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EQUITY 

Applied to Curtailment

Equitable (adj)

Characterized by equity or fairness; just and right, fair, reasonable

Equity (n)

The quality of being fair or impartial

Source: Web Dictionary

There are many lenses through which one can view equity. Ultimately, the definition brings us to a more familiar word, “fairness.” As Chair Peter Eglinton often says, “Equity does not mean equal.” The question the School Committee asked me to address relates specifically to whether the curtailment plan presented to the School Committee on November 18, 2009, was equitable.  Honestly, equity played no part in my original goal to have the principals cut 20%-22% of their total budget.  The issue in my mind at the time was is that a reasonable starting point, not whether it was that fair.  

The challenge of meeting the Committee’s stated goal of outlining $2.7 in curtailment, five months into the budget, was to identify the unexpended balances.  To that end, everyone on staff moved quickly and efficiently.  Meetings occurred at the Central Office level and the principal level.  Communication was notable at the middle and high school levels.

Assumptions
The charge to outline an equitable curtailment plan assumes that the original and totally unexpended 2009-10 budget was formed with equity as its core.  It also would require equal expenditures on a monthly basis by all cost centers.  It challenges decades-long patterns of budgetary behavior that front-loads expenditures in the summer to prepare for the fall and winter. It assumes that all cost centers have an equal bite of the budgetary pie.  Historically, the costs of running an elementary school are less than operating a middle school, and the cost of running a high school is more than operating a middle school.  Is this equitable and fair?  As an example, when I divided the cost of Average Daily Enrollment (ADE) allotments per school I found that the K-5 schools received $117.85 per student, 6-8 schools received $160.15 per student and the three high schools received $263.92.  Such data mimics national and state data.  The reason is that high schools are far more expensive to run due to increased staffing, costs of expensive texts, and purchase of and upkeep of dedicated equipment and lab materials.

These factors greatly complicate the task of developing an equitable curtailment plan.  

Student Need

The lens one should apply to the issue of equity fairness is the need of the student.  Children who are read to, talked with, fed well, clothed appropriately, and kept safe and warm generally begin school with many advantages over youngsters who are raised in less advantageous environments.  Portland’s Free and Reduced lunch (FRL) count average is 48.78% with peninsula school Reiche having the highest rate of poverty at 77.6%, and mainland school Longfellow at 21.5%.  The two island schools (statistical outliers) have the lowest FRL count. Poverty creates inequity or fundamental unfairness for these children.  

The federal government, through Title I, tries to provide a level of fairness or equity by providing additional funds for reading teachers and math teachers to build up the skills of those children who come to school poor and ill equipped.  Sadly, we all know the best time to form a strong mind and body is during the pre-school years, so programs like Title I are critical yet face difficult challenges.

The federal and state commitment to children who have disabilities is another attempt to inject equity to benefit the disadvantaged.  Children who generations ago were “hidden away” are now mainstreamed, providing them with a sense of “equity” or fairness.  The learning disabled range in handicapping condition from mild speech impediments to significant cognitive and physical disabilities.  The rationale behind these programs is that it is fair and equitable that we expend more per student on the disadvantaged.

Finally, our immigrant children and their families entering the Portland school system everyday with few financial resources and little understanding of how the ‘system’ works are facing incredible language and cultural barriers we can only imagine. The purpose of the English Language Program and our school department’s division of Multi-Cultural and Multi-Lingual education is to provide a pathway for success for these young people by keeping the playing field level.
Thus, equity in schools isn’t about buildings.  It isn’t about programs, and it isn’t about athletics.  It’s about access to a free and appropriate education that challenges every child and carves a pathway to success.  We are the advocates for all children, rich or poor, new to this country or not, gifted or disabled.  We assure equity when budgets reflect the needs of all.  If equity means being fair, then that must be the foundation of all our work.  The challenge we face is extremely limited resources.
The Curtailment 

The central question related to the curtailment is whether it is equitable.  As stated during the Finance Committee meeting on November 24, 2009, equity is a lens through which one can look when building a budget from scratch, as we will be doing shortly in the development of the 2010-2011 budget.   I accept the challenge that it can be applied to the curtailment to the degree that it is possible based upon the expenditures to date.

The task given by the School Committee was to make suggestions to you related to a $2.7 million curtailment target, and that task was completed.  I was then asked to look at the recommended curtailment through the lens of equity, which is what I have attempted to do for December 16, 2009.  

Attachment A provides the modifications I have made to move the curtailment plan toward equity.   
· I have redistributed the cuts in the substitute account to the respective buildings.  You may recall that four principals included the substitute savings within their curtailment plan.  By moving all the substitute savings to the buildings, it credits them with the savings and moves them closer to the goal for their budgets.  
· In addition, I increased the substitute savings projection from $100,000 to $150,000.  Again, you may recall that I informed you that I felt the $100,000 figure was conservative, so I’ve increased it accordingly.  I then divided the $150,000 by 6900 students, giving me a value of $22 per student that I then applied to the enrollment of each building.  I added that figure to the figure that the principals provided me for the November 18 meeting.  
· I lowered the amounts offered by three schools: Nathan Clifford by $2,000, EECS by $8,000 and Lyman Moore by $10,000.  Each of these schools put ‘too much’ on the table compared to similar sized schools in the system.
· I reviewed the teacher’s contract.  The co-curricular accounts negotiated with the teachers offer a measure of equity in that all schools receive funding for the same negotiated positions, i.e., drama, baseball, softball, etc.  By applying this standard across all schools, I have eliminated any recommendations related to any co-curricular. However, the contract does provide for “floats,” which are particularly important at the elementary level.  The “floats” allow each elementary school/middle school to offer some unique programming in their schools that may not be offered at other schools.  An example of this might be foreign language after school at an elementary school or knitting at Lyman Moore.
· I have collapsed my recommendations to only those with a confidence level of ‘5” or higher.  This removed course reimbursement ($100,000) and furlough days ($200,000) from the list.  However, as PEA President Kathleen Casasa stated, these issues can be discussed as we learn more regarding legislative action January through April 2010.

I believe that these changes apply an element of equity that did not exist in my original plan.  Again, I want to recognize the contributions of all who assisted me in struggling through this very difficult task: Central Office administrators, principals and union presidents.  I am in hopes that the School Committee will find this work more balanced, fair and equitable and can support it as the monthly measure by which we will monitor progress toward the $2.7 million dollar curtailment.  
