Public Hearing 
Regarding the Proposed Closure of the New Marlborough, 
South Egremont, and Monterey Schools

January 25, 2012
North Egremont Fire House 
Route 71
North Egremont, MA
In Attendance:

Southern Berkshire Regional School District Administrators: Michael J. Singleton, Ed.D., Superintendent; Bruce Turner, Business Administrator 

School Committee Members: Mr. Herb Abelow, Chair; Mr. Stephen Willig, Vice Chair; Mr. Carl Stewart; Mr. Charles McSpiritt; Mr. H. Dennis Sears; Mr. Vito Valentini; Ms. Deborah Mielke; Mr. Charles Flynn; Mr. Vito Valentini; Mr. Andy Fetterhoff

Others:  Approximately 80 Town Officials, Parents, and Other Citizens (partial listing on file with these minutes) Ms. Linda Higgins
Egremont Select Board Chair Bruce Turner welcomed the School Committee to Egremont and introduced School Committee Chair Herb Abelow.  

Mr. Abelow explained that the hearing was being held in response to School Committee discussions regarding the possible closing of the New Marlborough, South Egremont, and Monterey Schools.  He then reviewed the ground rules and asked each Committee member to introduce him/herself.

Dr. Singleton then presented the background of the conversations, explaining that following the requests from two select boards and discussions at meetings of the five town select board chairs for a level funded budget for FY 2013, the School Committee had asked the administration to put forth an operating budget showing no increase over that of FY 2012.  He had then brought forth a budget with no increase in the operating side.  The savings (approx. $332,000) had been brought about through the closing of the New Marlborough, South Egremont, and Monterey Schools.  Dr. Singleton explained that he had then put $300,000 of the savings on the capital side of the budget.

Dr. Singleton added that the towns have been talking about whether to maintain the three smaller schools for at least ten years, and he felt it was a good time to pursue the conversation in order to see whether the towns will continue to support the smaller buildings, and if so, provide the necessary funding to bring the three buildings up to code.  

Dr. Singleton reviewed the process, under the Regional Agreement, for the closing of any school building(s), noting that following the four public hearings, the School Committee would decide whether or not to move forward.  He noted that it would take seven affirmative votes of the School Committee to move the issue forward to the towns for a vote at their town meetings, and then it would take four of the five towns to vote the closures for them to actually happen.

He then opened the floor for questions.  The questions and comments included the following:

· It was questioned whether the town could take over the upkeep of their school building.

· Concern was expressed that the discussion was revolving around money, and not students. The speaker stated that closing the schools would shortchange future generations. He asked that the $330,000 in savings be cut from other areas of the budget.
· Speaking in disagreement, one parent asked what the tax implication would be if the schools were to remain open. Dr. Singleton said that although he had no specific answer to that question, it was fair to say that it would be more expensive, as the District towns would need to invest in the buildings.
· Mr. Sears pointed out that as Southern Berkshire Schools score among the top in MA schools, they are also among the top in the nation, as MA schools have been ranked as #1 in the country.
· Mr. Valentini stated that there should be no competitiveness among the schools; rather, the elementary schools are all extraordinary and complement each other.

· A question arose concerning whether an analysis had been conducted regarding the quality of education in each school.
· Mr. Flynn voiced his support of keeping the three schools in operation, noting that recent research shows smaller schools are more effective.
· The process for closing schools was questioned. Mr. Abelow explained that the process is spelled out in the Restated Regional Agreement, which was voted by the citizens of all five towns in 2009.  Mr. Burdsall clarified that although he had served as the Egremont representative on the Committee that had drafted the Restated Agreement, he had not voted for the language; rather, it was included as agreed by the majority of those on the Committee.

· Audience members questioned whether there were other ways to keep the schools open.
· In response to a question as to why the School Committee was not engaging in open debate regarding consolidation of the schools, Mr. Abelow explained that most of the School Committee members had not yet formed an opinion and were attending the hearings to listen closely to what parents and other citizens have to say on the subject prior to making their decision.

· The point was made that the savings realized through closing the schools could disappear with students choicing out because of the decision.

· It was suggested that the District approach Berkshire School to request that they pay tuition for the children that live on their campus and attend the District Schools.  It was also suggested that the District approach the Nature Conservancy to ask for financial assistance.

· Mr. Valentini explained to the audience that the questions of the January 12 Finance Subcomittee Agenda were not answered as there was a large crowd, and the meeting got “off Agenda”. He said that those items will be discussed at the next Finance Subcommittee meeting, to be held the following evening.

· The question “What does the vote (regarding the closing of the small schools) mean to each of you?” was asked.  Mr. Sears and Mr. Willig each expressed that they were still listening to everyone and keeping an open mind. Mr. Willig added that he believed that the level-funded budget is flawed, and that he believes that voters need to push to spend more on the schools. Mr. Flynn stated that he had made up his mind (to vote against the proposal), based on his education and expertise as an educator. 
· Dr. Singleton reiterated that the educational experience at all District schools is very good. He said that the closure issue had been brought forward to allow the taxpayers and citizens decide whether they can support the smaller schools. He noted that the issue comes back year after year from the town boards.
· It was noted that although Egremont has always been supportive of the schools’ budget, the School Committee struggles to get the budget passed in all five towns.

· Audience members expressed concern that not enough information was available in order for the voters to make an informed decision. It was suggested that the voters be allowed to vote on the issue of closing a year in advance of the actual closing, in order to provide an adequate budget for next year.

· Responding to the question of whether the Superintendent had looked into cutting the $330,000 from other places in the budget, Dr. Singleton stated that he had not; rather, he had regarded this as an opportunity to “put the closing issue to bed” by allowing the voters to decide whether to support the continued operation of the small schools or not.

· Mr. Valentini stated that the level-funded budget had been requested by the towns, but the Committee may not be able to honor the request. He also expressed concern that voting to pass the issue along to the voters would cause the final decision to be dollar-driven, rather than driven by sound education principles.
· It was noted that smaller neighborhood schools provide a great benefit to young children. It was also noted that Undermountain is not a large school.

· In response to a suggestion that the District draw in funds by providing vocational programs on the Sheffield campus, Dr. Singleton explained that there is movement underway to provide vocational programs to students in all of South County. However, if funded, the likely site would be in the Berkshire Hills District, as it is central to the four South County school districts.  He also expressed a doubt that there would be enough interest, even drawing from all four schools.

· Discussion took place as to how to educate voters who do not attend any of the hearings regarding the closings.

· Audience members offered their services to work jointly with the School Committee to form a long-term vision for the small schools and the District. 
· In response to the question, “What value do (the small) schools bring to their communities?” Mr. Abelow asserted that they bring a lot.  However, he pointed out that the District cannot be run for just ten kids or one building; rather, the Committee needs to do what is best for all of its students.

· The idea of alternative revenue streams was broached. Superintendent Singleton expressed interest in pursuing the idea further.

· It was recalled that when voters in the town of Alford closed the Alford School, they had done so with the assurance that their youngest students would be able to attend the school in South Egremont.

· The Committee was asked to put forth a “level-headed” budget, rather than level-funded.

· Several audience members requested a cost/benefit analysis be conducted.

· It was asked that the School Committee and administration show the people what they could do to help that would save the small schools.

Chairman Abelow and Dr. Singleton thanked all for coming and for their comments and questions.  They stated that additional hearings would be held on January 30 in New Marlborough and February 8 at Mt. Everett.

The meeting adjourned at 9:36 p.m. 

