
Letter from School Board Member Todd Kern 
May 5, 2018 

 
 
Dear Friends & Neighbors: 
  
Hope everyone’s having a great weekend and (finally!) enjoying spring. Since so 
many of you have asked, I’m writing to share my perspective on the upcoming 
budget vote and school board elections on May 15th. To be explicit, these 
views are my own – as a parent and fellow engaged citizen – but I hope they might 
be useful as you mull your own choices between now and election day.   
  
UPSHOT (aka, “Cliff’s Notes” for those of you on the run): 
 

• Budget: I’m VERY STRONGLY IN FAVOR OF THE BUDGET 
because, while not perfect (what budget is?), the process by which it was 
formed was rigorous, transparent and inclusive; it provides crucial 
investment our schools need and our kids deserve; and because a failed 
budget will only lead to a series of worse options (almost certainly 
including $3.4M in cuts to get below the tax cap on a last try in June, to 
avoid a disastrous “contingency” budget that would force $8M in cuts). 
 

• Board Candidates: 8 candidates for 2 open spots. Several talented folks, 
which is truly great for the process. I support Julia Ochs, who I’m confident 
has the knowledge, skills and disposition to contribute positively to the 
board’s work. Jury’s still out on my second vote – happy to discuss privately, 
but I plan to attend the candidate’s forums this week (Mon/Wed evenings) to 
learn more. Whomever you like, the most important thing is that all board 
members recognize that we can only be most effective on behalf of NewRo 
kids and families when we work together. 

 
• Go Vote!  Elections matter and this one is likely to have real, far-reaching 

consequences. No matter what you believe, this is not one to sit out.  I 
encourage each of you to educate yourselves and mark your calendars 
for May 15th. 

  
(For the rest of you, I’ll borrow Twain’s: “sorry for the long letter, but I didn’t have 
time to write a short one.”  Plus, the details matter.) 
  



First, as backdrop, let’s acknowledge that our community is still reeling from the 
incidents of student violence back in January. We’ve all been knocked off center 
and are still working to regain our balance.  As a result, tensions and anxieties are 
running high, and the environment is understandably more fraught than 
normal.  We’re learning a lot about what changes are needed and we have much to 
do on a range of issues, but it’s doable if we work together.  Personally, I believe 
NewRo is at an inflection point – one that will determine which kind of narrative 
we use to describe ourselves, what we aspire to, how we define the success we want 
for our kids, and how we prioritize, frame and collaboratively tackle the challenges 
we face in the months and years ahead. At the end of the day, community is what 
we make of it. 
  
Schools Budget: 
  
For those not keeping score at home, the annual budget process has been playing 
out since early winter, including bottom-up (aka, “zero-based”) recommendations 
from building/district leadership and a total of 7 public sessions to collect 
community input and present/discuss each part of the emerging draft budget. The 
final version we get to vote on on May 15th – passed and adopted on April 17th by a 
5-2 majority – calls for investment of ~$273M for next year. Check out the district 
website for details, including this brief video, the budget newsletter(which you 
should have received by mail), an FAQ (that keeps growing), the adopted 
budget presentation, and several other resources. Because it pierces the “tax levy 
cap,” the budget requires 60% voter approval to be adopted. A tall order. 
  
(Why “Yes”) No one wants taxes to go up, and 60% approval is tough under the 
best of circumstances, but I’m convinced that NOW IS THE TIME TO 
INVEST in New Rochelle schools. For various reasons (which we knew months 
ago), this is an especially bad budget year. The state (“Foundation Aid”) is under-
funding NewRo by $21M next year; guaranteed expenses (e.g., healthcare, 
pensions, etc.) continue to rise faster than revenues; since 2009 (in the wake of the 
recession) we have been forced to cut many positions across the system; and we’re 
already among the least well-funded districts (52 of 54 in the county). On top of 
that, we face the dual challenge of maintaining current investments in the excellent 
education that our schools already provide, while at the same time responding to 
newly-surfaced needs that have been made more stark and urgent.  We’re simply 
stretched way too thin. 
  
Specifically, I support this budget because it: 
 



• Maintains and builds on our core investments in rigorous, high-quality 
teaching and learning, 
 

• Provides important investments in technology in the classroom, 
 

• Invests in the social and emotional needs of all students – including 
additional counselors (4), psychologists (3) and social workers (3), 

 
• Includes ~$420k to act on safety & security recommendations that may 

emerge from the ongoing security audit and/or the Task Force on Reducing 
Violence in the Lives of Children and Youth, and 
 

• Protects our reserve fund (sound fiscal management + good bond rating 
= addl savings) 

  
(Why Not “No”) Some in our community are calling into question both the level of 
transparency and commitment to equity within the proposed budget plan – and 
suggesting this as rationale for voting no. In my opinion, these arguments are 
passionate, but misguided in both substance and process.  Let’s break it down: 
 

• Equitable – this is one of the most important things our (or any) 
community can choose to prioritize. As some of you might recall, I 
campaigned on “excellence, equity and innovation.” At the end of my first 
year, I was happy to say that I helped argue for the creation of, and am now 
chairing, a new Committee on Excellence, Equity and Innovation. We’re 
only ~6 mos in, but making good progress on defining what those terms 
mean and how they can work together to support what we want 
for all NewRo kids. It’s important, complex work that can only be done in 
explicit collaboration with the full community, which is planned. This year’s 
budget discussions focused a lot of energy on assigning per-school 
allocations, as a way to test for equity.  It’s not wrong, it’s just not a full 
appropriate or effective measure of equity. And the process only works if we 
discuss and agree on definitions before applying them to the budget. 
 

• Transparent – let’s face it: the budget process and final documents can be 
confusing, and public communications simply are not where they need to be 
(yet).  Folks’ frustrations about communication are understandable and I 
share many of them.  The process can and must be improved, and I support 
those efforts.  However, by virtually all accounts – very much including 
many vocal critics – the district’s budget process is significantly improved 



over previous years. Literally, this time last year (my first budget cycle), the 
most common public feedback was appreciation for how much better and 
more transparent the process was. That’s exactly the same process that was 
used this year, with some additional improvements. So, while we can still get 
better, a compelling narrative about lack of transparency – or worse, linking 
that to suggestions of inequity or as a basis for mistrust – simply is not 
accurate.  Less than fully effective communication does not equal lack of 
transparency. 

 
• Process – in my opinion, it’s a collective failure of leadership (on ALL of us) 

that we’ve allowed things to get to this point. If we turned back the clock, I 
could name things I’d try to do differently, as I hope we all could.  None of 
which changes that we are where we are.  A week from Tues, we have an 
opportunity to vote on the budget that’s before us. That’s it.  If it fails, we’ll 
have another shot in June, but it will almost certainly be a different budget 
that’s $3.4M lower, removing absolutely critical investments that our kids 
and schools need.  This is because, if it fails a second time, we are forced by 
state mandate into what’s called a “contingency budget,” which will impose 
$8M in cuts from the current proposed budget.  That would be catastrophic, 
forcing deep cuts in staffing and programs.  Facing that game of chicken, the 
only prudent remaining choice is to drop below the cap and ensure passage 
with at least 50% voter approval (less good, but not as bad as the worst 
outcome). 

  
Bottom-line: We need to invest in our community. This budget does that.  That’s 
why I’m a “yes.”  If you oppose the budget because you don’t want your taxes to 
go up, I can respect that and nothing in my argument is likely to change your 
thinking.  However, IF you believe we need to invest more in our schools (i.e., 
you’re OK with piercing the cap and increasing taxes) AND you’re so frustrated 
by issues of transparency/equity/communication/trust that you’re considering a 
“no” vote to make your voice heard, THEN I’m begging you to reconsider. Based 
on the best information I have access to, the most likely outcome is $3.4M less 
investment, while doing nothing to advance essential and shared commitments to 
equity, transparency and better communication. To be clear, if the budget fails, I 
will fully support all practical improvements to even greater transparency between 
now and June.  But that’s an unnecessarily bad outcome.  Instead, I believe it’s 
much better – for our kids, our schools and our community – to pass THIS 
budget now.  Then, we can turn our overlapping passions to a more productive 
outlet: WORKING TOGETHER to engage in the deeper work and dialogue 
about our shared goals and expectations for all students.  What do they need to 



know and be able to do to be successful in the complex world they will enter when 
they leave us?  How are we (re)organizing ourselves and our resources to support 
their success?  That’s the work we should be focused on.  Eyes on the prize. 
  
OK, that’s it.  Hope it’s helpful.  Happy to discuss and please feel free to pass along 
(preferably in its entirety).  Either way, please come out and vote!  
  
Happy Saturday.  Thx, Todd  ;-) 
 


