List of Questions from Budget Presentation

1. If school employees can participate in Florida’s State Retirement Plan, why can’t they also participate in the state’s health insurance plan to save money?
The Legislature has statutorily allowed participation in the FRS system.  They have not allowed a similar accommodation for health care coverage. 
2. Why can’t the District use the reading FCAT benchmark test for our comparative testing data in the primary grades; saving money on testing and scoring?
There is not a uniform FCAT benchmark test that is used in primary grades throughout Pasco County.  Several schools are using a variety of benchmark assessment tools, but this is not yet a requirement for all schools. 
3. Why can’t the District eliminate the required after-school meetings for teachers at schools participating in restructuring to save the money?
The District currently has a Memorandum of Understanding stating that teachers will be paid their hourly wage for participating in these mandatory trainings.  These trainings are a required part of the District’s Restructuring Plan for two schools (RBCES and HES) under the No Child Left Behind Act.  The trainings are funded with a portion of Title I Grant money that must be set aside for execution of the District’s Restructuring Plan.  Therefore, they cannot be used for other operating expenses.
4. Why can’t we encourage people to retire early, in order to save money?
The District currently has an Early Retirement Program available to employees.  To be eligible, an employee must be 50 years of age or older at the time of retirement, have 25 or more years of creditable FRS service AND have reached a certain step on the salary schedule.  In some cases employees that have retired under FRS, have served a certain number of years of service (depending on their hire date and other factors) may also be eligible to participate.  For specific information on eligibility requirements, please see the Instructional/SRP Master Contracts)

Under the District’s Early Retirement Plan, an employee who is at least fifty (50) years of age but less than (55) years of age at the time of early retirement will receive an amount equal to thirty-five (35) percent of the unreduced FRS retirement benefit.  An employee who is at least fifty-five (55) years of age but less than sixty-two (62) years of age at the time of early retirement will receive an amount equal to one-hundred percent (100%) of the difference between the unreduced FRS benefit and the reduced FRS early retirement benefit.  According to the Instructional/SRP Master Contracts, no employee shall be required by the Board to take advantage of the provisions of this article.  

In addition, under certain circumstances, the Board will continue to pay the single health insurance premium for the Board-sponsored health plan until the retiree is eligible for Medicare benefits.  The eligibility for this provision is also outlined in the Master Contracts.  For more details, please contact Mike Hudson at extension 42277.

5. Why can’t we use teachers as substitutes during their planning period, on a voluntary basis, by offering a small stipend $10-15 dollars per hour?
Our District currently has a mechanism in place for this; however, the contract language dictates the rate of pay for the stipend must be equal to the hourly wage.  This is only being offered on an as needed basis and when it is financially prudent.   When the cost of a teacher’s hourly wage and benefits are calculated, this is often not a practical cost-saving alternative to hiring a substitute. 

6. Can we look at pay cuts before lay-offs?
At this point in time, the Board and I have prioritized maintaining employee compensation packages and avoiding layoffs.  If future cuts necessitate further action; we will consider all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union.  
7. Can we eliminate bonus pay for masters degrees at the elementary school? 
The instructional contract stipulates the additional pay for advanced degrees and credit hours.  If the pay were to be eliminated, it would be a subject of collective bargaining and it would probably be eliminated for all instructional staff, not just for one subgroup of employees. 

8. Can we use paraprofessionals to assist the Physical Education coach instead of having a second teacher?
Student safety and program quality are integral components of the District’s current allocation formula.  The District’s primary mission is to provide a high quality, well-rounded educational experience; therefore, the District needs to make funding decisions that maintain the integrity of programs.  

9. Can we voluntarily take a $20.00 per pay period pay reduction; saving $4.7 million in a year?
At this point in time, the Board and I have prioritized maintaining employee compensation packages and avoiding layoffs.  If future cuts necessitate further action; we will consider all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union.  

10. Can we raise the millage rate next year to generate more local revenue?
With the exception of discretionary millage, the Legislature determines the millage rate school districts are required to levy.  As part of the Penny for Pasco Bond Referendum approved by voters, the District agreed to reduce its discretionary millage by .5 for the duration of the Penny for Pasco authorization.  Therefore, the District is currently levying the full amount it is able to levy at this time.    

11. Can we remind teachers who work late to turn off any unnecessary lights or AC/heat, etc. and to turn off their classroom lights when they leave for specials?
Yes, there will be another reminder sent out to staff.   You can also help us in this endeavor by reminding your colleagues.

12. Can we cut all sports for the rest of the year in secondary schools?  This would save money on facility expenditures, coaches, and athletic directors, right?
At this time, the District has developed a plan that balances the current budget while achieving the following three goals: 

· Protecting Classroom Spending

· Maintaining Employee Compensation Packages

· Avoiding Layoffs

This has been done without completely eliminating the athletic program.  The District’s mission is to provide a high-quality, well-rounded education program for all students.   The District recognizes that athletic programs are an important component of such an enhanced educational experience.  Therefore, the District will be using participation fees to cover a portion of costs that were once funded through General Revenue.   Additionally, the number of athletic competitions throughout the state have been reduced to save costs.
13. Can the District save money by eliminating the screening tool that Human Resources uses?
This tool is a vital resource for ensuring a high quality workforce.  The vendor for this screening tool has also been asked to provide a 10% discount to the District in light of the current budget conditions.  

14. Will the District be closing schools?
The District School Board of Pasco County is in a very different situation than surrounding school districts.  While our District’s growth has slowed, we are still growing.  The District is also “playing catch-up” to accommodate the high levels of growth experienced throughout the past decade.  There are still many portables in use throughout the District. 

15. Can we look at the voluntary elimination of planning periods at the secondary level? 
If future reductions necessitate further action; we will explore all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union.  

16. Can we subtract a year of service credit from anyone hired from outside Pasco from this point forward to level the playing field since Pasco teachers won’t be getting step increases this year?
This would require a change in law. Outside credit will be treated similarly to credit earned in Pasco.

17. Can we do away with team leader positions? 
If future reductions necessitate further action; we will explore all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union.  

18. Can we get rid of the private contracts with landscapers at schools to save money?
The District is in the process of evaluating the cost-effectiveness of this suggestion.  In the meantime, all vendors have been asked to provide the District with a 10% discount. 

19. Can we make students buy their textbooks?
The law requires schools districts to provide free and appropriate public education and support for learning, including textbooks.  There is separate funding given from the state to provide instructional materials, such as textbooks. 

20. Can we get rid of the content area supervisors and staff development trainers by putting them back in the classroom?
No, Pasco County has very low administrative costs.  There is a total of 328 administrators (including principals and assistant principals) in the District.  These employees fulfill statutory obligations, are responsible for the implementation of legislative mandates, and are essential to providing a quality education for students.  Their work provides the resources and tools that are necessary to support learning. 

21. Can we save any money by eliminating themes, as they don’t align to grade level expectations or the resources available in our instructional materials?
The Elementary Design Team is in the process of revising the theme rotation to align it with the New Generation Standards and grade level expectations.   There are only minimal costs associated with rewriting and implementing the themes.  
22. Can we switch to a four-day school week to save money?
This would require a change in law and in DOE rule as both currently stipulate the number of hours and the number of days of instruction.  

23. Can we provide in-services online or at school sites to save money?
The majority of trainings are currently offered at school sites.  The District is also currently offering several training opportunities through an online forum.  

24. Can we promote more fundraising opportunities?
We will be investigating this as we work to balance the budget for next year. 

25. Can we close QHES and spread those students to other nearby schools and can we keep portables instead of building new schools?
Though growth in the District has slowed, many of our schools remain at or above capacity, especially in the Wesley Chapel area.  We are required, as a part of the school concurrency law, to have a plan for bringing those schools back to capacity.   Additionally, this is a requirement under the class size amendment.  It is also important to remember that under current law, capital money cannot be used for operating expenses.  

26. What happened to all the money coming from the Seminole Casino having 
Vegas style gambling? I thought the state was supposed to get a huge profit from the casino.  Is the school system seeing any of 
that money?
There was recently a compact that was entered into by the Governor relating to casino-style gambling. The compact stated that the money would be put in the state’s General Education Fund.  The validity of the compact is currently being challenged in the court system.

27. Some people received multiple copies of the flyer that was sent home to students (it included the vision statement).  It appears this might be an area of potential savings. 
This will be investigated and considered as we seek to balance the budget next year.

28.   On page 9 of presentation, overtime for 2008-2009 is listed as $25,000
(10%) and on Page 10 it is listed as $75,000 (10%).  Why are they listed
separately and for different amounts?
One of the pages reflected overtime for hourly employees at the District level, while the other reflected overtime at the school-level. 

29. If there are personnel cuts, will they be across the board?  Will they
be equally divided between Administration, Instructional and
Non-instructional? We understand that this may be a premature question.
The procedure for layoffs is outlined in the employee contract.  It is premature to provide specific information about percentages of layoffs since the Board is trying to do everything in its power to avoid layoffs at this time.  

30. If 200 job cuts are coming, and 100 are currently frozen, does that number come off the total?  
At this time, positions have been frozen.  The District is working hard to avoid layoffs.

31. Can we get the Legislature to transfer money into the General Fund until the
economy stabilizes some?  Then, we could have capital funds pay for operating expenses (lights, insurance, water etc.), right?
The District is currently working with the legislative delegation to seek a change in statute that would grant us some flexibility. 

32. If we have layoffs, do you know what personnel would be cut first? Many new 
teachers are afraid we will be losing our jobs.  Also, what would be the timing of layoffs? My assistant principal said they might handle the cuts by not filling vacant positions. Is this true? 

The procedure for layoffs is outlined in the employee contract.  It is premature to provide specific information about percentage/timings for /of layoffs since the Board is trying to do everything in its power to avoid layoffs at this time.  Also, vacant positions have already been frozen as part of an effort to absorb the current deficit.

33. Can we eliminate Dual Enrollment and Advanced Placement courses to save money?

Districts are statutorily obligated to provide these accelerated opportunities for students.  Additionally, weighted funding is provided by the state for these courses. 
34. Can we have students pay for their Advanced Placement exams? 
The state provides weighted funding to pay for the cost of the exams.

35. Can we ask the Legislature to cut the Ready to Work Initiative?
The District has provided the Legislature with a list of all current unfunded mandates, including the Ready to Work Initiative.  

36. Can the District cut Extended School Year/ Extended Day Programs or the 3rd grade Summer Reading Camp to save money?
Extended School Year and Extended Day Programs are currently paid for with Supplemental Academic Instruction categorical funds.  During an earlier round of budget reductions, the Board approved a spending plan that significantly reduces these programs.  The 3rd Grade Summer Reading Camp is a requirement and is funded through Reading Categorical Funding. 

37. Are salaries going to be cut and if so by how much? If salary reductions are instituted, will it happen across the board, from the highest paid to the lowest?
It is premature to discuss salary cuts at this time. If future reductions necessitate further action; we will explore all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union.  

38. Can we delay the textbook adoption cycle?
The District has asked the Legislature for such flexibility.

39. Can we abort the semester end exams?
End of Semester/Course Exams are a District priority outlined in the Strategic Plan, as they are a best practice in evaluating and making improvements to instructional delivery. There is a national and statewide push to move forward with the development of these useful tools.  A portion of these exams is being funded through federal grants, which are restricted in use.  Other costs associated with the development and scanning of the exams are handled internally at a minimal cost. 

40. Is it really impossible to move budget funds from one classification (i.e. new building) to another?
It requires legislative action, which the District is currently seeking. 

41. Can we eliminate all non-academic expenditures?
At this time, the District has developed a plan that balances the current budget while achieving the following three goals: 

· Protecting Classroom Spending

· Maintaining Employee Compensation Packages

· Avoiding Layoffs

This has been done without completely eliminating all non-academic expenditures.  The District’s mission is to provide a high-quality, well-rounded education program for all students.   The District recognizes there are many non-academic components that enhance the educational experience and provide support for learning. 

42. What is the penalty for not meeting the class size amendment?
The Department of Education has the authority to withhold funds for districts failing to comply.  Additionally, the Department of Education can automatically transfer funds from the District’s operating funds to their capital funding if the district is non-compliant.  

43. Can we ask that people submit their retirement forms earlier so we can better plan for future openings?
This idea will be considered as we make plans to budget for next year.  

44. Can we look at ELL and ESE positions to determine if changes could be made such as job sharing?
If future reductions necessitate further action; we will explore all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union. There are job sharing provisions in both collective bargaining agreements. 

45. Can the District go to a four-day workweek for the entire summer?
This change is included in the budget proposal that will be presented to the Board later this month. 

46. How will eliminated administrator jobs be redistributed or reallocated?
At this time it is premature to discuss layoffs, as the Board is working diligently to avoid any layoffs.  If future reductions necessitate further action; we will explore all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union.  

47. Can we reduce the number of teacher planning days?
If future reductions necessitate further action; we will explore all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union.  

48. Can we increase business partners?
This is a goal the District has been actively pursuing, especially through the Career Academy initiative; however, the down turn in the economy has impacted businesses throughout the community and their ability to provide financial support.  We are fortunate to have many proactive business partners serving on our Education Foundation.  

49. Will year round employees be asked to reduce days or take unpaid vacation leaves?
If future reductions necessitate further action; we will explore all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union.  

50. How much could be saved if we paid partial insurance premiums?
One of the primary goals of the Board throughout this economic crisis has been to maintain the compensation package for all employees.  
51. Can we eliminate in-county travel reimbursement?
In-county travel has already been reduced significantly as part of the current budget cuts. If future reductions necessitate further action; we will explore all options available to us as we negotiate our action plan with the union.  

52. Can we increase student fees?
The law requires schools districts to provide free and appropriate public education and support for learning.  While student fees are relatively small; they are a donation and cannot be mandated by the District.  It is important to keep in mind that many students’ families have also been impacted by this economic crisis, a factor that could impact their ability to donate at a higher level.
53. Can we ask for a federal bail out like Broward did?
The District has submitted a letter to federal representatives requesting assistance. 

54. When will the hiring freeze be lifted?
At this time, the District cannot gauge when the freeze will be lifted.  The District is waiting to learn more information about the budget after the Legislature meets during Special Session and throughout the regular Session this spring, as next year’s funding levels are expected to be lower than this year.  Unfortunately, the state of Florida is still in the midst of financial crisis.  Therefore, our District must continue to be proactive and frugal to prepare for future cuts.  The hiring freeze has provided the District with the ability to absorb significant cuts while prioritizing classroom spending, maintaining employee compensation packages and avoiding layoffs.  Thank you for your willingness to work together and with me during these difficult times. 
