teachers will be displaced or laid off.  It is planned to have 2 kindergarten sections next year but 3 may be needed to keep class sizes manageable.  SRBI (Scientific Research Based Intervention) is currently staffed by 3 teachers and will be reduced to 2.5 teachers next year.  There are 5 special education teachers this year.  Next year that number will be increased to 6 to accommodate a co-teaching K-8 model.  A number of paraprofessionals will be laid off.  Special education and content teachers will co-teach during Math and Language Arts in grades 5-8.  Students who have academic and social needs will benefit.  This model will maximize services for all our students.  There will still be a resource room where many different services will be provided.  In addition, the Board of Education will be going out to bid for hot lunch services.  The current program is costing the Board of Education a great deal of money.  Rather than buying copiers, copiers will be leased.  This will allow for more up to date technology.  Smart Boards will be in every classroom.  Televisions will no longer be needed and will be removed and replaced with fans for room comfort.

V. Comments from the Audience (Bylaws of the Board #9300) 

Time allotted for public participation is thirty (30) minutes; time allotted for an individual speaker is three (3) minutes. 
Millie Ramsey said planning periods usually occur when students go to related arts classes.  During that time teachers plan for everyday activities and co-teaching planning time looks very different.  The Superintendent explained that co-teachers will have a 3-day rotation plan time in addition to their regular planning time.  Mrs. Ramsey asked how duties will be handled.  Mrs. Coss responded that the administration strives to be fair when assigning duties.  Mrs. Ramsey asked if adequate funding for co-teaching professional development will be included in next year’s budget.  Mrs. Coss said yes, the administration would like teachers to be fully collaborative.  Mrs. Ramsey said it is sad that more and more is expected of teachers, students and parents but less is being offered by the Board. 
Nancy Sagal-Morris asked if there will be a PASS Program next year.  What is the plan for students next year?  Mrs. Coss explained there will still be a resource room.  Special education teachers will go into the classrooms.  The program will be expanded to address as many children as possible.  Support services in other areas will be maintained.
Amy Raffa asked about electives and the drama program.
Louise Nowak said with 6 paraprofessionals being laid off, what roles will the remaining paras play?  Mrs. Coss explained paraprofessionals will cover kindergarten and special education.  Mrs. Nowak asked with declining enrollment why will there continue to be 4 administrators?  Mrs. Coss explained the Superintendent does not supervise facility staff and with the additional responsibilities of the new teacher evaluation method, more time is needed for the evaluation process.  The administrators will assume this responsibility on top of their usual duties.  In addition to the Assistant Principal’s duties, the AP is a .4 Data Coordinator.  Larger districts have Curriculum Directors and Finance Directors.  That is not the case in Columbia.  
First Selectman Carmen Vance thanked the Board of Education for appointing Alyssa Gwinnell as Horace Porter Principal.  Ms. Vance has been working closely with Mrs. Gwinnell discussing an after school program.  Children, parents and community will all benefit from an after school program.  Mrs. Coss added that in addition to the free before-school care program the goal is to offer a regular after school program staffed by Porter faculty that will be funded through the Board of Education budget.    
Laurie Rogers said (1) she is not impressed with the SRBI Program and feels it is a 40 minute period of busy work.  With the increased school time and reduced lunch time, she would like to see that her daughter uses the SRBI time productively, possibly a program at the end of the day.  (2) If an after school program is offered she would like to see grade 8 students helping the younger students. (3) Increased security measures have not been mentioned.   Chairman Perrotti-Verboven stated the Board of Education learned of the 2013/2014 staffing plan just last week.  She invited citizens to subcommittee meetings where these budget issues are discussed.  The Board Chair asked that the 2013/2014 Budget Timeline be included in Thursday papers so parents will be aware of meeting dates where these important topics are discussed.   Security will continue to be discussed and money will be allocated in this year’s budget as well as the 2013/2014 budget.  Porter’s front entrance area will be reconstructed.  The Board will be vigilant in securing the building and keeping Porter students safe. The Board is proud of the administration and how they are handling security issues.  (Doors are being changed to shut automatically, walkie-talkies are carried by administrators at all times and teachers/paras have walkie-talkies with them when they are outside on the playground. 
Paula Shepard asked how the security plan will be communicated to parents.  Mrs. Perrotti-Verboven said the topic: Security Update will be included on the Board of Education’s agenda each month and a summary will be shared with families through Porter’s Thursday News.  

Gillian Lyon explained that Porter paraprofessionals support classroom teachers and all students.  Enrollment may have gone down but intervention and PI cases have gone up dramatically.  It takes more than one adult to move a student in crisis.  You can rename a program but Ms. Lyon beseeches the Board to get the facts straight.  With a possible decrease of 11 staff members how can there continue to be 4 full time administrators?   
Nikki Keldsen said in this age of tragedies and the condition of our world, children need a place where they can feel safe.  Why would the Board take the PASS Program away?   
Amy Raffa asked for an MBR update.  Mrs. Perrotti-Verboven explained the Minimum Budget Requirement mandate was put in place to safeguard small town’s school budgets.  A formula is used to keep towns from reducing the budget from the prior year.  A couple of years ago, Columbia did not meet MBR.  The Town did not allocate the correct dollar amount to the Board of Education.  The Board of Education was told because there was a surplus at the end of the school year; the Board did not need that money.  Because of careful spending, there was a surplus as well as a significant surplus in the tuition line.  The Board of Selectmen and Board of Education have a gentleman’s agreement to return any unspent budgeted tuition money back to the Town.  In addition, should the Board of Education incur unexpected tuition costs, the Board of Selectmen will cover the unanticipated tuition costs.   The Town feels that the formula the State used was wrong.  $158,000 was not allocated to the Board of Education’s 2010/2011 budget and because of this the Town was found to be in violation.  7 other towns were also in violation.  6 of the 7 towns paid the violation amount to their Boards of Education.  Columbia has not.  The penalty for this is 2 times the $158,000 not allocated.  Education Cost Sharing grant money will be reduced by $316,000.  The Town is applying for a waiver.  Columbia is the first Connecticut town to apply for a waiver.  The waiver process is taking longer than thought.           
Laura Wilkerson asked if IEP’s that are mandated by PPT’s have been considered in next year’s special education program.  Outside behavioral programs can be costly.  Children are able to be housed at Porter because of the PASS Program.  Has anyone done research to compare costs for students being outplaced versus staying at Porter in the PASS Program?  She appreciates staff speaking up for the program.  She would like to see what research was done to come up with this plan and who was consulted.  Mrs. Coss said the plan is to maximize reach to students and the Board’s goal is to be as good as or better than current services.  
Neil Swensen asked if the special education program will be as effective.  Magnet Schools are becoming more popular and more assessable.  Parents will start to look elsewhere and with that there will be increased tuition and transportation costs.  He asked what will make a family with young children move into town.  This town will remain strong and vibrant by what is offered.  He cautioned the Board to make decisions that are good for the town.  Mrs. Coss explained the Board is focused on the needs of Porter students and is planning for future years with declining student enrollment.  The Board must take bold actions.  She thanked parents for their comments and wants them to know they are being heard.   

Janet Stice is a 35-year veteran Porter teacher.  She has watched and helped the music program grow.  What got Mrs. Stice to school when she was a student was music and drama.  She asks the Board to take a creative look at repurposing staff to support Columbia children and to offer more electives.  She is not sure that students will not need help in Science, Social Studies and Related Arts, in addition to the co-teaching that will be offered in Language Arts and Math.  Will Porter children be supported and successful without paraprofessionals?  

First Selectman Carmen Vance said we have legislatures who are saying it makes no sense to run a school with only 300-400 kids.  There is a movement out there to regionalize elementary schools.  It is important to find the best education for our students and be cognitive of effective costs.   

Leslie Poulos asked about (1) Spanish for K-8 students and the 6 day rotation.  She would like to publically state that this is not effective or acceptable for middle school students who should have Spanish every day.  It is nice to expose the younger students to Spanish but the Foreign Language Teacher is stretched as it is.  (2) It is a bad idea for kids to spend long periods of time on buses for regionalization.  (3) She is very distressed about cuts to next year’s programs.  Life Skills will be cut in grade 7, choral and drama will be changed and she is disappointed that the strength that Mrs. Stice brought to the choral and drama programs will be changed. 

Laurie Rogers hopes Columbia will not become regionalized.  We must make sure Columbia is competitive.  Concerning MBR, Mrs. Rogers was always taught to spend carefully during the year in case any unforeseen spending might be needed at the end of year.  She does not understand why FIPAC would say the school does not need the money.  She applauds the Superintendent and Board of Education for making sure there is enough money left at the end of the year.  Mrs. Perrotti-Verboven said it is good to have a 5/10 year plan.  The Board is looking into creating a non-lapsing account that would be used for necessary capital improvements.  The Board is striving to communicate clear planning and accurate reporting to FIPAC.

Sandy Millerd said she is more of a visual person and in this room there are about 10 paraprofessionals with at least 60 years of experience.   They have been here longer than most of Porter’s administrators.  These paras care and love Porter’s children and have made a difference in their lives.  Why is the Board dropping 6 paraprofessionals and taking the PASS Program away?  Mrs. Perrotti-Verboven said the Board has never said the paraprofessionals have not made a difference and done a good job.    
Mrs. Coss said the co-teaching model will be used next year.  Services and paraprofessionals will be available in other classes.  When all is looked at the staffing changes will be 1additional special education teacher and 6 less paraprofessionals.  Money is not being talked about; the Board is looking at the most sound approach to a better program.  This model is a similar practice used in other districts.  It will reach out to more students.  The goal is to refocus how the district manages special education.  It is not the Boards goal to reduce staff or spending.  The Board is planning for the future and looking to improve what we do for a reducing student population.  

The Board Chair thanked the audience for their participation.
The meeting was adjourned at 9:40 p.m. due to one Board member leaving the meeting to attend to an emergency medical call.  Only 3 members remained at that time. 

Respectfully submitted,

James Thorn

Columbia Board of Education Vice Chairman
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