TRENTON BOARD OF EDUCATION

108 North Clinton Avenue

Trenton, New Jersey 08609

CONFERENCE MEETING MINUTES

Monday – December 4, 2006 - 6:30 P.M. 


Convened at 6:30 P.M.  
Call to Order

Robert M. Revelle, President, called the meeting to order at 6:38 p. m.

Pledge of Allegiance

Robert M. Revelle, President, led the salute to the flag.

Roll Call

Present:


Absent:
Abdul-Malik Ali 
L. Diane Campbell
Geraldine R. Eure   
arrived 7:10 p.m.
Lucy Guzman




Lisa M. Kasabach

Joyce M. Kersey
Harry Luna





   x


Donald O. Shelton
arrived 6:50 p.m.
Robert M. Revelle

Superintendent of Schools - Rodney Lofton - Present

New Jersey Sunshine Law - Read by Nancy Swirsky, Board Secretary/Business Administrator 
The New Jersey Public Meetings Law was enacted to ensure the right to the public to have advanced notice of and to attend the meetings of public bodies at which any business affecting their interest is discussed or acted upon.

In accordance with the provisions of this act, the Trenton Board of Education has caused notice of this meeting to be publicized by having the date, time and place therefore posted in the Central Services Building, 108 North Clinton Avenue, City Clerk’s Office, City Hall and the Times.  Notice has also been sent to those persons who have requested that their names be included on the mailing list. Formal action will take place at this meeting tonight.

Adoption Of Agenda
The Human Resources Agenda, Attachment B, was amended to reflect the appointment of Dr. Joanne Blanchard – Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment.

Motioned by Dr. Ali, seconded by Dr. Campbell to adopt the agenda.

Agenda was adopted by all Board Members present.

ROLL CALL 

YES

NO

ABSTAIN
Abdul-Malik Ali
  x
L. Diane Campbell
  x
Geraldine R. Eure
  absent 
Lisa M. Kasabach
   x
Joyce M. Kersey
   x
Lucy Guzman
   x 

Harry Luna

   absent
Donald O. Shelton
   absent
Robert M. Revelle
   x
PRESENTATIONS TO THE BOARD
Budget Planning Calendar – Nancy Swirsky stated that there has been no information from the State on the calendar; therefore, there were no updates to it.  The Department of Education has requested the budget on February 1, 2007, with a March 2007 re-submission date.  In order to meet these deadlines, Board approval will be required at the January 22, 2007 Regular Meeting.  Mr. Revelle asked if other districts in New Jersey are operating under these guidelines, and Ms. Swirsky stated that they only apply to Abbott Districts.
Perkins Audit Findings – Mr. Revelle stated that this report is mandated by the Department of Education as a result of the Carl D. Perkins Secondary Entitlement Grant Audit, which was conducted for the period July 1, 2004 through June 30, 2005.  He asked that Ms. Swirsky share with the Board the purpose of the grant, some background on the grant itself, why the audit was conducted by the State, and what the Administration will be doing in response to the audit.  Ms. Swirsky introduced Ms. Laura Martin, Vice Principal at Trenton Central High School and Mr. James Earle, Principal at Trenton Central High School.  Ms. Martin stated that the Perkins Grant is a federal grant that funds the vocational programs at the high school.  It is currently being used to fund the cosmetology vocational program, the machine shop vocational program, the hospitality and tourism vocational program, the business finance marketing vocational program, and the communications and cable repair vocational program.  In the audit year of 2004-2005, the amount of the grant was approximately $212,000.  Generally the award is around $200,000 per year and it benefits approximately 400 students.  Ms. Swirsky said that audits are done randomly and not necessarily on a regular basis.  She called the Board’s attention to Attachment C-19 in the Finance Section for a review of the corrective action plan which has been developed.  Recommendation #1 has been completed.  The auditor’s decision on Recommendation #2 has been accepted, due to a lack of proper documentation on the educational value of the field trips to Six Flags and Dave & Buster’s.  Ms. Swirsky stated that, due to a misunderstanding with the State, the travel being questioned in Recommendation #3 was previously approved but now must be refunded because it occurred outside the grant funding period.  Recommendation #4 will be addressed by the Business Office working with Mr. Earle to ensure that all physical equipment purchased with grant funds will be properly tagged and recorded in Central Office records.  The State is asking for the return of approximately $8,400 in light of the 4 recommendations.  Mr. Revelle asked if the $8,400 could be broken down between the travel item and the student trips.  Ms. Swirsky stated that the student trips amounted to $4,359.94, the staff travel amounted to $1,450, and the stipends that the State questioned amounted to $2,431.25.  Whenever stipends are returned, a portion of the benefits must also be returned.  This amounted to $185.99 (pro-rated).  Mr. Shelton asked what programs the district has lost since the loss of vocational education funding from the State.  Ms. Swirsky said that many programs have been discontinued, including the auto mechanic program, since the amount of State funding was well in excess of the $200,000 the district receives from the Perkins Grant.  Therefore, many programs had to be cut.  Mr. Revelle stated that the request authorizing the refund of $8,427.18 to the State and the Corrective Action Plan (Attachment C-19) will be addressed at the December 18 Regular Meeting.
BOARD REPORTS
Per Pupil Costs – Nancy Swirsky gave a slide presentation on the breakdown of the costs that will go into the budget.  She stated that the overall funding is going towards Whole School Reform.  She also provided a comparison of Per Pupil Costs among various districts in the geographic area, and she called the Board’s attention to the fact that Trenton’s cost of $13,598 per pupil does not include special education, special revenue funds, debt service, transportation and judgments.  The cost only includes items that are common to all school districts.  Trenton spends $689 less per pupil, on average, than the other Abbott districts.  Ms. Swirsky then presented indicators from the 2005-2006 Budget.  The bulk of the cost of classroom instruction, support services, and administration goes toward salaries and benefits.  The high cost per pupil for operations and maintenance of plant, compared to the State average, is due to the fact that Trenton has many old buildings, security concerns, and movement of buildings.  The State has requested that food services be budgeted at zero because they believe there is no deficit to fund.   However, funding from the US Department of Agriculture has not increased in years, yet the costs continue to rise.  Only $104 per pupil is spent on extracurricular activities, such as clubs, bands and after school activities.  The amount spent on equipment, although more than the State average for 2005-2006, cannot be used as a reliable indicator since this cost fluctuates quite a bit, depending on large equipment purchases and other expenses   The student to staff ratio is close to average for Teachers, below average for Support Staff and above average for Administrators.  This is due to the fact that every school building, whether it’s a main building, an annex or a swing space, has a Principal and Vice Principal(s).  The category of Administrators includes the entire district, not just Central Services.   Ms. Swirsky also highlighted a comparison of the budgets from 2005-2006 and 2006-2007, and spoke about the difficult steps that must be taken by the Board and Administration to formulate the 2007-2008 budget.   A handout of the slide presentation is available for more detail.  Mr. Shelton asked if Ms. Swirsky could provide additional information on educational (direct student) costs versus non-educational costs.  He feels that teachers are always the first to be cut, and that the Board and Administration must make an effort to cut costs in areas other than educational.  Ms. Eure asked for more clarification on why the cost for operations and maintenance of plant is so high, and she asked if the cost will decrease as more new buildings are built and the old ones are vacated.  Ms. Swirsky said that hopefully this will be the case, even though we do not get reimbursed by the State for the costs of moving.  Mr. Revelle asked if the Schools Construction Corp reimburses us for the moving costs.  Ms. Swirsky said they do not, but they do provide some swing space (rental of buildings) funding.   Mr. Lofton asked how much of a cut the flat funding resulted in last year.  Ms. Swirsky said that the amount cut was $25 million, and that if we get flat funded again this year, the amount would be between $6 million and $10 million.  Ms. Eure stated that the cost for food services was unrealistically low, and Ms. Swirsky agreed.  She also stated that no child is refused if he/she is in need.
Mr. Revelle asked what the priorities of the Board Budget Planning Committee should be, and Ms. Swirsky stated that the committee would have to provide detail on any proposed cuts so that the Board could assess the impact of those cuts on particular line items.  Mr. Revelle mentioned the continuing Board concern about the performance of the supplemental spending programs, and the returns from these programs.  Ms. Swirsky said that the federal funds from these programs are not reflected in the budget figures.  She also advised the Board that, in the past year, the federal government cut over one million dollars from No Child Left Behind and IDEIA.  Mr. Revelle asked what the related costs are in a typical classroom, other than the teacher and possibly a paraprofessional.  Ms. Swirsky said it would include all support services in the building, such as the nurse, librarian, security, as well as the Principal and the Vice Principal, along with any other services the students get, such as child study and attendance.  She stated that the per pupil cost also includes a portion of all line items; i.e. administration and maintenance.  Mr. Revelle wondered how the Board would make the decisions on the budget at the January meeting, when the salary negotiations for the teachers will not have been finalized.  Ms. Swirsky said this further emphasizes the need for the task force meeting.  Mr. Revelle asked what the worst case scenario could be, and Ms. Swirsky said that another cut would be very difficult and that the district could manage on a 3% increase at the least.  Dr. Campbell asked if the budget is tied to Strategic Planning, and Ms. Swirsky said that it is.  Dr. Campbell then asked if the Board should consider priorities across the district for budget lines outside the classroom.  Ms. Swirsky said that these priorities are set at the Superintendent level with the Board.  Mr. Lofton stated that while new positions cannot be added, particularly in the Central Office Building, current positions will be reviewed for possible changes to responsibilities and titles.  Dr. Campbell said that it is unfortunate to be experiencing a budget crunch while the Board is trying to come up with a vision for change in the future.  Mr. Lofton stated that he feels there can be a better use of the monies that are available from competitive grants, and also that the district should be investigating outside grants that fit the strategies that will be presented to the Board in December.  Dr. Guzman stated that the Board has discussed the fact that the district should not neglect any training that is done with grant money, including for parents, because investing in people is investing in the future and will make the district more effective.  Ms. Swirsky advised that a requirement of the NCLB is for the budgeting of a certain amount of money for professional development.  Mr. Shelton inquired about the Analysis of Budget Over-Expenditure from last year, and he hopes that these problems have been corrected in the individual schools.  Ms. Swirsky has sent out various memos on many subjects, such as the importance of getting time sheets in on time.  An early freeze is also being considered in an effort to maintain fund balance.  Mr. Shelton asked if there is a cut-off date by which money must be spent, and Ms. Swirsky said that the district will be implementing this.  Mr. Revelle made the observation that hiring of substitute teachers and staff is a large expenditure for the district, and he felt that an audit might be beneficial to monitor and track these expenses in the hopes of lessening the burden on the budget.  Ms. Swirsky stated that, although most attendance issues are handled through the Human Resources office, she does utilize the services of an auditor to monitor workers compensation claims for any problems.  She also called the Board’s attention to the fact that the district has been able to take advantage of federal funding to bring in 9 people to support the CAPA schools.  These people can be used as substitutes, tutors or in after school programs.  The cost to the district will only be about $12,000 per person.  Ms. Kersey  advised that the attendance problem was discussed several years ago and the Board requested an audit be done, but she’s not sure that any kind of report was ever submitted.  She said that the Board might need to get more information from Human Resources in an effort to have a better understanding of absences and extended leaves, so that classrooms aren’t being staffed by substitutes who may not, in many cases, have the training and professional development that the regular teachers have.  She also said that this impacts the children in a negative way because they need consistency to succeed in their studies.  Ms. Kasabach asked if the Board would get monthly financial reports, and Ms. Swirsky said that this was done in the past but that the Board asked that it be discontinued to cut down on the amount of attachments to the agenda.  She said that this could certainly be reinstituted if the Board so desires.  Mr. Revelle asked if a dollar amount could be placed on absences to include all the costs associated with them, such as the daily pay of the staff member, the cost of a substitute, etc.  Ms. Swirsky said that an average could be done but that it would be very difficult to get exact figures due to the many variables involved.  The cost of paying for sick days at retirement was also mentioned by Mr. Shelton.  Ms. Swirsky said that, at the present time, over 50% of the staff in the district is eligible for retirement.  Mr. Shelton observed that this cost will continue to rise in the future.  Dr. Ali stated that there will be limits on the recourse the district can take in certain situations, such as in workers compensation claims.  The district is bound by the recommendations of the doctor and the insurance company in these cases    Ms. Eure advised that some analysis of absenteeism was done in the past, and that perhaps Ms. Gibson would have some information on this matter.

Mr. Revelle asked if there was an interest by the Board to have the Superintendent prepare a formal presentation of staff attendance for the 2005/2006 school year, as a potential cost and including type and length of leaves.  Ms. Eure moved that this should be done, and Ms. Kersey seconded.  The motion was approved by all Board Members present.
ROLL CALL 

YES

NO

ABSTAIN
Abdul-Malik Ali
  x

L. Diane Campbell
  x
Geraldine R. Eure
  x 
Lisa M. Kasabach
   x
Joyce M. Kersey
   x
Lucy Guzman
   x 

Harry Luna

   absent
Donald O. Shelton
   x
Robert M. Revelle
   x
National Alliance of Black School Educators – Dr. Ali called the Board’s attention to the report in the agenda packet.  He also stated that, under separate cover, he distributed information to them on the current status of the African American Conference, the roles of Board Members and Superintendents, and Superintendent evaluation.  He also mentioned that he has been appointed to the position of Secretary of the Governance and Education Committee for NAACP. He will serve in that position for a year.
SUPERINTENDENT’S COMMENTS AND COUNSEL TO THE BOARD {EL-10}     

Mr. Lofton asked if his comments could be deferred to the December 18 meeting and if they could be combined with the Mid-Year Overview in order to give him more time before the Board.  Mr. Revelle stated that the agenda for December 18 will be revised to reflect this.
BOARD GUIDANCE TO THE SUPERINTENDENT
Mr. Revelle asked about the resolution to accept a donation of $150,000 from Little Kids Rock (Attachment C-7) for guitars, plus musical training and instruction.  He wondered if the district has the staff and program resources to accept this very generous gift and use it to full advantage.  Mr. Lofton stated that there is very little training needed for this program because it involves teachers who already know how to play the guitar and who can easily integrate the program concepts into their lesson plans.  Dr. Williams reported that the guitars have already been delivered and are in the warehouse.  He said this is a voluntary program where teachers can go online and submit their names to be considered, but that it should be in conjunction with existing classes or after school programs.  He said that the instruction is very simple and makes it easy for the children to compose songs, and that the benefits to them are outstanding.  Ms. Kersey asked for more information about the organization itself, and Dr. Williams said they visited the district through the City of Trenton’s Recreational and Cultural Affairs Department.  They visited Dr. Williams’ office to meet with him and other administrators, and also attended a Principals’ meeting to demonstrate what they have to offer.  Dr. Williams said that it is a non-profit organization started by a former teacher at the very basic level.  This teacher secured donations from private organizations and benefactors, and it is a very personal mission of this school teacher to bring music to inner city school children.  Ms. Kersey stated that although it is a very generous gift, the district should have a very good idea of from whom they are accepting donations.  Mr. Shelton observed that, at this point, the district has no idea how many teachers would be interested in this program.  He hopes there are enough instrumental teachers in the district to make this program a success.
Dr. Guzman questioned the appointment of many people to positions of Parent Liaison listed in the Human Resources agenda, and the fact that there is also listed a Change of Title from Community Agent to Parent Liaison at Jefferson Elementary.  She wondered if people in the existing title of Community Agent would be moved to Parent Liaisons and, if so, why is there listed the Creation of a Position of Community Agent at Monument Elementary?  Dr. Weathington stated that the goal is to expand the Parent Liaison position, and that the creation of the Community Agent position was specific to Monument School’s needs.
Ms. Kasabach questioned why dates of actions on the Human Resources agenda have already passed.  Mr. Lofton replied that some items are approved by the Administration prior to Board approval in certain cases, such as getting teachers assigned to classrooms.  He said that if the Board declines to approve anyone’s appointment, that person would be paid for time to date and then removed from their assignment.  Ms. Kasabach also questioned the Job Postings that are included in the Board Members’ weekly mail packet, specifically how she would be able to tell if a position is existing or new.  After some discussion, it was decided that the assumption should be that all postings have already been approved by the Board.  Ms. Kasabach asked if there is a policy on the turnaround time between the posting of a position and when applications are due to Human Resources.  Ms. Larmore replied that in some cases, there is a need to get a position filled quickly.  The typical time is approximately two weeks, but Mr. Lofton will check and advise if there is a contractual obligation to post positions for a minimum time.  Dr. Ali noted that some jobs are in-house jobs that are posted every year, and those have a shorter posting time because most people know they will be coming up for renewal.  Mr. Shelton noted that the Community Agent position is a paraprofessional, whereas the Parent Liaison is not.  Dr. Guzman expressed concern that the initiative to reach out to the community is lost when too many cuts are made.  Mr. Shelton stated that the job descriptions must be examined in depth to see exactly what the responsibilities are.
Ms. Kasabach asked about the School Improvement agenda proposals for after school programs, because many programs had been cut previously and she wanted clarification on the new proposals.  Dr. Williams said that primarily the nine programs were ones that were held in the past at schools that are not eligible for federal funding for Supplemental Educational Services programs.  He said that they are all academic related.  Ms. Kasabach also asked how many other proposals the district received for the RFP award to Dads are Doing Something (Attachment C20).  Ms. Swirsky will get the detail from Funded Programs.  Ms. Kasabach wondered why this item is not on the agenda for School Improvement or Student Services, and Ms. Swirsky said that RFPs are always in the Finance agenda because of regulations on how they are to be awarded.  Mr. Shelton stated that it would be helpful to have a listing of all the grants that are accepted, along with their purpose and the school(s) that are benefiting from them.  This would be a useful tool in assessing accountability for test results at the various schools.  Ms. Guzman commented that it is difficult to determine how much money each school is receiving unless the Board has all the grant information.  She feels this information would be useful in formulating the budget.  Mr. Revelle asked if Mr. Lofton would be giving an evaluation of the supplemental spending programs and any additional classroom initiatives designed to improve the performance outcomes and deliverables.  Mr. Lofton replied that there will be a presentation on December 18 with a full matrix.  He stated that the district has no control over the SES and programs that come from Title I, and that everyone must understand that parents have the right to choose the program that their child attends.  There is a certain percentage of Title I money that must be set aside to be available to parents who fit the requirements for income and student performance, so that those parents may choose specific supplemental after school programs.  The administration can only provide information on the programs designed to improve results in math, science, etc. that are offered at each individual school.  The LEAD grant is a good example.  Dr. Campbell asked if the district is going to assess the effectiveness of the various programs, and Mr. Lofton replied that this will all be explained in detail in his presentation on December 18.  He will meet with the Board before then to present a strategic plan.  Ms. Kersey observed that, due to the length of time Mr. Lofton’s presentation will take, it might be a good idea to adjust the December 18 agenda by dropping the Presentations to the Board on Property Tax Reform and Board Self Evaluation.  Mr. Revelle agreed to postpone these presentations until January 2007.  Dr. Guzman stated that the Board Self Evaluation has been postponed several times, and she feels this presentation should definitely be done in January.
CONSENT AGENDA:
     






Meeting Minutes:  



November 13, 2006 Bd. Conf. and Exec. Session


Superintendent Recommendations:

School Improvement – Attachment A

Human Resources – Attachment B


   Finance/Facilities/Capital Projects – Attachment C 

Student Services – Attachment D
Mr. Revelle advised that three sub-committees have been formed to facilitate the work of the Board in the coming months.  These committees are:


Policy Governance – Dr. Ali, Dr. Guzman, Ms. Kersey and Dr. Campbell


Finance/Budget – Mr. Revelle, Ms. Eure and Ms. Kasabach


TEA Negotiations – Ms. Eure, Dr. Ali and Mr. Shelton
Mr. Revelle also advised that there will be a Special Board Meeting on December 12 to discuss goals and objectives for 2007-2008 and to further plan the work of the three sub-committees.
REVISED BOARD POLICY:  Second Reading
8321  Time, Place and Notification of Meetings
Motion by Ms. Eure, seconded by Dr. Guzman to amend and accept as Second Reading of policy 8321.  All were in favor, 0 opposed 0 absentions
ROLL CALL 

YES

NO

ABSTAIN
Abdul-Malik Ali 
    x
L. Diane Campbell
    x
Geraldine R. Eure
    x 

Lisa M. Kasabach
    x
Joyce M. Kersey
    x
Lucy Guzman
    x
Harry Luna

    absent
Donald O. Shelton
    x
Robert M. Revelle
    x
Motioned by Ms. Eure, seconded by Dr. Guzman to adjourn the meeting into Executive Session.  All were in favor 0 opposed 0 abstentions.
ADJOURN  to Executive Session 8:30 p.m.
RECONVENE Public Meeting 9:41 p.m.
Motioned by Dr. Ali, seconded by Ms. Eure to approve the agenda addendum appointing Dr. Blanchard as Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction.   All were in favor 0 opposed 0 abstentions.

ROLL CALL 

YES

NO

ABSTAIN
Abdul-Malik Ali 
    x
L. Diane Campbell
    x
Geraldine R. Eure
    x 

Lisa M. Kasabach
    x
Joyce M. Kersey
    x
Lucy Guzman
    x
Harry Luna

    absent
Donald O. Shelton
    x
Robert M. Revelle
    x

Motion to adjourn was made by Dr. Ali and seconded by Ms. Eure.  The meeting adjourned at 9:42 p.m.
Respectfully submitted
Patricia McNeal-Rhoden

Assistant Board Secretary
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