Preliminary School Closure Assessment

NEAT
Northampton Education Action Team

3 April 2008

Dear Members of the School Committee:

We offer the analysis below in the hope that it Wwdlp you make the best decisions at an
extremely challenging time. Our aim is not onlyatard off a school closing but ultimately to
close the budget gap threatening our school syatéeriook forward to tackling this issue
together and finding lasting solutions to this fumggdcrisis.

This document specifically addresses the issuesm@ilment and class size as they relate to the
possibility of closing an elementary school. We laappy to talk with any school committee
members individually or as a group to discussfilnither. Please feel free to contact Mandy
Gerry atgrmg@comcast.net413-584-19150r Tim Fisher gtn@neatonline.net413-303-

0275. Thank you in advance for your attention te important analysis and its ramifications in
your decision-making.

1. According to information distributed by the Supéeimdent at public meetings, closing a
school is a legitimate option to consider because:
a. overall student enrollment is declining and wilhtioue to decline
b. the current K-5 student population can be constdilanto three schools without
a negative impact on class size
2. Both of these premises are incorrect. Thus, cloamglementary school should not be on
the list of possible cuts for FYQ09.
3. This is demonstrated below using two publicly aafalié pieces of information:
a. the handout distributed at public meetings: “Nomtipdon Public Schools,
Elementary Enrollment, FY 1983 to FY 2009.” $egure 1, page.5
b. Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secortgdugation (website):
“School Finance: Statistical ComparisonSege Figure 2, page 6
4. Enrollment Premise
a. Errorsin the data:
i. Error 1: The “Northampton Public Schools, Elemeptanrollment, FY
1983 to FY 2009” handout states: “Since 1993, wiHlenence closed, the
population has declined by 504 students.” Thisegtant is incorrect:
Note the steep drop in the “Total” column from 1966.997. This drop of
239 occurred because that yelrggaders were moved to JFK because of
overcrowding and the switch to a middle school nhoTleat is not a drop
in enrollment. Using the state data to look at faise period, we see that
the elementary school population (K-5) actuallyé@ased by four
students: 1418 in 1996 to 1422 to 1997.
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ii. Error 2: The same statement is further compromigeidicorrect reporting
for certain years. Note the total for the year 2606345. When compared
to the state data, we find that this 1345 inclutiespore-K group of 57
children. (K through 5 + pre k=1345). But note tbkkowing year in the
handout: the 2007 figure of 1231 does imotude pre K. Thus, the totals
used to demonstrate a declining enrollment areosistent and distort
the picture. When consistent data is used fronsthie figures for K
through 5, the true picture is shown. The sentshoeld actually read:
“Since 1993, when Florence closed, the populatesdeclined by 229
students™—not 504.

b. Errors in assumptions

i. After adjusting for the errors above — i.e. usingpasistent data set for
pre-K through grade 5 — the data reveals severnabrtant facts that are
left out in the analysis presented to the community

1. 93% of that 229 decline occurred bef@@01. This means that in
the last six years, from 2001 to 2007 pre-K thro6lyrade
enrollment has dropped by only 22 students (13Q28Y). It
dropped by 18 for K through™s (no pre-K) during the same years.

2. The handout also states: “In the last ten yeanses1 999, the
population has declined by 185 students.” Agaifp&f that drop
(148 students) occurred by 2001. Including pre khendata, from
2001 until 2009, the (projected) drop is only 38dsints. For just
K through %' grade (no pre K) for the same years, the droplig o
22 students.

3. The full picture is that enrollment has leveled foéfm 2001 to the
present—remaining around the 1300 mark, with sligtiteases
and decreases from year to year. See gfaghre 4, page.8rhe
projected enroliment for FY 2009 is 1271. Last yé¢ae
superintendent said in tiaily Hampshire Gazettesee the article
belowon page $“l don’t think we can, at this moment, house
1300 kids at three schools. If our enroliment awunis to drop,
that’s a different story.” As the graph shows, éintent shows no
signs of straying from its current level of the Q3tkighborhood.

ii. Note the enrollment figures for 1996, the year thadrcrowding caused
the transfer of 8 graders to JFK. The student distribution was 349
(Bridge), 461 (Jackson), 454 (Leeds), 474 (Ryan).

1. Note that this overcrowding occurred 4 years dfterence
Grammar was closed. The evidence suggests thanglBkrence
Grammar contributed to overcrowding in the othdrosts. While
there may have been other good reasons for clédargnce, the
lesson for us today is that a school should natid®ed unless it is
certain that the closure will noause overcrowding in the
remaining buildings.

2. Using the enrollment figures for 1996 as a benchrfar
overcrowding, we find that if Bridge Street weresgd this year
and its children redistributed, Jackson street daumly be 36
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students away from that benchmark; Leeds only @@estts away;
Ryan Road 49 students away. This is not enoughcashion,
especially since enrollment trends are level, andendevelopment
is pending in Leeds, Hospital Hill and other looas. Extra
kindergarten classes were added at the last matiRgan Road in
2005 and then again at Bridge Street in 2006 becaius
unexpected influxes of students.

c. Enroliment Conclusions

i. The statement that enrollment is declining enowglgtify a school
consolidation at this time is not supported bydh&. A more accurate
conclusion is: “The steepest decline in Northamistpablic school
enrollment occurred before 2001. After that, tlemtr leveled off, with
minor increases and decreases, hovering just aoov&elow the 1300
mark.”

ii. The important question is: how long will this 13®@nd continue? Will
enrollment increase as the new Leeds developmeonipleted, as the
King Street condos are filled, as Hospital Hill beees populated? Or will
enrollment drop—and if it drops, will it slide sléywdown or will there be
a steep fall?

iii. To best answer these questions, more study nedxsdone using local
census data and neighborhood surveys. As a comynuaishould
determine the true threshold for when school codatbn makes sense;
that is, when consolidation yields long term sasimgpile causing
minimal disruption to the city, the district andetfuality of children’s
educational experience.

2. Class Size Premise

a. The premise that class sizes would be unaffecteidmhool consolidation is
misleading. It does not take into account the detvailability of physical space
at each individual school.

b. Equally misleading for the same reason is the “Maripton Public Schools,
Elementary Enrollment, FY 1983 to FY2009” handdustates: “Three
elementary schools with 425 each would still bel wetler the maximum number
of students in three of the schools at any timbénlast 26 years.”

i. The four scenarios presented for closing a schumlvsa re-distribution of
teachers and students. It shows how class sizéd loorak down, but does
not show where these students and teachers canybegly located.
There is simply not enough physical space to accodate such a
consolidation in the existing buildings.

il. For example, 3 of the 4 scenarios call for RyandRoaemain open and
accept its share of children from a closed Bridgee®. Two of these
scenarios call for a total of 20 classes at Ryath(ugh 5). One scenario
calls for 22 classes.

1. At present Ryan Road school has 13 rooms useddss cooms.
Seven other rooms are dedicated to Art, Music, GderpHead
Start, OT/PT, Environmental Lab and Life Skills. Gwoms are
used for storage.
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2. Therefore, in its present configuration, Ryan Rbasd 15 rooms
available to be used as classrooms. If the scentrai call for 20
classrooms were implemented, all but two room&énlauilding
would have to be used as classrooms. The Art, Mttgad Start
etc rooms would have no space. The community has assured
that the consolidation would not result in “artacart”. But the
facts do not support this statement. In the seemamwhich 22
classrooms are needed to accommodate the closarg, would be
no space at all available for art, music, compater Every room
in the school would be used. From a facilities pecsive, this is
overcrowding. It is not tenable, in particular besa enrollment, as
we’ve seen, fluctuates up and down.

c. Leaving physical space aside, at present theretismough staff to adequately
support three schools at 425 students each. Ryad,Rmce the last overcrowded
period of 1996, has lost an assistant principél]ldime secretary, 2 teacher
aides, a full time speech therapist, twbgtade teacher aides, a reading specialist,
a math specialist, an elementary librarian, aneeldtrary aide, a half-time
instrumental teacher and a half-time bilingual kesic This pattern of cuts is
similar at Bridge Street. The cuts were made teesblidget problems. But they
have stripped the school of the human infrastrech@cessary to accommodate
425 students.

3. Final ConclusionThe premises for closing an elementary schoolybés are faulty.
Closing a school is not an option to consider asent. It should not be on the list. A
study needs to be done to determine the variouditbtmms under which a school closure
should be considered.
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Figure 1
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Figure 2
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Figure 3
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State data 1988-2007 from: http://financel.doe.mass.edu/schfin/statistics/enroll_grades.aspx?ID=210

Total Enrollment 1988-2007 PK-5

2008 and 2009 Totals from handout distributed at public meetings: “Northampton Public Schools, Elementary Enroliment, FY 1983 to FY2009”
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School Closing Weighed

By KRISTINA TEDESCHI Staff Writer
Daily Hampshire Gazette

[Originally published on: Saturday, April 28, 2007]

NORTHAMPTON - Faced with expected cuts and grim prospects for future budgets,
members of the school district's Budget and Property Committee say redistricting or
closing an elementary school could be in the future.

'We need to start that conversation now, knowing that this budget problem is not going
to go away,' Superintendent Isabelina Rodriguez Babcock told members of the School
Councils from all six city schools Thursday. They were among the people attending the
meeting of the budget committee at Jackson Street School.

The superintendent said redistricting, or changing the way neighborhoods are divided to
even out enrollment at the four elementary schools, is a more likely alternative than
closing a school.

'I don't think we can, at this moment, house 1,300 kids at three schools," Rodriguez
Babcock said Friday. 'If our enrollment continues to drop, that's a different story.'

If redistricting evened out the enrollment at the four elementary schools, class sizes at
each would be smaller, therefore decreasing the number of teachers needed, which
would save the district money, said Jackson Street Principal Gwen Agna.

'It's more about balancing between schools,’ said Agna. ‘It also provides equity.’

The discussion about the two options came about after Rodriguez Babcock announced
a set of cuts she was proposing as she prepares the school department's budget for the
fiscal year that begins July 1.

Rodriguez Babcock's proposed budget for fiscal 2008 is $27,652,525, an increase of 5
percent ($1,308,442) over this year's budget of $26,344,083. Mayor Clare Higgins has
said she is holding all city departments to 2 percent increases.

Proposed cuts under consideration by city school principals include $53,000 from
Northampton High School's and Florence Learning Center's combined budget of about
$5.6 million, and $40,000 from each elementary school and JFK Middle School. Leeds
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School, R.K. Finn Ryan Road School and Bridge Street School each have budgets of
about $2 million, while Jackson Street, the largest of the four, has a $2.5 million budget,
according to school department Business Manager Susan Wright.

The cuts account for a projected $246,000 gap in funding, which does not include a
projected $100,000 cut in state Title 1 funds for fiscal 2008, the superintendent said
Friday.

Some School Council members at the meeting said they object to the reasoning behind
how much to cut from each school, arguing elementary schools with fewer children
should absorb greater cuts than those with more students.

Currently, according to state Department of Education figures, Jackson Street enrolls
408 students in preschool through fifth grade; Leeds has 326 students in K-5; Bridge
Street enrolls 287 students, while Ryan Road, the smallest of the four, enrolls 266
students in K-5.

At-large School Committee member Katherine Foote Newman, who serves on the
Budget and Property Committee, said while painful, redistricting or closing a school
could be a way to remedy district-wide cuts.

'If we looked at redistricting and spreading our kids out, and closing an elementary
school, which nobody wants to talk about,’ said Newman, 'that perhaps might get to the
equity issue.’

Rodriguez Babcock said she cut the same amount from the elementary and middle
schools because it was difficult to give one school less money than another.

'As a superintendent,’ Rodriguez Babcock added, 'it's very difficult for me to say that the
children at Ryan Road are less important than the kids at Jackson Street.’

If closing a school becomes a possibility, Agna urged for greater community
participation than was sought when Florence Grammar School closed in 1992. Back
then, she said, the matter was decided with a swift School Committee vote and little
community input.

'We call it the Saturday night massacre,' Agna said of the decision. 'No planning went
into it.'

Rodriguez Babcock said she is leaving the decision of where to cut up to each principal,
arguing that they know where their schools can best tolerate a reduction.

‘At this point in our school district, almost everybody is doing two jobs already,' said
Ryan Road Principal Margaret Riddle. 'Many are doing three. It really doesn't matter
what we do; it's taking each person and trying to squeeze more, which is just not
possible.’
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The discussion turned to the hardships of growing class sizes and the approximately 40
students who leave city schools for charter schools, which costs the district over $1
million, Rodriguez Babcock said.

School officials urged community members to lobby state representatives in reducing
the per pupil expenditures for students who attend charter schools and begin
campaigning to get charter school students back into the district.

‘That would be financially beneficial to us," Newman told listeners.
‘You're the best advertising we have,' said Lucy Hartry, School Committee vice

chairwoman and Budget and Property Committee member. 'That's the way we'll get
students to come back.’
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