KEEPING UP WITH THE BUDGET:  INSTALLMENT #6
What Questions Do You Still Have?


On Tuesday, February 9, we gathered at the school auditorium to hear a budget presentation.  The evening was a festive one with a healthy turnout of over 40 voters, beginning with a presentation of the New Explorers Club.  This group of five to eight-year-olds are taking part in an after-school program which is a collaboration between the Fairbanks Museum and the St. Johnsbury School.  Every Tuesday, these “new explorers” go to the Museum for exciting adventures in science led by Tara Holt Robinson and Bobby Farlice-Rubio.  The experiences range from exploring certain concepts in the museum, such as where do animals live and how do they make their homes, to venturing out into the community to learn about history and natural habitats.  This opportunity is provided by a grant written by the Fairbanks Museum and offered to our students.

Next, we had a short budget presentation and an explanation by Sandy Grenier who came with sample ballots in hand and voter registration forms, the checklist, and all information people would need about how to vote this year for both the Town and School District budgets.  The PowerPoint presentation that Kathy Ducharme and I used to explain the revenues and expenditures for this year is available on the website, along with the entire budget which will be printed in the Annual Report and should be out by February 20, 2010 in the Caledonian-Record. 

After the presentation, we were treated to a chicken and biscuits dinner put on by Carol Brill and her kitchen staff.  While people ate, they were entertained by Jazz Band Director, Lloyd Dugger, and some band members.  Sandy Grenier stayed for dinner, registered some voters and answered many questions.  Post-it notes and pens were placed at each table so that people could write any questions regarding the school budget that they still had.  The evening ended with a PTO meeting and a presentation of the art program by teachers Camille Miille and Evan Jewell.

The following questions were left on our chart paper on post-it notes.  I will answer them here:

Question #1:
    Why close to $300,000 budget for Student Support and Guidance?

We have two full-time Guidance Counselors which, for a school of our size and age range, is required by State standards.  We also have four para-educators who run the Student Support Centers which are strategically placed in houses of like grades to provide immediate support to students having difficulty in the classroom.  The actual budget for these programs is $281,247.  This includes all salaries and benefits, including all payroll taxes.  An extremely modest amount is included for books and supplies, which have been cut back for two years in a row.

Question #2:
   What is the difference between Guidance and Student Support?

This question was partially answered above.  Guidance Counselors are licensed professionals who teach classes, work with students in small groups, and provide educational opportunities for students to learn appropriate social skills.  The Student Support Centers are there for students who, when the need arises, find it difficult to remain in class and need a quiet space to think about what is going on for them.  The para-educators in the Student Support Centers are trained to help students process their issues, guide them through a plan that will help them re-enter the classroom, and refer the students to a professional if necessary.

Question #3:
  Why a $600,000 increase for high school tuition from ’08-’09 to ’09-’10 with fewer students?

First, you’ll notice on the PowerPoint that the total figure for ’08-’09 high school tuition of $5,013,492 is labeled as “actual.”  That means that at the end of that school year when all tuition that was actually paid was added up, it was that exact number.  It shows that an average of $11,965 was paid per student.  The ’09-’10 figure of $5,672,890 is listed as “budget.”  Right now, we have 382 students in high school.  Some tuitions have gone up (the average being about $13,000), and we budgeted for more than 382 students, which accounts for the higher number.  If things stay about the same through the end of this school year, we anticipate that there will be a surplus in that line item.  If that happens, as with any surplus in the overall budget, the amount will be applied to reduce the payments needed to retire the deficit.

Question #4:
  Why a 20% increase for Special Education?

There was a slight increase in Special Education students.  Some of the increased costs are salaries and benefits.  Others are related to services provided such as transportation.  The office of the Director of Student Support Services shows an increase, even though both the Director and all support staff are taking a freeze in pay.  The increase is due to budgeting some personnel to Special Education who were previously budgeted elsewhere.  
*Note: All Special Education expenses are partially offset by a State reimbursement formula of about 56%.

Question #5:
  Have you considered joining CNSU?

The Commissioner of Education, the Governor, and members of the legislature have all suggested that a consolidation of school districts into PreK-12 unions would be desirable.  This is a discussion that the School Board will need to have and much public input will be sought.  There could be several different solutions to the challenge.  It is unclear as to what that process will look like from the State level and what the timeline would be.  Any changes would not take place in the next school year, so would not affect this budget.

Question #6:
  How often are audits done on the school budget? Are results published?  Where are they available?

The District should be audited yearly to ensure that money budgeted either as surplus or deficit is knwn prior to the next year’s budget adoption.  St. Johnsbury had been behind in its scheduled audits for several years.  We are now completely up to date and the budget reflects correctly audited figures.  The audit is available for public review through the Business Office.

Question #7:
  Where can a person find the details of the contract of salaries and benefits for school staff?

Through the Business Office.  Please make an appointment for convenience.

Question #8:
  Where can a person get a detailed copy of the current school budget and the proposed budget?

Last year’s budget is available through the Town Annual Report.  The proposed budget is being posted on our website (www.stjsd.org) and will be available in the Town Report by February 20. 

Question #9:
  Without sufficient, verifiable figures over the years, how can it be stated that the Food Service went into deficit?

We now have reliable audited figures for years up to and including the 2008-09 school year.  A deep investigation into past years has been done and a very clear picture of what was happening with all our funds has emerged.  We will continue to keep our audits updated yearly.
