Summary of August 24, 2004 Meeting

County/Schools Collaboration

Chairs and Vice Chairs

Orange County Government Services Center

Present:
S. Carraway, E. Carter, B. Jacobs, L. Hough, J. Link, N. Pedersen, B. Stephens, L. Stuckey, R. Visser, A. Sachs (facilitator).

New Paradigm for SRO’s

The group continued its discussion from July 8 of the ten areas of collaboration agreed to by the two school boards.  It sought to clarify the authority and sources of funding for school resource officers (SRO’s) in each school district.

Mr. Link said the challenge is to find a method for funding the school districts’ needs above and beyond the funding that is allocated on a per pupil basis.  He reviewed the process followed by the County and school districts to help “catch up” on school nursing services, through a Health Department contract.  He noted that the Manager and Superintendents had just spoken about taking a similar approach to helping the schools meet their needs for social workers.  If there were a countywide district tax, he said, then it might offer the County and schools a possible funding source for this or other needs.

Ms. Stuckey noted that SRO’s are an area that might need a creative funding mechanism.  As D.A.R.E. funding has diminished, both school districts have increased their share of the cost for SRO’s.  Although the SRO at Carrboro Elementary School is a Carrboro police officer funded by the Town of Carrboro, all the other SRO’s in the City Schools are paid for by the school district with a combination of state and local funds.  The SRO’s in the Orange County Schools are Sheriff’s Deputies, funded by the school district (from its County allocation and from outside grants) and by other County support.  A Hillsborough police officer serves on the County Schools’ Safety Committee.

The group noted that there is value in having officers from the closest local law enforcement agency in the schools.  A local officer’s understanding of what is happening in the surrounding community helps him or her to monitor and provide assistance within a school.  The officer’s awareness of what is happening among students during school hours also can aid law enforcement in the community at large.  Police Chiefs are supportive of SRO’s and school crossing guards, and also are concerned about their departments’ budgets.  For example, Chapel Hill and Carrboro have stepped back from funding and hiring school crossing guards and have stepped back from funding the SRO’s assigned to the City Schools.

Dr. Pedersen said that the 17,000 citizens attending schools throughout the County deserve adequate public safety services.  The ultimate responsibility for safety and security in and around a public school belongs to the municipalities in which the school is located or, for the unincorporated areas, with the Sheriff.  Alternative models exist in Durham, Wake, Cumberland, and perhaps other North Carolina counties, where the Sheriff’s Departments are responsible for school safety through arrangements with the affected municipalities.

The meeting participants agreed to initiate a deeper discussion of school safety among the elected boards within the County.  All agreed that the schools should provide a briefing for the Board of County Commissioners on school security (including crossing guards) and funding at the next joint school districts/BOCC Assembly (September 27).  All requested that this issue be on the agenda of the September 29 Assembly of (municipal and County) Governments.  Mr. Jacobs offered to raise the issue with the Mayors of Chapel Hill and Carrboro at a September 2 breakfast meeting.  Mr. Link said that following a request from Mr. Jacobs and the Mayors, the Sheriff and lead staff from each jurisdiction (school Superintendents, Town Managers and/or Police Chiefs, and himself) would have the appropriate mandate to proceed with talks about the best way to provide for school safety countywide.

“New Paradigm” more generally

The group next turned its attention to the “new paradigm” for funding schools, beyond its specific application to SRO’s.

Ms. Carter said that the school districts and BOCC should try to find a way to meet the districts’ needs without diminishing the resources available to County departments, such as Public Health and the Department of Social Services.  She noted that the school districts are already getting a “large slice” of the County budget, and suggested that the group consider the larger implications of any changes in funding patterns.  She added that the “new paradigm” needs to be better defined for the community, and perhaps not applied separately across different needs (social workers, SRO’s, nurses, mental health) but instead be pursued as a single package to address needs comprehensively.

The group then sought to clarify “new paradigm.”  It is a way to supplement the funding that the County would provide in any year to each school district on an equalized per pupil basis.  It means developing new revenue sources to help reduce the funding disparity that exists across the two school districts.  One example of a new paradigm revenue source is a supplemental county wide tax that also reduces the City Schools district tax.  New paradigm funds would advance the BOCC’s and school districts’ shared priorities.  The method by which a new paradigm is carried out should be “innovative and legal,” perhaps an agreement across the three boards implemented after the regular budget process is completed.  Funding for school operations would continue on a per pupil basis, and care would be taken so that competition with other County needs for the new funds does not result.  Mr. Link asked the group what kinds of programs or needs would provide a community “rallying cry” for such a new paradigm revenue source.  These ideas were generated by the group:

· Mental health, more fundamental than substance abuse

· Nursing

· After school, beyond 3:30

· (Public) safety

· Social workers

· Middle or early college

· Pre-school programs

· Unfunded mandates

· Economic development – expand and diversify the tax base

Contract for Library Services at McDougle Middle/Elementary Schools


Members of the group next resolved a delay in finishing the contract renewal between Orange County and the Chapel Hill –Carrboro City Schools for the operation of the Carrboro branch of the library located at McDougle Middle and Elementary Schools.  Ms. Stuckey noted that this sort of contract is “the nuts and bolts of collaboration,” and stated that explicit contracts should always precede implementation of joint efforts, so that the boundaries of the partnership are clear and clearly agreed upon, “like good fences for good neighbors.”

Money has been budgeted for all of the items in the contract.  The contract will be on the City Schools’ September 2 consent agenda and on the BOCC’s September 9 consent agenda.  Ms. Stephens will coordinate with Mr. Visser to make sure that Dr. Pedersen receives the final, agreed upon version of the contract.

Budget Process

Mr. Jacobs asked the group to listen to his concerns about how the City Schools had communicated about the Manager’s and BOCC’s proposed budgets this past Spring.  His goal in raising the issue is to move beyond these concerns, and toward a working relationship that feels good for everyone.

However, he said, he felt judged and blamed, and thinks Mr. Link was being attacked, by the May 25 “Budget Alert” distributed by the City Schools and in memoranda from Dr. Pedersen and Ms. Carter.  He views these as efforts to exert political pressure on the Board, and said that such tactics undermine his good will and subvert their collaboration.

Ms. Carter agreed with Mr. Jacobs that it is very important for all to be mindful of how they communicate.  She said that she and other School Board members were frustrated by the BOCC’s response to the City Schools’ requests for funding for the third high school, Rashkis Elementary, and Twin Creeks.  Dr. Pedersen said that he reviews the Budget Alerts (he does not write them), makes sure they are factually correct, and tries to take out language that might be offensive to others.  He acknowledged that a memorandum referred to by Mr. Jacobs reflected frustration being experienced during the budget process by school personnel.  Ms. Stuckey thanked Mr. Jacobs for letting the group know how he was feeling.

Dr. Pedersen added that his own frustration would diminish if the BOCC would place school board business early on its meeting agenda.  He also asked that information relevant to those items be shared with school board members and staff in advance, or at least during the BOCC meetings.

September 27 joint Assembly

Ms. Carter expressed hope that the September 27 Assembly of the School Boards and BOCC would be relaxed, without raised voices, and conducted so that the three Boards would relate as equals.  Dr. Carraway noted that the Boards tried to do too much during the last Assembly, and so unfortunately lost the opportunity to have a conversation.

Next Meeting

The next Collaboration meeting of the Chairs and Vice Chairs will take place at Lincoln Center in Chapel Hill, on Monday October 4, 2:00 PM – 4:00 PM.
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