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The Montclair Board of School Estimate

The Montclair Board of School Estimate held the second of three meetings on March 30 to consider the 2015-16
school district budget, with Mayor Robert Jackson presiding.  The two councilors on the board, Sean Spiller and
William Hurlock, asked most of the questions following public comment.  Several other local leaders, including school
board member Robin Kulwin and Councilor-at-Large Rich McMahon, also attended.

Reprising his role as the BoSE’s secretary, Brian Fleischer, the district’s chief financial officer, reported that the staff
reductions being considered  — 10 teachers and 23 paraprofessionals — would not affect any of the district’s 221
paraprofessionals under contract through the Montclair Education Association (MEA) and that the reductions could be
derived from the number of 39 long-term substitutes serving in eight positions in the district.

He added that seven of the 10 teaching positions being reduced could be eliminated through attrition, and that he was
hopeful that the entire reduction still could be achieved with layoffs.

In going over the different elements of the budget with Fleischer, Councilor Spiller (who, per his bio on his website
and Facebook page, is also a high school science teacher in Wayne), came to the forefront with many detailed
questions about various line items.  While expressing pleasure with the additional savings found for health insurance,
he asked Fleischer if he got a detailed analysis explaining the rationale for the increases in insurance costs and
where the district was in looking for additional savings. Fleischer responded that the district did work with insurance
consultant Brown & Brown over analysis of claims by specialty but could not find any clear comparative data against
costs in the Montclair district’s past.  He did say that the district brought into the top three bidders  to see how
employees could get health care but possibly concentrate more on wellness and prevention in terms of producing
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positive outcomes at lower costs.  “We are continuing to push for efficiencies and for a kind of sharper budgeting that
will hopefully allow us to reach some sort of agreements and ideas that might allow us to reduce the health care
budget,” he said, “not by millions, but hopefully by enough that we can use some additional health benefit savings to
get these numbers down.”

Councilor Spiller also talked about testing, and he said there should be a discussion about teacher evaluations and
which of the models of evaluation that are recognized by the state should be used by Montclair to allow more
flexibility for teachers. He also asked about the $290,000 spent in 2014-15 on substitute teachers, and Fleischer
boiled down the reasons to professional development and training technology teachers for the Partnership for
Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) tests, along with a substantial rise in absenteeism
— the latter reason prompting whispers of “no” and “not true” from the audience.   “I’m not blaming anybody, ”
Fleischer said.  “People get sick, that’s not an accusation.”

Councilor Spiller found the increased reliance on long-term substitutes over the recent school years troubling. 
Fleischer said the intent was to account for the variability of student individualized education programs and student
paraprofessional needs, and he admitted that a conversation was needed about the process.  Councilor Spiller said
he was glad that such a conversation would occur.  He called the increased numbers of substitutes “problematic” and
threatened consistency in student instruction.  “Even long term subs there who are siphoning through, that can have
a negative impact,” he said, “and just seeing where we’ve come since 2012, I think there’s no question, at least for
me, that we’re moving in the wrong direction in that regard.”

Councilor Hurlock asked mostly about textbooks and technology.  He asked about classes where there were textbook
shortages reported. Fleischer that no shortages were brought to his attention, but he said there were substantial
textbook purchases in the current year aligned with the Common Core that were discussed with the curriculum
committee that were instigated by central services, but he added that the principals in each school have school
budgets that can be used to addressed shortages.  Fleischer also said that he doesn’t anticipate huge central-
services-mandated textbook purchases for the 2015-16 school year.  In response to Councilor Hurlock’s queries
about technology, Fleischer said that much of the recent spending on computers and devices was propelled by the
need to administer the PARCC tests, so even with the opt-outs over PARCC, the technological components acquired
meant that the money was put to good use. Councilor Hurlock said he was interested in seeing how much money
could be saved going forward on administering the PARCC tests due to opt-outs, and Fleischer said he hoped to be
able to release the number of opt-outs in Montclair soon, and on the school board’s Web page.

The public comment mostly reiterated the issues touched on in the previous week. Rachael Quinn Egan returned to
the lectern, asserting that the budget did not reflect the concerns of the people who signed her petition opposing the
cuts. Montclair High School secretary Elsa Napolitano objected to the secretarial cuts in the budget, warning that it
would lead to less efficiency in administering the schools.  Many more residents found fault with the failure of the
budget to consider closing the achievement gap between upper- and middle-income and lower-income students. 
Resident Andrew Gideon, meanwhile, said that the tax revenue over the last few years had been under-funding the
schools but that the insufficient rates were concealed by a now-exhausted surplus, and that taxes should be reset to
where they should have been all along, and that even with attrition, the number of teachers by head count was still
being reduced  at a detriment to the schools. A slower increase over time, Gideon said, would have been preferable to
allowing them to be kept artificially low by the surplus.

In closing the meeting, Mayor Jackson thanked the audience for their respectful comment and said that he felt the
democratic process was working in Montclair with regards to formulating the school budget, and that hopefully  the
governing body was getting a sense of the people’s concerns and would respond accordingly.   The third and final
BoSE meeting, in which the school budget will be voted on, is set for Monday, April 6.
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