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2017 WHEA Municipal Questionnaire West Hartford Education Association, 10 Crossroads Plaza, West Hartford, 06117 If you would prefer to answer electronically, please email Ted Goerner at [email protected] and he will gladly send you an electronic version. Candidate Name: Ben Wenograd Office Sought:Town Council Party: Democrat Home Address: 39 Lilley Road Best Phone number for contact:  860.232.4926 Preferred email for contact: [email protected] Past and/or current elective office: Current member Town Council Occupation:Union Representative, AFT Connecticut Please answer as best you can as we know that some of these issues are handled more at certain levels (state, town, or Board) than at others. 1.  Why are you running for elected office and what are your three top priorities for education once elected? I love West Hartford and am dedicated to maintaining our fantastic educational system. I don’t believe it is appropriate to interfere with the details of education policy; that’s the job of our Board of Education, but I do believe that one of the primary roles of the Town Council is to continue to convince our residents that education is worth the investment. I have seen too many towns around the State where the trust between the schools and the taxpayers has broken, where residents stop supporting the schools because they don’t believe their money is being spent wisely, or where they fail to see the connection between high quality schools and a flourishing community. West Hartford succeeds because of the support our whole community gives for our schools, and I will work to continue that proud legacy. 2.  Collective Bargaining The right to be a union member is a fundamental employment protection under state and federal laws.  America’s labor unions have led the fight for working families, winning protections such as the 8-hour day and the 40-hour week, overtime rights, and access to healthcare and retirement security.  Today, the fight continues both to retain these vital rights, and to ensure safe and healthy workplaces.  For teachers, collective bargaining allows their voices, ideas, and advocacy for students to be heard without fear of reprisal. WHEA Position:



WHEA opposes proposals to weaken or eliminate collective bargaining rights for teachers and all other public employees.  WHEA also opposes any unilateral moves by any elected officials attempting to infringe on teacher’s rights as bargained. Will you as an elected official, support the right of public employees to collectively bargain? Yes. Will you support all negotiated agreements and arbitration decisions? R  ejecting a negotiated agreement or an arbitration award are extraordinary acts which could only be justified under extraordinary circumstances, such as a severe change in circumstances occurring after the process had concluded.  Will you protect the funds that teachers have contributed to Connecticut’s teacher retirement fund and oppose any efforts to move that money into a general state fund?  (We realize that some of these are state level decisions, so please answer as appropriate to your office) Yes, to the extent I can. 3.  Pension Protection Teachers do not pay into Social Security in Connecticut and so rely almost exclusively on their pensions.  Teachers’ contributions to their pensions are deducted automatically from their paychecks and so the teachers have been fully funding their agreed portion of the teacher pension system for years.  Unfortunately, the state has not been fully funding their portion. Teacher pensions are managed by the Teacher Retirement Board (TRB) and it is separate from the pension fund of state workers. There have been bills proposed in the past to merge the TRB funds into the general fund and there have also been proposals to increase the percentage of a teacher’s salary that would go towards their retirement.  WHEA is opposed to both ideas as we feel that the state needs to live up to its pension obligation to teachers. Please give your thoughts on this matter. I agree. More broadly, the biggest problem with pensions, both at the state level and here in West Hartford, is the failure of employers to properly fund them. Had proper funding been made all along, the costs would have been reasonable and the fiscal problems we now face would be greatly diminished. We are now doing our part in West Hartford to make up for past failures; the State needs to do the same. 4.  Reform Initiatives It seems as though the education system in America has been portrayed in popular culture and the media as being “in a state of crisis” since the 1970’s.  In reality, public schools in America



are simply reflections of the communities where they are located.  Schools in high poverty areas struggle.  Schools in more affluent areas struggle less and struggle in different ways.  There have been waves of reform with the most recent Federal reforms being Race to the Top and No Child Left Behind.  States then initiate/adopt their own versions of reform in order to secure federal funding.  Often these reforms are very broad in scope and call for such things as more testing and higher accountability for teachers.  How do you feel about Education Reform in general at the federal, state, or local level?  Specifically, do you believe that the public education system in America is broken and in need of reform? I will leave the specifics to the Board of Education, but in general I believe the focus on high stakes testing is a mistake and the biggest problems revolve around funding inequities rather than classroom reform. The overreliance on property taxes to fund education exacerbates income inequality, and the solution ultimately will involve greater investments on a Federal basis. Unfortunately, the very concept of public education is under attack around the nation. The right-wing think tanks that came up with the term “death tax” to lessen support for fair taxation of the rich, now speak of “government schools” to weaken our nation’s commitment to the core of our Democratic experiment. Based upon your own experiences (your view of the success rate of West Hartford graduates, your awareness of the high graduation rate, the accolades the district receives, the relatively good working relationship between teachers and administration, the numbers of students taking AP courses, the numbers of families that move here for the schools, etc..) do you believe that the public education system in West Hartford is broken or in need of reform? I believe that the Town Council should avoid interference with the work of the Board, so I will hold back on details, but, in general, I am proud of our schools and believe that while reform is always worthy of study, there is no crisis that demands immediate change.



 5.



ECS Funding



The state of Connecticut provides funding to towns through the ECS grant (Education Cost Sharing) to help towns deal with poverty.  For years, some towns such as West Hartford, were receiving far less than they should have been based upon the formula and its actual level of need.  By some estimates, West Hartford was the most underfunded town in the state, receiving approximately 30 million dollars per year less than we should have been. The ECS issue received a lot of attention in April of 2015 at the capitol when Senator Bye proposed a bill (SB 816) that would require that towns receive at least half of what they are supposed to be receiving.  Although the bill did not pass, Senator Bye was able to secure a few million more dollars for West Hartford.  With an annual Board of Education budget of around 140 million dollars, this was a significant step in the right direction.



More recently, on September 7th   of 2016, the verdict in the CCJEF vs. Rell case was rendered. Superior court judge Thomas Moukawsher called for sweeping changes in the way education is funded in this state.  He also called for a linkage between student test scores and teacher salary, and for changes in teacher and administrator evaluation.  He also made reference to West Hartford as being one of the “rich towns” that is receiving more than it is due.  This case is currently being heard by the State Supreme Court. Then in the Spring of 2017 Governor Malloy’s proposed budget used a new formula for state funding to towns.  If adopted, this new formula would have been and could still be devastating to West Hartford and many other towns.  His proposal also proposed shifting 30% of the cost of funding teacher pensions to towns. Superintendent Moore, the West Hartford Board of Education and Town Council grappled with uncertainty last school year as they crafted the local budget for this current year.  Parents and teachers came out in large numbers to forums and Board meetings and were very vocal about preserving as many programs as possible.  The result was a budget that eliminated 16 positions and cut several million dollars from what would have been proposed, but was still an increase over the previous year. At the time that this survey is being written, the state has still not adopted its budget and West Hartford is still not sure how much money it will receive from the state. Please share your thoughts on this matter.  Do you have some ideas about the following? a) The perception that West Hartford is a rich town and needs no state funding.  How would you help people like Judge Moukawsher understand that the image projected by Blue Back Square does not match the reality found in our student population (20% and steadily rising on free and reduced lunch, 12% students with disabilities, high numbers of English language learners and old school buildings…many over 50 years old and not air conditioned)? b) The formula that is used to calculate academic need c) The politics of inequity in a state with one of the largest income gaps and academic achievement gaps in the country d) The effect of dramatic budget cuts on West Hartford Public Schools and where those cuts should occur if necessary Any fair assessment of need is going to treat West Hartford far more favorably, but clearly it is going to become harder and harder to count on state funding. We need to continue efforts to find efficiencies and any cuts should be kept as far from the classroom as possible.



6.



Charter Schools



Regarding charter schools in general, there are obviously a lot of differences of opinion.  Some praise the fact that they provide motivated students and families a way out of school systems that are low performing.  Others are concerned that the selection process that charter schools use to accept students leads to a “brain drain” on the public schools, further segregation, and invalid comparisons between charters and public schools.  Some are concerned about the qualifications of charter school leaders and the ability to closely track any money that flows from the state to these organizations.   What insights about the charter school movement would you bring to the table as an elected office holder? The Charter School industry as a whole represents a real threat to (true) public education. Around the country, and now in the Federal Government, statistics are manipulated to encourage these schools whether for corporate profit or ideological goals. Nevertheless, some individual charter schools do good work and can fit in as a small part of a larger educational system. For example, the Windham Federation of Teachers supported the establishment of a small (Union represented) charter school to serve a population of students (over-aged and under-credited) who they felt could do better with a different model of education. I represent those teachers and believe they are doing a good job in a tough situation.



7.



Charter School Funding



What is your position on charter school funding?  Do you feel that the number of charter schools in the state should increase, decrease, or stay the same?  Do you feel that a school that receives state money should be transparent in its accounting?  Do you feel that schools that receive state funding should follow similar rules for admitting students? Charter schools claim to be “public” and therefore should be as transparent as any public school. They should not be exempt from rules for admitting students. Given the funding problems all schools are facing, and the mixed record they have on (fairly assessed) student achievement, reductions in the number are appropriate.  8.



Money Follows the Child



State and local Charter schools in Connecticut clearly have a unique role to play.  First conceived as laboratories for reform, there have been lessons learned.  The most current research shows that Connecticut state charter school performance is generally parallel to that of all public schools – some are successful and some need improvement.  However, since state



charter schools continue to be selective in their student populations and spend significantly more per pupil than regular public schools, investment in strong neighborhood public schools that serve all children should be the ultimate goal. In recent years there have been legislative proposals by advocates of wholesale state charter school expansion to implement a new school funding scheme that would divert money from local neighborhood schools to state charter schools.  One such scheme is referred to as “money follows the child.”  In 2012, for example, there was a proposal to divert $1,000 for every child who attended a state charter school from the local education budget to the state charter budget. This proposal was soundly defeated, as municipalities, particularly those with the tightest budgets, were unwilling to lose dollars from their already underfunded education budgets. Proposals such as “money follows the child” would redirect local tax dollars outside the district, and thus risk doing irreversible harm to students in classrooms already starved for adequate resources.  Proposals which exacerbate already inequitable funding simply run contrary to the state’s obligation to equalize education funding based on each town’s ability to pay. WHEA Position: WHEA opposes proposals that promote so-called “money follows the child” schemes designed to redistribute funding from local neighborhood schools and school districts to state charter schools. What is your position? I agree. It feels like a short step from “follow the money” to vouchers and other direct attacks on public education.



9.



 Other Issues



Please share with us any other issues or positions that you think may be relevant or of interest to the WHEA. I oppose legislative efforts to give Town Councils and other taxing authorities more control over Board of Education budgets. While I am convinced that the current Town Council would continue the great West Hartford commitment to excellent schools, elections have consequences and no one can predict the future. I have experienced other town governments who lack the value we place in education, and giving such elected officials direct control over school budgets would be devastating.  10.  Would you be opposed to WHEA posting your responses on our website?  If you prefer that we not do that, we will respect your wishes.



Yes, you may post.
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