TRENTON BOARD OF EDUCATION

108 North Clinton Avenue

Trenton, New Jersey 08609

BOARD CONFERENCE MEETING MINUTES

Monday – February 12, 2007 - 6:30 P.M. 


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

Robert M. Revelle, President, called the meeting to order at 6:30 p. m.

Pledge of Allegiance

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

Roll Call

Present:

L. Diane Campbell
Geraldine R. Eure – arrived late

Lucy Guzman




Joyce M. Kersey
Harry Luna


Donald O. Shelton



Robert M. Revelle
Absent:

Abdul-Malik Ali

Lisa M. Kasabach

Superintendent of Schools - Rodney Lofton - Present

New Jersey Sunshine Law - Read by Nancy Swirsky, Business Administrator/Board Secretary 
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
Motioned by Ms. Kersey, seconded by Dr. Guzman to adopt the agenda.

Agenda was adopted by all Board Members present.

ROLL CALL 

YES

NO

ABSTAIN
Abdul-Malik Ali        absent
L. Diane Campbell     x
    

Geraldine R. Eure   absent
    

Lisa M. Kasabach   absent
    

Joyce M. Kersey        x
    

Lucy Guzman            x
    

Harry Luna

  x  

Donald O. Shelton
  x 

Robert M. Revelle
  x
PRESENTATIONS TO THE BOARD
Ms. Swirsky reported on the status of the 2007/2008 Budget.  She reminded Board and Cabinet members that they had in their agenda packets the latest Budget Calendar, plus information from the Department of Education website on budget guidelines and their electronic data collection schedule.  There is still no information available from the State for the District to use in formulating the budget.  This is troublesome because the Governor is going to discuss the State budget on February 22.  After this is done, the State has 48 hours to get the State Aid numbers and information to the districts.  This means that the District will not get the information until February 26 and most likely will not have the budget ready for Board approval.
Ms. Swirsky advised that the Education Law Center has written to the Department of Education to express their concerns regarding the lack of State support for the Two-Year Instructional Reports.  This does not give the District a benchmark to let us know exactly what factors the State will allow the District to use in formulating our budget.
Ms. Swirsky said that the delay in providing information is unprecedented in State government.  She advised that it is due to major issues facing the State regarding funding public education.  There is concern that there will not be enough State money to fund the public schools.  One option the State is considering is eliminating the unreasonable variations in public spending and the tax effort across the communities.  If the State tries to equalize things, there is a good chance Abbott districts will be on the losing end.  Another consideration is a pilot program for a Super Superintendent position in the County.  This individual would be able to veto any line in our budget and the District would have 10 days to appeal.  If the Commissioner of Education did not accept the appeal, the ruling would stand.  Ms. Swirsky expressed concern that this is a lot of power to give one person.
Ms. Swirsky said that Administration does not have an issue with being held accountable for student performance as long as there is adequate funding.  The State will be auditing the District in the spring, an involved process that will take approximately two months.  

Other considerations that are uncertain at this point include funding for special education, outflow of funding for charter schools, and State aid deductions for students in facilities.   The Business Office has no information on these numbers at this time and it is very difficult even to venture a guess on the numbers.  Ms. Swirsky felt that it is not feasible to fund all districts with the same formula, due to the differences among and even within school districts.
Ms. Swirsky expressed her regret at not having adequate information to be able to formulate a budget and submit it for the Board’s approval, and she stated that as soon as the Business Office is able to submit the budget they will do so.
Dr. Guzman asked if we get audited by the State on a yearly basis.  Ms. Swirsky said that the current audit is new and that it is based on a Supreme Court order in the previous year.   This order was for audits of Abbott districts to identify efficiencies and non-efficiencies.  In addition, there are mini audits of the District, plus audits by external auditors.
Dr. Campbell asked if there will be a special meeting for Board approval of the budget if the Business Office gets the funding information on February 26.  Ms. Swirsky answered this probably would be the case.  She said that the short time frame will be a problem because the Business Office usually takes a second look at the line amounts to be sure that nothing was omitted, that the money requested will allow the District to accomplish the goals set forth by the Cabinet, and that each line is allocated the proper funding.  Dr. Campbell expressed her concern that the short time frame would not allow the Board adequate time to review the budget properly for approval.
Mr. Revelle asked about contingency plans made by the Business Office and the Superintendent if the District receives a funding level that is not workable.  Ms. Swirsky said that if this were the case, Administration would submit expense items to the Board for their help in making decisions on where cuts can be made without sacrificing the quality of education in the District.  This would be a painful and difficult process involving looking at every program and the needs of the students.  Other considerations are filling the gaps for the CAPA schools, security issues, health and safety and special education needs.

Mr. Revelle asked what information Ms. Swirsky is getting from her counterparts in other Abbott districts or around the State as to the likely outcomes of State funding.  Ms. Swirsky said that some of the other Districts are in much worse shape than Trenton, having used up all their fund balance, or putting in all their available reserves and still coming up short.  Administration in Trenton is working diligently on building back up our 2% fund balance while still coming in with a flat budget.  Ms. Swirsky felt that this puts us in a good position in case we have to come back flat again.
Mr. Revelle asked if Ms. Swirsky could project what the 2006/2007 fund balance will be, and Ms. Swirsky said that she’s trying to get it back to 2%.  This equates to approximately $1.5 million.
Mr. Shelton asked if there is a realistic budget for each school, and Ms. Swirsky answered that there absolutely is.  Mr. Shelton observed that if we don’t get the proper funding to ensure that a certain level of personnel and expenses is maintained, the District will have to sue the State.  He felt that if the money we are requesting to accomplish our goals is reasonable, we would have no option but to sue.  Mr. Shelton also asked if the District is receiving information to formulate the school-based budgets in a timely manner, such as teachers advising Administration when they get their advanced degrees and are contractually entitled to a higher salary.  Ms. Swirsky said that this information is not usually given to Administration until it can be verified that the employee actually passed the course and obtained the degree.  Mr. Shelton said we should have some advance notice of these kinds of expenses since they are so numerous, based on the monthly board agendas.
Mr. Shelton expressed his concerns about how Abbott districts are perceived by the State legislators and the general public.  He felt the District should do more to publicize the good results achieved and the successes of the graduates.  
Mr. Revelle asked if Ms. Swirsky or the Superintendent have had discussions with other Abbott districts regarding the litigation strategy.  He also asked what the role of the Education Law Center is in this regard.  Ms. Swirsky said that the ELC is being very conservative and raising issues as the State is putting them in writing.  She said the problem is that we’re not getting anything in writing and until this happens, everything that is being said is just conjecture and speculation as to what the State might do.  Ms. Swirsky said that there are no more areas where cuts can be made, that the budget is at the “bare bones” level and it’s impossible to operate with contractual salary obligations when we are not getting any additional funding from the State.
Mr. Shelton asked about contract negotiations in the absence of a budget, and Mr. Revelle stated that he has confidence in Administration’s ability to assist the Board with this difficult endeavor.
SUPERINTENDENT’S COMMENTS AND COUNSEL TO THE BOARD {EL-10}     

Mr. Lofton advised that a formal presentation would be made at the Board’s regular meeting, but he wanted to give the Board something to think about.  He stated that he has been doing his own research on the history of how and why the high school was only allocated $23 million when there is documented evidence of an original allocation of $128 million.  Mr. Lofton said there is no documentation of this being reduced to $23 million, and that there is a lot of rhetoric on this subject.  He said that litigation should be considered to pursue the original allocation of $128 million.
Mr. Revelle asked for clarification that Mr. Lofton was referring to the withdrawal by the SCC of the original $128 million allocation and that he would give the Board an update on this relative to the construction at the high school.  Mr. Lofton replied that he was giving the Board something to think about and that we should not sit back and accept the $23 million.  Mr. Shelton stated his understanding is that the SCC took the original $128 million and gave it to other school districts where school buildings were not finished because they felt that Trenton already had gotten so much money.  Mr. Shelton expressed his opinion that it would be virtually impossible to get any documentation of this from the SCC.  Mr. Lofton said he feels strongly that the District should not accept anything less than the original allocation so we can finish our construction projects and get the schools in the condition they need to be.  Mr. Revelle thanked Mr. Lofton for his remarks.
BOARD GUIDANCE TO THE SUPERINTENDENT
Dr. Campbell asked for more information on the Reading First program and the Math and Literacy Institute.  She wondered about the impact the money is having on the students’ progress in reaching the standards that are set for them.  Mr. Lofton said that he would have documentation prepared for the entire Board to address Dr. Campbell’s concerns.
Dr. Guzman referred to Item 3 on the School Improvement Report regarding Dijan Tie – West African Movement Productions.  She asked if the term “multiculturalism” in this item refers to the different cultures of West African countries or if it encompasses all of Africa, Latino countries, Asian countries, etc.  She also asked if there are any other programs that are employed to expose the students to a wide range of cultures around the world.  Mr. Lofton said that he would have this information compiled and provided to the entire Board.  Mr. Shelton observed that this particular program may be part of the Black History Month curriculum.  Dr. Guzman expressed her opinion that multicultural programs should be offered throughout the year and not just during particular months.
Mr. Luna referred to the list of teacher vacancies in the Superintendent’s weekly update and asked what is being done to attract quality teachers to the District.  Ms. Gibson stated that the Human Resources Department has contacted the colleges to see who will be graduating in December.  She said that candidates have been interviewed for the Math teacher position at Dunn but that everyone who has been offered the job so far has declined it.  There have also been ads placed in the Sunday newspapers.  Ms. Gibson said that there is some room for negotiation in the area of salary, but that money is not the primary reason given when applicants are asked why they have turned down the job.  They generally just state that they have decided to accept a different position.  Mr. Luna expressed his concern that Math is an important area and that with the State testing coming up, this position definitely needs to be filled.  
Mr. Revelle asked if Administration has had an opportunity to collect the data on where substitute teachers are being placed in the District and the length of their assignments.  Ms. Gibson replied that a report would be in the mail this Friday.
Dr. Guzman directed the Board’s attention to Item 10a on the Human Resources Instructional Agenda.  The individual in question is a Teacher Leader at Robbins Annex who will be transferred to the Curriculum Office.  Dr. Guzman expressed her concern about taking people out of the classroom where the need is great and moving them to the Central Services Building.  She recalled the transfer of three Literacy Specialists and three Math Specialists to the Central Services Building, and she wondered if they were taking the place of people who had left or if these were new positions.  Mr. Lofton said that plans are for 24 Coaches in the District for the 2007/2008 school year.  He said the only way to change the system is by having staff development support directly in the classrooms working with the teachers and students.  Mr. Lofton advised Dr. Guzman that although the Coaches are assigned to the Central Services Building, they do not spend an inordinate amount of time there.  They are out in the classrooms at the CAPA schools during the week.  Dr. Guzman asked if the Coaches will be hired as new employees, or will they be reassignments of existing teachers, thereby creating more teacher vacancies.  Mr. Lofton answered that both situations will occur.
Mr. Revelle said that the District is in a situation where we must watch all our expenditures, not only in this current school year but into future years.  He asked if Administration has explored all possible options to get the work done rather than creating new positions or filling vacant positions, in light of the budgetary constraints imposed on us.  Mr. Lofton said that when he has visited other districts, people wonder how we even try to accomplish our goals.  He said the District is understaffed, particularly at the Central Services Building in the Business Office, Human Resources and School Improvement.  He felt that if we do not fill the Coaches vacancies at the present time, we will be in a worse situation in the future.  Mr. Lofton said if need be, some Central Office positions will be eliminated and redirected.  He said the two major areas that are urgently needed are the Coaches and the Parent Liaisons.
Dr. Guzman asked about the Instructional addendum regarding the creation of the position of Coordinator of Transportation for Student Support Services, along with Item 17d which seeks approval for the creation of the position of Coordinator of Transportation for Special Services, Special Education Department.  She wondered if this was two separate positions.  Dr. Weathington answered that he believes this is an error and that the position should be listed as Coordinator in the Department of Special Education in item 17d.  The addendum should be pulled.  
Dr. Guzman commented that the Change Coalition Committee #5 on the needs of Hispanic and immigrant students had been told that funds would become available to hire a coordinator back in January.  The position was approved by the Board, and Dr. Guzman was hoping that this position will be created.  Mr. Revelle asked Ms. Swirsky to check the Board Minutes on this matter and advise the Board.  Mr. Lofton said he would get a report to the Board on Friday after he gets more information from Ms. Swirsky on this approved position.
Ms. Eure asked Mr. Lofton when he anticipates taking a look at reconfiguring the positions in the Central Services Building for possible consolidation or elimination, and when the Board can expect a report on the matter.  Mr. Lofton said that part of this process is connected to the Strategic Plan.  He hopes that once the training on Coherent Policy Governance is completed, a finalized Strategic Plan will be submitted to the Board.  At the current time, it is still in the planning stages.  
Mr. Shelton asked about the creation of an additional Vice Principal position at Hedgepeth-Williams.  Dr. Williams said that the Board approved a third Vice Principal in the restructuring of Hedgepeth-Williams and this restructuring plan has also been approved by the State.  He said that Hedgepeth-Williams, at over 900 students, is the largest middle school and even larger than some of the high school components.
CONSENT AGENDA:
     






Meeting Minutes:  


December 18, 2006 Bd. Reg. and Exec. Session
January 8, 2007 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
There were no additional questions or comments beyond what was discussed under Board Guidance to the Superintendent.

REVISED BOARD POLICY:  First Reading
3320 – Purchasing Procedures – Revised
3542.44 – Purchasing - Delete
Ms. Swirsky called the Board’s attention to the paragraph added to Policy 3320.  This change was made in order to improve the consultant contract procedures to allow for attorney review of all contracts.  Mr. Sumners’ office will be providing the Business Office with all contracts and they will be tracked via an internal form.

Mr. Shelton observed that he sees no evaluations on the effectiveness of consultants that are being used, sometimes for many years in a row.  He was adamant that this should be done.  Mr. Revelle stated that he is aware of this ongoing problem, and that Mr. Lofton has committed to the Board to have a comprehensive evaluation done for all consultants at the end of the current school year.  Mr. Lofton said that sometimes the consultants are part of a grant, and the grant is evaluated, not the individual person.  He said that evaluations will be conducted at the end of the current school year, but he felt that it is impossible to attribute student success or failure to an individual consultant.  Mr. Shelton agreed with what Mr. Lofton said, but he also felt that a consultant makes a promise when their services are contracted and it should be clear whether or not that promise has been fulfilled at the end of the contract period.
Ms. Kersey asked if the evaluations should be done prior to the end of the school year, perhaps in May, since new contracts go out on July 1.   Mr. Revelle stated that most contracts are not effective until September or October, but he offered the possibility of a Board stipulation that no contracts should be signed for the new school year until an evaluation has been submitted.  Ms. Kersey was in agreement with this procedure, and the full Board will consider this option.
Ms. Swirsky then directed the Board’s attention to Policy 3542.44.  This policy had been designed for Nutrition Services when they purchased food for various programs such as Home Economics at the schools.  At the current time, Nutrition Services is no longer performing this function.  A vendor is now used and only three people are allowed to purchase the food.  It is a very small program and this service is performed under the regular Purchasing regulations.  A separate policy is no longer needed, so Ms. Swirsky asked that 3542.44 be deleted.
Motioned by Ms. Kersey, seconded by Ms. Eure to amend and accept as First Reading of policy 3320 as amended; and, 3542.44 as deleted.
ROLL CALL 

YES

NO

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

Joyce M. Kersey         x
    

Lucy Guzman
   x
Harry Luna

   x 
Donald O. Shelton
   x 

Robert M. Revelle
   x 

Motioned by Ms. Eure, seconded by Dr. Guzman to adjourn the meeting into Executive Session.  All present were in favor 0 opposed 0 abstentions.
ADJOURN  7:40 p.m.
INFORMAL ADJOURNMENT TO DEBRIEFING       


Board Member Geraldine Eure led the debriefing.
EXECUTIVE SESSION  7:46 p.m.

Motion by President Revelle to end Executive Session at 9:05 pm, and go back into the Public Session.  Moved by Dr. Guzman, Seconded by Mr. Luna. 

All in Favor.  Motion to go back to public meeting is passed.
 

Motion by Ms. Eure to accept the settlement for Adrienne Bell.  Seconded by Dr. Campbell.  
 
ROLL CALL 

YES

NO

ABSTAIN
Dr. Ali                    
        absent

Dr. Campbell          

X
Ms. Eure                

X
Dr. Guzman           

X
Ms. Kasabach         
        absent

Ms. Kersey            

X
Mr. Luna                

X
Mr. Shelton            

X
Mr. Revelle             

X
Motion Passed
 
Motion by President Revelle to adjourn the Board Conference Meeting of February 12, 2007, at 9:08 pm. Moved by Ms. Eure.  Seconded by Dr. Guzman.

All in Favor

Motion passed.

Respectfully submitted
Minutes by Mary Bailey

Admin II Secretary 

To the Assistant Board Secretary
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