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Needham Public Schools 

                               
 
 
                  A school and community partnership that creates excited learners, inspires excellence, fosters integrity. 

                  
November 10, 2011 
 
To:  Needham School Committee 
From:  Anne Gulati, Director of Financial Operations; Michael Greis, School Committee; Marianne Cooley,  

School Committee 
Re:  FY 2012/13 – 2016/17 Five-Year Financial Forecast 
 
Introduction 
 
The Needham Public Schools is faced with opportunities and challenges.   As we pursue our goals for improving student learning over the next five 
years, we do so in an environment of limited resources and competing demands.   A major challenge of the School Committee will be to sustain the 
educational programs of the School Department, given growing school-age populations and increasing mandates.  Difficult operational decisions also 
must be made at the same time that additional funds are required to repair aging facilities, to purchase increasingly expensive fuel, and replace our 
technology stock.    
  
The FY13 budget picture presents special challenges, due to the unexpectedly difficult economic climate the Town finds itself in, increasing 
secondary enrollment and significant equipment replacement needs. The school department must make difficult decisions, which involve balancing 
program objectives, meeting expectations and providing for contractual and mandated increases, within a context of limited resources. Toward this 
end, the School Department has developed this five-year financial forecast to better understand the ‘big picture’ challenges we face and to inform 
decision-making during the budget process.  This forecast complements the Pro Forma budget developed by the Town Manager, by projecting school 
expenses based on current data and identified needs, rather than historical trends.  It is not a substitute for the budgeting process, but rather a planning 
document and tool for conducting scenario analysis.  
 
The five-year forecast is presented on the following pages, and includes a discussion of both underlying assumptions and implications for future 
work. The School Committee welcomes the opportunity to discuss this report, and the opportunities and challenges for sustainable growth with Town 
Meeting members, the Board of Selectmen and the Finance Committee. 
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FY 2012/13 – 2016/17 Expenditure “Needs” Projection 
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FY 2012/13 – 2016/17 Projected Staff Growth to Meet Enrollment, Mandates and Other Needs 
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Assumptions 
 
Enrollment Growth 
Since September 1996, enrollment has increased by 1250 students, or 30.4% - the equivalent of more than two large elementary schools - at an 
average of about 1.8% per year.  Over the next five years, enrollment growth is expected to flatten out: increasing enrollment at the middle and high 
school levels is projected to be balanced by declining elementary enrollment.  As evident on the next few pages, however, the budgetary impact of 
level enrollment is not neutral.  The relatively more intensive staffing levels associated with instruction at the secondary level will drive a large 
increase in the budget. Projections by school are presented in Appendix A. 
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Enrollment projections are based on estimates developed by the Future School Needs Committee.  
 
Salary Expenses: 
Salary costs represent the largest portion (86%) of the school operating budget, and include the ongoing cost of all current positions, plus the 
additional positions needed due to enrollment growth and service needs.  
 
Base Salaries: 
Base salaries represent the ongoing cost of all currently funded positions (625.38 FTE.)  Step, lane and cost of living increases are included.  A 2% 
cost of living increase for teachers and administrators is assumed for FY13, based on settled contracts.  Increases in the subsequent years represent 
‘typical’ settlements of 2.0%/year.  The projection also assumes seven teacher retirements and two teacher resignations, per year.  The total savings 
are estimated to be approximately $224,200 from retirements and $41,370 from resignations, annually. Lane changes reflect prior year experience, at 
a cost of approximately $120,000/year. Other compensation is projected to grow at the following rates: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Staff Growth:  
 
The model forecasts the need for a total of 52.16 FTE positions over the next five years, which includes: 21.67 FTE to meet enrollment growth at the 
Middle and High Schools; 9.69 FTE to restore positions formerly funded by the federal Education Jobs grant in FY12; 17.40 FTE to provide student 
support in the areas of special education, guidance, nursing and English Language Learner (ELL) support; 2.4 FTE clerical/administrative support 
positions, and a 1.0 FTE Assistant Principal for the High School. These positions are discussed below. 
 
Enrollment-Related Positions: 
Although overall enrollment growth is expected to ‘flatten out’ to an average of 0.4% over the next five years, the model forecasts the need for 21.67 
FTE enrollment-related staff positions over the next five years. This disparity reflects the fact that staffing models at the middle and high schools are 
more teacher intensive than at the elementary level.  Since the bulk of enrollment growth is expected to occur at the secondary level, the projected 
increase in secondary enrollment positions will more than offset projected reductions at the elementary level.  In addition, most of the new 
enrollment-related positions are projected for FY13, which shows a ‘bump’ of 20.06 FTE classroom teachers and specialists. The FY13 projection 
includes the additional staff members required to provide services to existing children, as well as projecting additional staff members needed for 
enrollment growth. 
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Elementary classroom teachers are projected based on anticipated enrollments and the following class size multipliers.   The model predicts that the 
number of elementary classroom teachers will decrease by 2.5 FTE over the next five years, based on the projected decline in elementary 
enrollments.  The number of elementary specialists is projected to decrease by 1.43 FTE. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Middle School teaching positions are expected to increase, however, as population growth shifts to the secondary level.  Staffing requirements are 
based on the trimester cluster model. At High Rock  (Grade 6), there are five clusters, each staffed by four teachers.  At the Pollard (Grades 7 and 8), 
there are four clusters at each grade, one of which is staffed by six teachers and three of which are staffed by four teachers.  Specialist staffing is 
based on the following schedule in Grade 6, where students attend four core courses daily, plus two elective blocks over a two-day cycle, each 
trimester.  In Grades 7 and 8, there is an alternating 7/6 period day, where students attend four core courses daily, plus 3/2 elective blocks on 
alternating days. Each specialist is assumed to teach five classes/day, or ten classes per trimester, or 30 classes per year. The Middle School cluster 
staffing models are depicted below for Grades 6-8. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
For next year, the model projects that an additional 2.0 FTE Pollard cluster teachers will be needed (to create five four-person clusters) and 9.5 FTE 
specialists will be needed across both middle schools to meet existing and projected enrollment growth.  As the middle school students graduate to 
Needham High School, the need for additional staff members will abate somewhat, for a net decrease of 1.0 FTE cluster teachers and an overall 
increase of 8.29 FTE specialists over the five year period.   
 
High School staffing is based on elective course offerings, and an assumed student-to-teacher ratio of 21.7 students per teacher.  Based on these 
assumptions, the model projects the need for 9.4 FTE additional teachers in FY13 and a total of 18.3 FTE over the five-year period. In FY14, the 
model adds an additional Assistant Principal and a clerical position as well, to meet enrollment increases. 

Average Class Size
K-3 22
4-5 24
6-8 23
9-12 21.7
ES Music 1200 Min/FTE
ES Art 1200 Min/FTE
ES Media 900 Min/FTE
ES Phys Ed 1200 Min/FTE

Specials Time Specialist Staffing

Music: freq Minutes/Wk  Based on 1200 min/ FTE
K 1 0
1-3 1 45
4-5 1 30
4-5 Chorus 1 45 per 75 students

Art:
1-4 1 45  Based on 1200 min/ FTE
5 1 60

Media:
K 1 30  Based on 900 min/ FTE
1-2 1 30
3-5 1 45
Physical Education:
K 1 30
1-2 2 60 2 x 30  Based on 1200 min/ FTE
3-5 1 45

Grade 6 Teaching Schedule

Per 1 W PA W PA W PA
Per 2 H WL A WL T WL
Core C C C C C C
Core C C C C C C
Core C C C C C C
Core C C C C C C

T2T1 T3

Grade 7 Teaching Schedule

Per 1 PE FA PE EE PE EN
Per 2 PA A PA H PA T
Per 3 C WL C WL C WL
Core C C C C C C
Core C C C C C C
Core C C C C C C
Core C C C C C C

T1 T2 T3

Grade 8 Teaching Schedule

Per 1 A PA H PA T PA
Per 2 WL WL WL WL WL WL
Per 3 C PE C PE C PE
Core C C C C C C
Core C C C C C C
Core C C C C C C
Core C C C C C C

T1 T2 T3
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Education Jobs Grant: 
In FY12, the federal Education Jobs grant was used to support a total of 9.69 staff positions, including 6.5 FTE computer technicians and 3.19 FTE 
special education assistants.  Since this grant was a one-year grant only, these positions must be restored to the operating budget to continue services.  
The model assumes that all of these positions are restored in FY13. 
 
Student Support Services Staffing Needs: 
Special education, guidance, psychology, occupational/physical therapy, nursing, occupational/physical therapy and English Language Learner tutor 
positions are based on anticipated student needs and staffing ratios.  The model includes the following additional positions: 
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Non-Salary Costs: 
 
The model projects non-salary costs on a per-pupil basis, with the exception of SPED tuition, professional services expenses and transportation 
expense, which are projected based on anticipated student needs and historical information.  The following assumptions are made:  
 

• After several years of significant increases, expenditures in special education out-of-district tuitions are projected to decrease are projected to 
decrease, reflecting the impending graduation of several students and projected student needs. The most significant reduction is projected to 
occur in FY13, when expenditures are projected to decrease by $430,335 (11.2%.)  The model assumes a 3.3% Occupational Services 
Division inflation factor, as well continued state funding for the Circuit Breaker reimbursement program at the current rate of 65%.   
 

• Transportation costs are assumed to grow by 4.4% per year, on average, which reflects our favorable out of district contract rates (resulting 
from Needham’s decision to join a multi-district networking group) and the fact that in-town non-salary special education expenditures are 
presumed to grow at a modest rate of 2% (compared to our previous contract rate of 5% per year.)  Bus and van driver salaries are projected 
separately, with other salaries.   The regular transportation contract rates of 8.6% in FY13, 7.3% in FY14, 10.9% in FY15 and 2.7% in FY16 
are embedded in the projection of regular transportation expenses.   An increase of 12% per year is projected in FY17, which reflects our 
historical experience upon contract re-negotiation. 

 
• Occupational/Physical Therapy expenses are assumed to grow by 10% per year, based on historical information.  

 
• All other expenses are projected to grow based on the following pupil multipliers.  These multipliers have been updated to reflect the fact 

significant cuts have been made to supply accounts over the past several years, which has reduced our per pupil expenditure rates, as well as 
comparative ratio information from other districts:  

o Instructional Expenses:  $132 elementary (down from $142.93), $150 middle (down from $182.85), $175 high (down from $233.51) 
and $60 district (down from $64.27.) 

o Non-instructional expenses (including instructional technology maintenance & supplies):  $125 district (up from $103.59.) 
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FY 2012/13 – 2016/17 Implications 
 
The model projects that, based on the aforementioned assumptions, school operating ‘needs’ could exceed available revenue by approximately $2.7 
million in FY13, and by approximately $200,000-$500,000/year thereafter, based on the Town-wide revenue projection.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This projection represents a significant challenge for the School Department, because the ‘needs’ defined above are unaffordable, given both the 
current economic climate and the most recent projections for ongoing revenue.  It also is clear that there are no easy solutions to the external 
pressures placed by increasing enrollments, special education mandates, collective bargaining requirements and high expectations for performance 
placed by the federal and state governments, and by the Needham community. All ‘strategies’ for balancing the budget must be weighed against the 
offsetting cost to children and teachers of diminished program and the competitive disadvantage of a wage reduction on our ability to attract and 
retain the School Departments most valuable resource - its personnel. 
 
In addition, the above projection does not incorporate the School Department’s increasingly significant equipment replacement needs, which are 
funded outside of the school operating budget, in the Town’s capital improvement program.   These equipment replacement needs exclude both 
facility maintenance and new construction/renovation, which are managed by the Public Facilities Department and the Permanent Public Building 
Committee, respectively.  Facilities maintenance is, however, another area where increased funding will be needed over the next several years, to 
undertake needed repairs to the Mitchell, Hillside and Pollard Schools, which were identified in a recent facilities assessment of these buildings.  
Additionally, although there is a need to renovate all three of these schools, such new construction/renovation would occur only with proceeds raised 
from a debt exclusion override in combination with Massachusetts School Building Authority assistance. 
 
The chart below projects equipment replacement needs over the next five years, based on the Town’s established replacement cycle assumption for 
school technology of seven years (Capital Scenario I.)   The chart also includes a needed expansion to the District’s internet bandwith, as well as 
additional computer technicians, which would be needed to meet the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s staffing ratio of 1 
technician: 200 computers.  (Our current ratio is 1: 580 computers.)  The funding shortfall adds $480,484 to the FY13 operating deficit. 
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The impact of incorporating these needs into the overall forecast increases the overall deficit for FY13 to $3.2 million. 
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If the seven-year replacement cycle were abandoned for a more reasonable five-year cycle (Capital Scenario II), the estimated cost of equipment 
replacement increases.  The resulting operational shortfall grows to $3.7 million in the first year.  The cumulative deficit over five years is $4.2 
million. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To address the budget gap, the School Department will continue to work on long-term strategies for reducing cost and developing sustainable 
infrastructure in the areas of our budget, which are under our control.  These efforts include: 
 
• Negotiating fair, yet affordable contracts for teachers and other staff members.  The new teacher salary contract for FY11-13 is based on this 

premise and provides for annual cost of living adjustments of 1% (FY11), 0.25% (FY12) and 2% (FY13), the first year of which is funded from 
half of the budget savings generated by teachers moving to the new Rate Saver Health Insurance Plans.  (The remaining budget savings will go to 
benefit the overall Town-wide budget.)  The budgetary impact of sustainable salary contracts cannot be understated – a 1% additional cost of 
living adjustment awarded to this unit in FY13, for instance, would have had a cumulative cost impact of approximately $1.7 million over a five-
year period.   Continuing to strive for fair, yet affordable contracts will be an important strategy for managing future year budgets as well. 
 

• Creating sustainable programs ‘in-house,’ for expensive special education services.  The Special Education Department currently operates 13 
specialized ‘in-district’ programs serving cohorts of children at the elementary, middle and high schools, that provide alternatives to expensive 
out-of-district placements. In addition, the Department is engaged in capacity building at all levels, to control costs.  New initiatives include 
summer programming for children with Asperger’s Syndrome at the upper elementary and middle schools and post-graduate programs at the 
High School for 18-22 year olds.  In addition, the Autism Specialist hired last year has allowed Needham to provide consultations and formative 
behavior assessments ‘in-house’, which formerly were provided by more expensive contractual service providers.  However, given the persistent 
increases and substantial additional funds required over the next five years to sustain the special education program, additional work in this area is 
needed. The Special Education Department recently commissioned a programmatic and efficiency study of its operations, for the purpose of 
improving student services and providing these services in the most cost effective manner possible.  
 

• Providing pupil transportation services in the most cost effective manner possible.  In an effort to control costs, Needham recently joined with a 
group of other districts to establish an out-of-district special needs transportation network, for the purpose of realizing savings from shared 
vehicles.  The purchasing power of the larger group also allowed Needham to renegotiate its current special needs transportation contract and 
drive down annual rate increases from 5%/year to between 0-1%/year, at an estimated savings of $84,850 over the five-year period.   In addition, 
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Needham’s recent purchase of two yellow buses has reduced the cost of regular transportation services by eliminating the need for one regular bus 
(at an annual savings of $47,745) and reducing athletics transportation expense.  Finally, the District’s in-district special needs transportation 
program was brought in house this year, in an attempt to reduce the ongoing operational costs associated with providing that service.  Although 
the five-year forecast identifies significant additional transportation expense for FY13 and beyond, those costs would have been higher without 
these offsetting measures.  

 
Difficult decisions still will be required, however, to balance the FY13 budget, while still meeting our contractual and programmatic needs.  Since 
salaries represent the largest share of the budget, and because the size of the budget gap in FY13 is so large, the most important strategies for 
reducing the deficit must focus on meeting our minimum contractual obligations and minimizing growth in new staff members.  Specific strategies 
may include: 
 
• Providing for only the most critical of the enrollment positions projected in this document, at the expense of increased class size. Our ability to do 

this, however, will be limited both by School Committee policy and the physical limitations of the facilities themselves.  Currently, Pollard 
classrooms are able to accommodate class sizes of approximately 24-25 students.  In addition, by FY17, the population of the High School is 
estimated to be nearly 1,800, in a facility designed for only 1,400.  Spot or wholesale redistricting will not help this problem, because there are no 
underutilized facilities or programs in the District.  Neither are schedule changes expected to offer much relief, given the complexities and limited 
number of sections and elective offerings that may be assigned.   
 

• Investigating the feasibility of 1:1 computing models and pursuing the possibility of lease arrangements for school equipment replacement.  A 1:1 
pilot program currently is underway at Pollard School, the trial workings of which will be assessed during this fiscal year.   If successful, this 
model, which might shift some of the responsibility for providing student computers to families and outside funding sources, could help to 
partially offset the cost of providing infrastructure to support our technology-rich curriculum.  In addition, a review of the costs and benefits of 
lease/purchase financing plans will be conducted this winter to determine whether cost savings and operational improvements could be realized 
through this financing mechanism. 

 
• Examining the extent to which existing resources could be redeployed to provide for identified student support services positions.  Our ability to 

do this, however, will be limited by federal and state education requirements and the specifications of Individualized Education Plans, which are 
negotiated jointly with parents.  As previously indicated, the Special Education Department recently commissioned a programmatic and 
efficiency study of its operations, for the purpose of improving student services and providing these services in the most cost effective manner 
possible. 

 
• “Managing” school expenditures by paring supply budgets back to minimal levels (where possible), conservation of energy and consumable 

resources and using one-time revenues, as available.  
 
• Using fees and grant funds, where possible, to support operations. 
 
In the long term, additional relief also must come from growth in the revenue base and relief from legislative mandates that drive costs.  Of particular 
importance are meeting the 17.5% state target aid share under the Chapter 70 funding formula and fully-funding the state Circuit Breaker 
reimbursement formula for special education services.   Currently, the State funds 15.19% ($6,991,720) of the 17.5% target share amount 
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($8,054,523) – a difference of $1,062,803. As a result, the amount of ongoing Chapter 70 aid to Needham is $1.1 million less than the state’s 
identified ‘minimum’ share of District spending requirements. Additionally, despite state legislation, which calls for districts to be reimbursed for 
75% of their special education expenses over an amount equal to four times the state foundation budget per pupil, the current reimbursement rate for 
special education expenditures is 65%.  Although the state made significant progress in increasing that rate during the current year (from 43.66% in 
FY11), Needham could have received an additional $208,777, had the mandated reimbursement rate been fully-funded by the state legislature. Since 
these revenues are applied directly to special education tuition expense, the school budget gap would be reduced proportionately by each $1 increase 
in the Circuit Breaker funding rate.  Finally, the School Department may need to request additional community support to maintain the class size 
ratios that both the School Committee and parent community support. 
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Appendix A 


