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

January 23, 2012
Monterey Fire House 
Route 23
Monterey, 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 75 Town Officials, Parents, and Other Citizens (partial listing on file with these minutes) Ms. Linda Higgins
Monterey Select Board Chair Wayne Burkhart welcomed the School Committee to Monterey 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 explained that there would be one hearing in each of the three towns affected, and an additional hearing at the Regional School campus in Sheffield, and he shared the schedule of those hearings.  Mr. Abelow then introduced Superintendent Singleton, who presented a handout depicting the combined timeline for the development of the budget and the discussions regarding the potential school closings. He noted that additional Finance Subcommittee meetings not appearing on the Budget Development Calendar were also likely to occur and would be posted in the towns and put on the District’s Web site. He stressed that all meetings were open to the public.

Dr. Singleton then presented the background of the conversations, explaining that two select boards had requested a level funded budget for FY 2013, and the School Committee had followed suit, asking the administration to put forth an operating budget showing no increase over that of FY 2012.  Also weighing in was the fact that the District is currently beginning negotiations for contracts with all three Units (teachers, custodians, and other support staff), as well as going out to bid for new transportation contracts.  Dr. Singleton noted 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 have 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.  With that in mind, the administration had put forth a budget showing the closing of the three smaller schools and showing a $335,000 savings.  Dr. Singleton stated that the budget is still being worked on and is expected to go through several different machinations prior to being brought forward for a vote by the whole School Committee and then sent to the towns for a vote in May.

Dr. Singleton reviewed the process, as stated in 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.  Final action would require an affirmative vote by the voters in four of the five towns.  
Dr. Singleton also stated that there were issues of education, safety, and economy that need to be included in the discussions.

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

· In response to a question regarding school choice students in the three schools, Dr. Singleton stated that the budget savings did not include what might happen if those students returned to their own District.  He said that there were a total of fifteen choice-in students in the three schools.
· Dr. Singleton reported that he had been asked to produce an alternative budget for consideration, and would be presenting that to the Finance Subcommittee at their next meeting.  Mr. Valentini, Chair of the Finance Subcommittee, added that he will be calling a meeting in the near future to review alternative budget(s).

· It was questioned whether more choice students may have come into the three schools, if the money had been spent to keep the buildings up to par.

· Responding to a question regarding the development of a long-term capital plan, Mr. Valentini noted that such a plan had been put together last year for the proposed bonding; however the plan was shot down by two towns that refused to consider the bonding.

· It was questioned whether the Superintendent had considered the decline of long-range real estate values due to the school closings, considering the effects such closings had had in up-state New York.  The Superintendent responded that he had spent 33 years in upstate New York in some of those communities cited, and he contended that both the school closings and loss of real estate value were due to the loss of population.  He noted that Southern Berkshire is a unique area, and he cited the fact that real estate values did not decline in Alford following that town’s closing of its school.
· In response to a question as to why the School Committee felt mandated to maintain a level funded budget, Mr. Sears explained that following the acrimonious budget discussions in 2011, the five member towns had formed a committee of select board representatives, and they had all agreed that they wanted a level-funded budget. 

· Regarding a request for data analysis to look at achievement in each of the schools, Dr. Singleton responded that the MCAS results were slightly higher at Undermountain than at New Marlborough Central, by a few percentage points. 

· In response to a question about what moving the students into Undermountain would do to Undermountain, Dr. Singleton reported that the administration has looked at scheduling and has ascertained that there is enough staff to cover the additional students (including room in the lunchroom). 
· It was suggested that the smaller schools be made Capstone schools to draw additional students in and keep them as thriving entities.

· In response to a question of whether there would be one question or three on the ballot, Dr. Singleton reported that that issue is still being looked at by the attorneys.  He said that he will inform the public when that answer becomes clear.

· It was noted that the District’s Stabilization Fund contains $138,000. Mr. Ross, of Monterey, admonished the District for not having a more substantial fund to fall back on.

· It was suggested that the Committee consider putting forth the bond issue again, in light of the passion for keeping the small schools open. It was noted that people could fight for the bonding, rather than using that energy to fight the closings.

· Dr. Singleton reported that a public relations campaign had begun prior to the discussions of the closing of the smaller schools. He said that the target of the campaign would be parents, the business community, real estate offices, etc. He noted that the decision of what information to put forth would need to wait until after the closing issue was settled.

· Regarding transportation, Dr. Singleton acknowledged that if the closures were to take place, one less route would be in operation, and although most rides would not be any longer than at present, the younger (K-4) children would definitely be on the buses longer.

· Regarding combining the classes at Undermountain, Dr. Singleton stated that five classrooms would be needed. He said that two are currently available, and three more would be made available by the moving of programs.
· Responding to a contention that the Superintendent is not vested in the District, as he does not live here and a request that School Committee members “think deeply about the closings”, Mr. Valentini responded that he believed that the Superintendent has the best interest of the District at heart, despite the fact that he is not a resident of the District. He stated that the issue (of closing the outlying schools) had come up many, many times at the 5 town Select Board meetings, and not from School Committee members or the Superintendent. He said that the status of the Superintendent’s residency or pension is not relevant to the situation and that both the Superintendent and the School Committee are trying to provide the best education possible for the students of the District while balancing the views of the people in the five towns.
· The point was made that the decision making process seemed very rushed and that a new superintendent will inherit the situation.

· In response to a question regarding a plan to keep the buildings open, Dr. Singleton responded that if the voters vote to keep the buildings open, a capital plan will be needed.  He said that there is no plan to change the educational programs in any of the buildings.

· It was noted that in order for a town to withdraw from the District, the process contained in the Regional Agreement would need to be followed, and approval would have to be granted from the Commissioner of the MA Department of Elementary and Secondary Education.
· A request was made for details of the $334,000 savings to be realized if the schools were closed.  Dr. Singleton stated that those details would be available at the next meeting.
· It was suggested that the District seek an independent analysis.

· Mr. Sears reported that the District had taken part in a study which resulted in the School Committee setting up a subcommittee to cooperate with the other South County Districts.  However, he said that none of the other Districts had shown an interest in talks.
· Mr. Flynn added that at the time of the study, the trend was to move toward consolidation.  However, he said that new research shows that smaller is better, and he said that the SBRSD is one of very few districts that offers such a choice. 

· It was pointed out that the town of Monterey has always been very supportive of the District’s needs. 

· It was further stated that if the school closed in Monterey, the town’s people would have little incentive to continue to support the District. 

· Additional concern was expressed that the process not have been intertwined with the budget process.

· Responding to a question of what can a child get at Undermountain that they cannot get at New Marlborough Central, Dr. Singleton responded that Undermountain is not superior, but is different and very good.  He noted that programs and facilities that are not available at the smaller schools, including superior Internet access, gymnasium, library, and lunchroom. He said that there is also a full-time nurse and EMTs on the premises at Undermountain, should an emergency arise.
· It was noted that at each of the smaller schools, the children use the town libraries.

· Information was shared from 1953, prior to the forming of the District.

· Audience members urged the School Committee to use them (those who are passionately against the closing of the buildings) to get the message out and make into an opportunity for those schools to thrive.

· It was suggested that the Committee find a way to keep the schools open for another year and work to plan for a prosperous future. 

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 25 in Egremont, January 30 in New Marlborough, and February 8 at Mt. Everett.

The meeting adjourned at 9:50 p.m. 

