Merriam PTO Meeting Minutes

Wednesday November 2, 2011

Board Members Present:   Kristina Rychlik and Neena Arora, PTO Co-Chairs, Ed Kaufman, Principal, Dianna McNeish, PTO Treasurer, Eleni Digenis-Bury, PTO Secretary.
Also Present:  Jim McGill, Kristen Rivard, Carol Leandro, Katrina Starr-Frederick, Ellen Bluth, Heather Haines, Varsha Deokar, Amelia Harer Fedyk, Daniel Stouch, Tom Wolf, Meg Brennan.  Teachers present: Alyson Whatcott. School Committee Members present: Mike Coppolino, Paul Murphy.

Agenda:
A. PTO Financial Update and Announcements



B. Comments by Mike Coppolino on recent School Committee Meeting



C. Discussion

PTO Financial Update and Announcements

Dianna McNeish reported on recent fundraising revenues. The Directory raised $1,995.75 and the budgeted goal was $1,850.00, yielding $145.75 over budget. The Fall Carnival raised $3,102.99 and the budgeted goal was $4,000.00, yielding $897.01 under budget. The Octoberfest 5K raised $65.00 and the budgeted goal was $0.00, yielding $65.00 over budget. The SCRIPS fundraiser raised $311.68 thus far. There are two more times this year when the SCRIPS fundraiser will run. The goal for the year is $1000.00. 

Neena Arora reported on the other PTO announcements, including:

· The Staff vs. PTO Basketball Game: this event is coming up on Wednesday, November 30th.

· Camp Fair in January.

· Auction preparations are well under way for the March 2012 Merriam Auction.

Comments by Mike Coppolino, School Committee Chair

Mike read the following prepared statement:

Approximately twenty people expressed their concerns to the Acton Public School Committee last Thursday evening at our public meeting.  The vast majority we heard from were Merriam parents who spoke passionately about the importance of classroom assistants, the necessity to continue before and after school programs, and their desire to continue to raise money through their PTSOs, and to maintain control of those funds.

We heard you loud and clear.

First I would like to dispel the following rumors that have been circulating:

1) School choice may disappear.

We have never, in the 14 years I have sat on the Acton Public School Committee, discussed this topic, nor do we have any plans to do so, that I am aware of.  It was not discussed at our summer workshop where we lay out plans for the upcoming year.  Our understanding is that the Community feels strongly that School Choice is beneficial, and that it is one of the reasons our students do so well, given the level of parental support at home and in the schools.  This extensive and long-standing dedication is strengthened by your commitments to a particular school’s philosophy and mission.  It has been true for the past twenty years and continues to be so. 

2) The School Committees plan to raid the PTSOs’ coffers.

We have no jurisdiction over your donations and we have never entertained or discussed, nor plan to stipulate, how you should utilize those funds.

3) Decisions about these topics and the operating models of before and after school programs have already been made.

I’m Chair of the local School Committee and I can tell you unequivocally we have made no decisions.  We listened intently last Thursday and Kim McOsker and I (and potentially the entire School Committee) plan to meet with the PTSO co-chairs, principals, Dr. Mills and Marie Altieri in two weeks to discuss these situations.

In my mind, funding of classroom assistants, PTSO fundraising and before and after school programs are three distinct topics, which overlap in terms of funding assistants. Ideally, all staffing should be paid for by the District, however different wants and needs exist which we will try and deal with in an equitable manner, over a period of time.  Dr. Mills’ recommendations, with which all five elementary school principals were in agreement, seem solid in terms of increased funding of $108K each of the next three years, as well as setting reasonable limits on the number of assistant hours per school.   

We need to grapple with prioritizing the availability and usage of funds over the long term, and the educational efficacy of assistants at some, or all, grade levels.  

I don’t want to use up any more of your time, however if anyone has any questions or suggestions that we haven’t already heard, please feel free to do so.

THIS ENDS THE PREPARED STATEMENT MADE BY MIKE COPPOLINO.

Discussion
There was a discussion of the current debate over the after-care programs and parent questions were answered by Mike.

The following points and issues were discussed:

1) It was clarified that the $108K to be given to the schools is NOT per school, but in total. This would mean that roughly one-fifth of those funds ($22K) would be given to Merriam. The Merriam Before and After School program raises in the $90K+ range of funds each year that are directed primarily to classroom assistants.

2) A parent noted that the Community Ed after-care program is less expensive than the Merriam after-care program. Others added that there is choice in selecting an after-care program and the families who choose Merriam’s program are expressing their choice.

3) The limit of 15 FTE (full-time equivalent) of para-professional staffing was discussed. Merriam currently has fewer than 15 FTE and such a cap would not interfere with the current staffing needs at the school. It was commented that establishing a cap seemed unnecessary.

4) It was noted that primarily Merriam and Douglas parents spoke at the School Committee meeting. There was a comment made at the meeting by a McCarthy-Towne parent, but parents from Gates and Conant were either absent or silent. It would have been helpful to hear their opinions on the after-school program issue. It was mentioned that one of the school’s PTO Chairs specifically told their parents to NOT attend the School Committee meeting on this topic. Mike commented that he was disappointed to have not heard their thoughts.

5) Issue raised that schools may not be able to legally use before/after school program funds to support other programs within the school. Dr. Mills is looking into this concern. It was questioned that if this were the case for Merriam, would there not be a parallel situation with the Community Ed program directing its excess funds back to the other elementary schools. Mike thought that the situation with Community Ed may be different because the funds go to the district. This point is not clear, and we are awaiting a report from Dr. Mills on the legal aspects of this matter.

6) Mike was asked about whether the School Committee (SC) wanted to “dismantle” the after-school programs at Merriam and Douglas. He replied that the SC did not want to take away the services, but may change how they are administered. It was discussed by parents that changing the way the program is administered is considered a “dismantling” of those programs.

7) Historically the opportunity for schools to develop and run their own after-school program has varied. Initially, ALL SCHOOLS were offered the choice to develop after-school programs and only Merriam and Douglas chose to do so. At other time points – when the Community Ed program was developed – other schools were told they could not run an independent after-school program. This occurred during a previous superintendent’s administration. There was comment that this was not fair to those schools (Gates, Conant, and McCarthy-Towne).  (Currently, we have been told that if those schools wanted to run their own programs they would be allowed to.  The principals of two of the other schools have recently expressed their wishes to not run their own programs.)

8) Merriam’s core educational philosophy of project-based learning is the driving factor for the focus on funding Classroom Assistants at Merriam. The educational approach requires assistants in the classroom in order to be executed effectively. This point was again emphasized, as it had been at the School Committee Meeting.

9) A parent noted the history in Massachusetts of schools and school communities struggling to overturn Prop 2 ½ in order to have needed funds for public education. With the current system of PTO fundraising supported by the after-care program at Merriam, there is less need to ask the Acton tax-payer, who may not have children in the school system, to pay more taxes to support the schools.

10) It was discussed that the focus should be in using successful after-care programs at Merriam and Douglas as a model for the other schools, and not as a “punishment” by taking them away. In the spirit of a collaborative approach, one parent generously offered to share her personal technical expertise with the PTOs at the other schools to assist them with their school’s auctions and fundraising.

THE NEXT SCHOOL COMMITTEE MEETING WILL BE NOVEMBER 17TH AT MERRIAM.

