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Educators: Morris Plains District is Small, But Communitv Makes lt Work
Vol!nteers communily coopetation ato key to success, otficials say

Bir&in+b?'dr|{*,*.!'A+'!heli$lel€d schoolhousc was
the norm, someto ns rcquircdparentsto chop,
split and deli\€r a specific amount of firerood for

each enrolled child.

while the parcnts ofMorris Plains probably von't

be hauling logs to thc lilount.rin lva)
(http://norf is.patch.com/listinss/nroNis-plains-
school-d;sh-icl) or Borough Schoel
(hitpr//r)ron is.pai(h.coln/lis|nrss/mon isdriIs-
school-district) parking lots anltime soon, somc
locals saythat ruDning a smallbut successtul school
district rcally does, as the sayins goes, take a village.

.A key rcason thatwe are ablc to be successtulas a
sm.rll district is becduse ofthe sense ofcommunib h€re," Morris Plains school board mcnber L€c
Lusardi said of the disnict. Pcople are ver! gcnerous rlith thcir time and talcnts to hclp the district in
thes€ tigbt financial ti mes. They don't want to compl aiD and bemoan. l hcy want to do what they can to
help give our studcnts an excellcnt education."

School boat.d Dresident DeDnis Reilly agf€ed.

'we only have ooe superintendcnt and nvo principals, so parent votunteers are huse." he said. "Wc have I communio' thatiust lilcs to contibutc to tlre *'ell-

This fall, when the school district needcd a sound amplifier, a local resident stcppedn! nod don tcd one. Twenty IBM Think Pad Laptops were coaxed frot a
la|gecolpo|at ionbyoneofthetcacheN'ApalententeredaSnmsungessayconkxt( ] r t tp| / / r t1$! ' |ou.se
determined to brins morc technolos/ to theschools-and camc atray\ith S5o,ooo in equipment.

"Anltime you have pafents involved in helpins the school it giv€s the snrdents and staff a ieeling ofsuppo11 and scnds a nessage to tbe students tlut
education is important, Superintendent ofSchools Dennis Macksaid.

The district, 
'vhich 

has 640 students in pr€-kinde.ga(en through grade eight, ((tder kids feed into MorristoBn Iligh School), has soious 6 naDcia I challengcs
state tunds to the disiict have bcen slashed so sigoificantly that borough resid€Dts now shouldcr 97 pcrcent ofthc gr3.s million operat;nB budgct.

''Lst year, the state of N.J. took a$ a) S 8oo,ooo in statc aid and nearb' all of our resen € tutrds-the cash cushion school districls keep case of cme|gencv,"
Lusardisaid.

Stili, according to Rcill),, the district has not onl) $eathcrcd rhe chatl€ngcs, bur lcamed fromthenr.

. 'Afewyearsagot l rcr€. lppea|edtobeamov€meDttownIde] imiDat ing(-8dist | ic ts, ' .Rei l lysaid ' ' ,Thecountywasinstructcdbythcstatetocomeupwithpl lns

on howdistricts like Morris Phinswould m€r8c with K-12 distlicts."

UndcItheUniformSh. l Iedset1' icesandconsolk lat io.Actof2oo7,eachcountysupeintendcnt,no$'cal |cdanexccLl t ivccot lntvsUpeI intcndent, ! . lsr€(Lu.cd
to develop conso)idation proposals for K-6 and K,8 districts within their punie\v.

People in Morris Plains, Reillysaid, wereskeptical.

"We though ve werc a well-tunctioning district and that our kids would lose somethins ifthcy did that," Reilly said.

Reilly and other authorities in the school system point to, amonS other thinss, the Morris Plains academic performance as cvidencc the school disr ricr is
wol.king weU in its cu$ent statc.

Thestate 's latestschol) |Reportca'd(ht t | : / /ed' lca
(http|//mo|ris.pdtch'fonl/]istings/no.is-P]ailts-scho0l{tistIict)scoredbett
schoolycar. (The statc will release its nexl school report cards in early 2()1r, r-€flecting data throrgh the 2oo9-ro school y€ar.)

lhe highest numberc on thc repor for Mol.ris I'lains came nr science, a subject whcrcstudents afc lssessed in fourth aDd cishth sr0dcsl

Perccnt ofstudents scoring "proffcient" or "advanccd'r on state assessmcnt tests Morris
lons€tencc Plains

Sttrtc
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I{ath scores wer€ significantly high€r than state.tveragesl
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Language afts rcsults werc mi\ed, but still highcrthan avctage in evcrycase. Macksaid a ne'v cu culum and newbooks have siDcc been put in place to bing

tb€sescofes into linewith the math and sciencc fesults. He did not give hard numbers on n) progfess to daie, but said, ' Our nunrbefs kccp going nr thc fight

I
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Both terch.r and student aftendance has remaincd high:rs well- At the llorough School, 98.6 percent ofdistrict teachers wer€ in school on.rn a'efage day in
the 2oo8-2oo9 school year, and 9a percent were in atlendance at Mountain Way; that's comparcd to 9s.3 percent statewidc- As for students. 97.r pcrccnt
were in class on an a\€rage day atthe Borough School, aDd 95.9 lvere rt Mountrin Way;the state averag€ was 94.6. Only 2.6 pe.ccnt of Moflis l,laiDs fncult)
left or entcrcd in thc 2008-2oo9 schoolycar, comparedwith 4 perccnt statcwidc-neaninS Morris Plains had.r mofc st{blc Dorki(rrce than .rvc.are.

'Youic always heaiDs about i{hat's wrons wift cducation, Lusardisaid. Abuscs oftbc system statewide should beexposed, but t.xpa}rrs should also bc
to]dwhentheyaIegett inggoodvalucforthei I taxdol ]ars, . I .hcstorthat 'sbeingnissediswhats| ightr ' i thm3nypubl icschoo]s. .he}{o| | is l ) la lsschoO]
District is an exccllent examplc.

Caitlin Troughty wcnt through the Morris Plains school systern, graduating fron Bofoush School in r997.

"l loved Sroeing rP there, ' she said. It was the sane 4() or 50 kids going throuSh the schools toscther. I felt that I was close with a lor of mr reachcrs. You
didn't get lost in thc crowd."

Hoping to plescwe $e sm.rll-tolvn, walk or bike-to-school environmcDt, Lusardisaid, the Mords Plains Board ofnducation decide(l to molo quickly
aft er consolidation discussions began.

" lhe board put out a call fof concemcd citizens tojoin us in a study. I wenty-{ou I peoplc signed up. 'fhc group's ofticial name 
'eas 

A rnouthful, thc Bo.ud of
Education Ad Hoc Regionalization St dySobcommitte€, but its mission simplc:to lookat howmergers ofthis tlpe had (orked in otherplaces 

'Dd 
detcfDine

if it ll'ould be the ght thing for Morris Plains-

'l he conrmittee was bcaded by lauric Fu, thcn a board oteducation member, now a ncmbcr ofthe borough cor cil.

. .Evel ]bodywhoaskcdtobeonthecommit tc€sasoni t , ' .Fusaid 'ThcIcweIevar ingopi I l ions, I th inksomePcop]ecameiDthjnk

a good ided. Ourbudsets werc gettins tightef and tishterandtlere was concem that wc rvouldbe ablcto otref lcss and lcss to ouf kids. In the cDo, tr rlllsD r
clcar lhat there would be any cost saYings or any educational beneft to our childrn.I don t tbink an) body lcft feeling liko it (rgionrlizarion) \,as ryhat \{e

' We decidcd w€ wanted to stay K-8 but share more sedces, ' Fu said. We did this on our oM so w€ coutd decidc rlhat wc rvnnted to do bcfolc l e $crc told

The merycr issue has since becom€ a moot, or at lcast stalled point. Alan cuenthcr, Director ofthe Public lnformation Ofnce for rhe NcwJerscy D€paftnrcnt
ofEdu.at ion,said,whenaskedaboutthcdepartmcnt 'scurrentstandonK-adistr idsinScneral , ' fh€dcpartment isstressingther?lueofsharcdseniccs and
le8ional i2at ionswherctheymakesensc. ' 'A5kcdtvhowoulddetermine\ 'benregional izat ion, 'makessense,. .hesaid, ' ' I f theschoolboard, thc|esidentsadtbc
distficts favor rcgionalizarion, then it nrkes seDs€.
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Officials in Morris Plains say that, in any casc, their research on regionalization had great bcnefit {or the school district. The board ofeducation took a hard

took at itsel{, asked whethcr itcould make thecas€ forremaining a stand aloncdistrict, and startcd to trimexpcnses, they said.

Unlike other distficts that have been blindsided by thc n€ed for cutbacks, Morfis I'lains was bettcr positioned to take them in snidc, Lusrrdi said, becausc

efforts toward sharcd senices wcre already undeNa). lbr e\ample:

.Theschooldistr ictgiv€stheboroLlgh(ht tp: / /mo
nnd, in rctum, "the borough took over maintenance ofthe lawns and fields," Reilly snid.

r Thedistrict time-sharcs the special education professionrls oftheChild StudyTeam with the Educational Services Com m ission.

. Bids forbusiDg contracts are put out cooperativcly with a numbcr of other Mods CouDt) dist cts, resultiDg in lo$er mtcs than Mo is Plains could
negotiate on its own-

. The borough andthe district buy their gasoline jointly and thcborough docs maintenance on school vehicles.

. '"Ihc dist ct also paticipates in thc Motris Essex lnsurance Group, a workeCs compensntion pool, and the Mofris Countl Nt cdia Ser'\lccs
commission," Lusardi said. "which €nables us to borrcwbooks, videos and other educittionalmatedals-"

''W€'ve been actively seeking €fficiencies through shared scNices andjudicious budset cuts for somc time now," Reilly slid. "Our' .rdministrative costs halc

sonc down. There are 64 K-8 districts in Net{ Jersey and wc used to be one ofthe hca\ier ones.'

Thc distfict cut its median adnrinistrative salary from gr2o,ooo in the 2oo7-2oo8 school ycaf to grou,67s in the 2oo8 2oo9 schoolyear.lhc forneL nunber
\ras S17, r8r abovc the state average, the latteris $2,l)82 abovedre state a\€rage.

Macksaidthat his status aD an inteim superintendent has saved thcdistrict rbout gr5o,ooo in a yearand a hali

"l worked 35 years, then retircd. I was askcd to come out ofretirem€nt for this position. I m g€tting paid a lot less mooevthaD thc bpical supcintcndcnt .rnd,
because l rlready have my p€nsion, I don't need them to pa_v for m)'health carc nnd benefits," Mack said.

According to Lusardi, there arc 'no assistanl supcrintendcnts, no dcans, but two ve.y hafd-\aorkins fulltime school ofice secrctrries. ,\ a small K-8, we lact a
lot done with few rdministrators. most ofwlrom have dualroles."

.^nd those "doal roles" arent alwayst)?ical. Ata recent schoolboard neeting, a discussion aroseabout denlinswith stornr conditions in thc comiDgwnxcf
month!. Aftendees lcaDed Mach the distict's highest-rankins omcial, will be getting up and doins sonrc of the plowing around thc schools himscll

Creativity and a wil)ingness lo think outside the box are crucial, Reill] said-

. 'w€justopenedourse]vesup,. 'hesaid. ' ,Weveh. iedtobefsca]1y]e. tnwhies

it ovcr the last.1-5 yeafs."

Thc latest fi8ures iiom the state still show the district spcnding morc than othcr New Jerscy Schools do, on a\€ratc, toeducate e{ch stud€nt. But the gap
shrank in the 2006-.)Tthrough 2oo8-o9 periodthatthe state sites iD its most reccDt report cards. And in 2oo8-o9, forthe firsr timc.luring that thfec-ycrrr
span,thedistr ict 's . 'comPari t ivccostsPcl .P[pi ] ' ' (amensuret l rat{ocusesmost lyonclassIoominstruct io l l lcostsandIc]atedse
transpoftation and othercosts not as directly rclated to instcuction) was lowerthan the state avtrace_

From the latestschool report cards forthe district:

2oo8-2oo9 2oo7-2oo8 20.06-2007

District State District State District Statc
Budget Averasc Actual Average Acrual Avcrag€

Total Classroom Instruction 57,278 $8,o2o S8,o93 $7.5a4 S7,S38 57,214

Total Support Seryiccs 91,76() $2,$5 gr,650 g2,o4o 91,884 Sr,896

'IotalAdministration Costs $r,524 $rJ87 Sr,Ur2 sr,349 S1,564 Sr,298

Total Opcrations and Maintenance of 82727 $r,668 52,239 $1,594 Sr,897 $r,499
Plant

Total Food SeFices Costs So 921 So g32 so $27

Total ExhacuFicular Costs g2116 $25o $237 $zz7 $2rs 9216

I TOTAI COMPARATM COST PllR 313,495 913,6{)1 $r4.os3 $12,598 $r3,1o3 $1r,9J9
PUPIL

i  TOTAI COST PER PUPIL 916,485 g15,168 g16,655 914,832 g15,6()(J $14,273

Reill) sa it's the effo|.t of. tull and inlolvcd comnunit) that s made adEnces possible.

'Tou look at the connDun
lte have d commu nity that su ppons the schools. We don't have cverysingle technologicalinnovation out thcre, but I cnnl sce why anyooe woul(lt{ant to le \{.
What wouldntyou lovc about tbis district?"

Do you think a small school dislrict really is best for Morris Ptains? TeI us in tbe comments.
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Mor s Plajns Parents. Taxpayelsr A16 You Glad to be in a Small School District?

n 

T6ll Us What lfs Lik€ To 86 a Sludenl Stiuggling With English

A Studenfs Mew on Education

Thoughts from Galway: Mofiis Schoot DisLict Alum Commenb on Losg of Language Teacherc
By Kathy Shaskan
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