Germantown Central school district
Topics of interest from the superintendent
September 19, 2011

TOPIC 1/3:  Faculty and Staff attend an important presentation

On September 6, 2011, Germantown faculty and staff attended an opening day program and began their preparations for the new school year. We welcomed back our faculty and staff and discussed the challenges facing educators throughout New York.
Germantown, as with all districts in New York State, will be adapting to several major initiatives enacted this year by New York State.  Most notably, teachers will be working hard to align their instruction with the new Common Core Standards adopted by New York and 45 other states.  Also, new teacher and principal evaluations, Annual Professional Performance Reviews(APPR), will be implemented that use student testing data to assess their effectiveness.
Most notably, faculty and staff participated in a professional development program entitled “Preventing Bullying: How a Safe School Climate Can Help,” led by Nancy Andress. Andress presented the most recent research on bullying and bullying intervention programs.
Bullying may be defined as a pattern of behavior designed to control and intimidate.  A fundamental part of bullying is the imbalance of power and the intent to cause harm over a period of time.  
With the advent of Facebook and the prevalence of cell phones, many acts of bullying go undetected. Only four percent of bullying behaviors are actually observed.  Since we often cannot see bullying take place, it is important for everyone (parents, teachers, district staff and community members), to watch for the signs of bullying.  Some of the signs that a child is a victim of bullying include: major changes in interests, behaviors, moods, friends, and eating habits.  
Sometimes, bullying behaviors go unrecognized because the students who perpetrate them are high achievers either athletically or academically. Some signs that a child is bullying others include:  increasing violence toward others, a quickness to blame others and a refusal to accept responsibility for actions.
We will be working hard this year to support a school climate that rejects bullying.  Teachers will encourage students to be outspoken when they see acts of bullying, and to inform adults when they are witnesses to bullying.  
As a Superintendent, I am committed to a school climate that provides all children a safe place to learn and grow.   I have an obligation to assure that every student has opportunities to excel academically and to develop admirable interpersonal qualities.  To that end, we will increase our efforts to create a community approach to eradicate bullying. 
Victims and witnesses of bullying and individuals who believe bullying is taking place are urged to talk to a building principal right away.  Early intervention allows us to provide victims with the assistance they need.
Students who are accused of bullying or who show signs that could lead to bullying behavior will be counseled immediately.  Students who are proven to bully will be disciplined and counseled.
For additional information on bullying visit  http://www.stopbullying.gov/. 
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TOPIC 2/3:  Germantown students perform well on State assessments
On August 8, 2011 the New York State Education Department released the grade 3-8 English Language Arts (ELA) and Math test results for the state.  
ELA and Math assessments were gradually implemented in New York State to comply with the Federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation enacted by Congress in 2001.  The tests were designed to help districts monitor student academic growth.  
This year, district test results show Germantown continues to outperform all Columbia county school districts.  And, once again, Germantown was above the state average for proficiency in ELA and Math. We are proud of our students’ hard work.  And, we thank the teachers, parents and community members for their support for education.
New York State uses assessment data to monitor the performance of the over 6,000 schools in the state.  As a result of NCLB, all students must achieve state benchmarks in ELA and Math. The state looks at school results as a whole, but also breaks down the student population into subgroups. 
The testing results are analyzed for each subgroup and all subgroups are expected to achieve the target designated by the state. If a subgroup fails to meet the benchmark set by the state, the school must implement changes dedicated to improving the performance of that subgroup. If that subgroup falls below the state benchmark two years in a row, the school is classified by the state as a “School in Need of Improvement (SINI).” 
While we celebrate and recognize our achievements, we also analyze our test data and look at where we need to improve.  There is a portion of our population that continues to struggle.  Our students with disabilities have multiple challenges that act as barriers to their academic success.  We continue to use assessment data to inform instruction and implement interventions to help students improve.
The biggest challenge for all schools is improving performance of students with disabilities. And, unfortunately, this is the second year in a row our students with disabilities subgroup did not achieve at the levels required by the state.  As a result, we are conducting a School Quality Review (SQR).   Based on the results of the SQR we will make additional modifications to our educational program to help our students with disabilities achieve at a higher level.  
Germantown has the framework in place to conduct the SQR efficiently.  For years, the district administration in conjunction with the teachers, has analyzed state testing data.  In past years, when the state allowed teachers to see the tests and the results, we could easily identify where instruction needed correction or modification.  
Beginning last year, the state no longer releases the tests for review. Teachers are not allowed to see the questions during the testing period, or after the test is over. This makes it increasingly difficult for us to discover the root cause of student weaknesses. However, this year, the state will provide information about student performance for each state learning standard and performance indicator. This data, along with our own local assessment data, will be used to address the specific skills our students need.
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TOPIC 3/3:  Tax Levy

Back in May, after a long and thoughtful budget development process, the Germantown Board of Education presented a budget to the voters that was designed to limit the tax levy increase to 2%.  At the same time, I cautioned the community about the need to focus on several years out, not just planning for the next school year.  Specifically, our five-year projections show serious concerns about depleting reserve funds to balance projected revenues and expenses.
At the August 22nd meeting I explained to the Board that our diligent efforts to control spending right up until the end of the 2011 fiscal year actually resulted in two options:  a 2% tax levy increase or a 0% tax levy increase.  After discussion and consideration, the Board decided not to increase the tax levy at all.  The tax levy is $8,115,958, identical to the tax levy approved by the Board in August of 2010.  
Over the last six years the Board and I have worked diligently to minimize costs and alleviate the growing financial burden on taxpayers. For example, Ancram’s tax rate from 2005-2006 to 2011-2012 went down from $18.56 to $12.87, a reduction of 31.7%. Other towns saw less dramatic but similar results. During the same six-year period Germantown saw a reduction of 20.61%, Livingston a reduction of 12.96%, and Taghkanic, Clermont and Gallatin all saw reductions of 3.64%.
However, even with the 0% change from last year, and despite our best efforts to control spending and minimize the annual increase in the tax levy, some of our residents will see an increase in their tax bill.  These increases are determined by state and local agencies, not the school district.  Your tax bill is effected by the assessed value of your home or property, the equalization rate for your town and any exemptions under the STAR program.  
Again, the school budget influences the tax levy, but not how that levy is distributed among towns and homeowners. The distribution of the tax levy is calculated according to formulas established by New York State. The tax levy for each town is divided among property owners and is represented in a dollar amount for every $1,000 of assessed value. This year the tax rates for the six towns are: 
ESTIMATED TAX LEVY AND RATES FOR 2011-2012
	Town
	Town
Assessed Value
	Town True Mkt 
Value[endnoteRef:1] [1: ] 

	Equalization rate
	% of Tax
 Tax Levy[endnoteRef:2] [2: ] 

	School Tax Levy by town
	Tax Rate[endnoteRef:3] [3: ] 


	Ancram
	$1,375,494
	$1,375,494
	1.00
	.21479%
	$17,423.04
	$12.6732968

	Clermont
	$108,918,419
	$108,918,419
	1.00
	17.00792%
	$1,380,355.46
	$12.6732968

	Gallatin
	$94,021,742
	$94,021,742
	1.00
	14.68176%
	$1,191,565.45
	$12.6732968

	German-town
	$246,178,418
	$246,178,418
	1.00
	38.44145%
	$3,119,892.17
	$12.6732968

	Livingston
	$119,836,636
	$159,782,181
	.75
	24.95044%
	$2,024,967.01
	$16.8977291

	Taghkanic
	$30,122,066
	$30,122,066
	1.00
	4.70365%
	$381,745.88
	$12.6732968

	
Totals:
	
$600,452,775
	
$640,398,319
	
	
100%
	
$8,115,949.01
	



i 	Town True Market Value = Assessed Value/Equalization Rate
ii	% of Total Tax Levy = Town True Market Value/Total of all Towns True Market Value
iii 	Tax Rate Per Thousand = Town Tax Levy/Town Assessed Value  x 1000
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Town Assessed Value is different from the True Market Value.  Since each town conducts its own assessments, the difference between the assessed value of a home and its current market value can vary widely from town to town.  As a result, the state assigns each town an "equalization rate."  This equalization rate is designed to more fairly distribute the tax burden to each town in a school district. 
Equalization rates are based on the true market value of all of the properties within a town.  If the assessment of all of the properties in a town is considered by the state to be below the true market value, the state equalizes, or adjusts the amount by multiplying the assessed value by the percentage difference.   This percentage is the equalization rate.  If the equalization rate is 100, then the town is assessing property at 100% market value.  If the equalization rate is less than 100, then the overall property of the town is assessed at less than true market value.  
This year, all towns in the Germantown Central School District are at true market value except Livingston; Livingston’s equalization rate for 2011-2012 is 75%.  Therefore, the assessed value for all of the property in Livingston is equal to the true market value multiplied by 75%.  
As we prepare for the next budget season, districts throughout New York State, will struggle with fewer resources. In particular, we will likely see no change or a decrease in state aid. At the same time, we continue to grapple with economic conditions that are evident nation-wide. Germantown will continue to respond with cost saving measures and adjust to decreases in state and federal resources.   

This message is the first in a short series of budget messages I will make available to members of the Germantown Central School District community as we approach a new budget season and develop a proposed budget to go before voters in May of 2012.  My intention is to try and make complex topics easier to understand, and to encourage dialogue about the many considerations that are involved in developing our budget. 
In additional to written correspondence, I will schedule informational meetings open to the community.  The dates, times and location of those meetings will be announced early in October. 
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