LWV OBSERVER REPORT FORM

Board or Commission: West Hartford Board of Education
Date of Meeting: June 1, 2010
Members present: All (Lib Spinella by speaker-phone)
Nature of meeting       Routine ___X___                    Special_____________
Called to order (time): 7:01 p.m.                              Adjourned (time): 9:45 p.m.
Action taken:
The main items on the agenda were a board discussion on the 2010-11 budget and referendum, re-certification that West Hartford schools comply with Connecticut Nutrition Standards, first readings of two new and one revised board policy, the annual discipline report, and a report on the schools’ ongoing collaboration with the police department.

The board reminded the public that there will be a referendum on the town budget on June 15.  All five Democratic board members strongly urged residents to vote yes and expressed the belief that the budget is both reasonable and responsible.  Elin Katz stated that the 2.24% adopted tax increase will cost the average homeowner only an additional 39 cents a day.  Terry Schmitt pointed out that, contrary to opponents’ allegations of waste and fat, the district has traditionally ranked in the lowest quartile in the state for the percent it spends on administration.  Bruce Putterman objected to the inflammatory rhetoric employed by the West Hartford Taxpayers Association in its opposition to the budget, and informed voters that they can receive email reminders to vote by registering at www.remindwesthartford.com.  Naogan Ma said that budget cuts really do affect teaching and asked voters to think about all they get for their dollars spent on public schools.  Clare Kindall held up a Vote Yes sign and expressed her belief that West Hartford’s schools do as well or better by their students than private schools.  Diane Mudge said that she would refrain from grandstanding about the budget, asserted that the board and administration need to take a hard look at better, more efficient ways to do things for the future, and stated that government needs to be sensitive to current economic realities.  Lib Spinella urged everyone to read an article in Forbes Magazine regarding school money management.
The board unanimously approved the recommendation that the district take action to recertify that all food items sold to West Hartford students meet Connecticut Nutrition Standards.  By so certifying, the district receives from the state an additional ten cents per meal served in the schools. 
The board unanimously accepted as a first reading new board policies 4080—Public Communications by Employees and 4090—Employee Use of Technology.  The latter policy reflects current practice and generated little discussion.  The former policy, however, provoked questions about its constitutionality.  It tries to strike a balance between First Amendment freedoms and the effectiveness of staff by urging employees to consider the potential affect on their credibility as educators of any public statements they make.  The policy has been approved by corporation counsel, who could not be present at the meeting but will appear when the policy comes up for a second reading.  To view the policies go to http://www.whps.org/whps/primary-offices/boe-page/documents.

The board also accepted unanimously as a first reading the revision to board policy 1251—School-Age Child Care.  This policy deals with before and after school care and is being substantially altered because the organization that provided accreditation for such programs no longer does so.  The suggested revision does not specify an accrediting organization and gives the Assistant superintendent substantial latitude to grant waivers.  Though the board accepted the suggested revision as a first reading, it indicated that it would like to see more work done on this policy before it comes back for a second and final reading.  To see the full text of the policy go to http://www.whps.org/board/agenda-documents/20100601/1251-P-School-Age%20Child%20Care.pdf.

Assistant Chief of Police Bob McCue provided the board with background and current practice for the Community Relations officers in the schools.  Officers have been working in the schools since the 1970’s, originally under the Officer Friendly program which employed three officers by the end of that decade.  Following the shootings at Columbine High School in 1999, security became a greater concern and was beefed up.  In 2002 the town received a federal grant to employ resource officers full-time in the high schools, and the town continued that practice after the grant expired in 2006.  Before deployment of the resource officers, arrests at the high schools ran about 36 annually; now they average about 15 due, Chief McCue believes, to the consistency of personnel at the two sites.  In dealing with students, the officers operate according to four basic principles:  they use the least intrusive course of action; they coordinate with school administrators; questioning and arrests are done off-premises if possible; parents are present and involved if possible.
Assistant Superintendent Tim Dunn presented the annual discipline report to the board.  The percentage of students who were suspended from school for any offense is down slightly over the last five years.  In the past year, it is about flat at the high schools and Bristow, down at KP and Sedgwick.  The majority of suspensions are served in school for infractions such as inappropriate language, accumulation of unserved detentions, and disruptive behavior.  The report included a detailed breakdown of serious offenses resulting in a suspension, as required by the state, which showed 63 such offenses at Hall, 75 at Conard, 36 at Sedgwick, 27 at KP, and 15 at Bristow.  There have been 11 expulsions this year, compared to 16 in 2008-09, 9 at the high schools, 2 at the middle schools, none at the elementaries.  Go to http://www.whps.org/board/agenda-documents/20100601/discipline%20report%202009-10,%206-1-10%20BOE%20Mtg.pdf to view the complete report.
The financial statement for the period ending April 30 projects a year-end general fund balance of $150,984, a considerable increase over the previous month’s projection due to fewer than budgeted retirements, resulting in a lower payout of accumulated unused sick leave.  This surplus (.12% of the total budget) will either be used to pre-fund 2009-10 expenses or returned to the town.

The next board meeting will take place June 15 at 7:00 p.m. in room 314 at Town Hall.

Observer name:  Kathy Wilson
