
 
 
 
 
 

 

WHEN BUDGET REFERENDA FAIL,  
BOARD OF EDUCATION REMAINS FOCUSED 

By Michael McKee 
Superintendent 

 
 It is not surprising that Stonington citizens vetoed 

the town/schools’ spending plan given the economic 
uncertainty facing the entire nation this spring of 2008. 
Concern about our financial and economic future is 
understandable. 

 
In an effort to avoid overburdening taxpayers, the 

Stonington Board of Education, years ago, identified 
several leverages to accomplish sound fiscal 
management. 

 
One leverage was the development of a strategic 

plan to move the school system toward achieving its 
mission of improving instruction to increase learning. 
Any business or corporation with any hope of sustaining 
long-term success must have such a plan.  The 
Stonington School System has had one for ten years and 
has remained focused on it—both in good financial 
times and bad. 

 
Another leverage was the opportunity to use 

technology to control costs of operational overhead.  In 
the last few years, tens of thousands of dollars were 
trimmed from the cost of electricity and fuel because of 
our ability to: 

• Reduce utility use in buildings during off 
periods,  

• Refit lighting with energy efficient materials,  
• Use utility company offerings to cut operating 

costs at little cost to the system 
• Lock in fuel and utility costs when the prices 

were most advantageous. School finance 
department personnel negotiated the following 
savings (affecting more than half the town’s fuel 
spending): 
o Awarded natural gas for 3 dual fuel schools 

(so equipped in the last few years) at the per 
gallon equivalent of $2.09 per gallon for 
next year 

o Purchased 42k gallons of #2 hearting oil @ 
$3.2837/gallon 

o Purchased 42k gallons of ultra low sulfur 
diesel @ $3.492/gallon 

o Purchased 100% of gasoline (mostly for 
town police) 43k gallons @3.229 per gallon 

o Entered a three-year contract not ending 
until December 2009 establishing electricity 
at 10.1 cents per KWH and facilitated same 
contract for PFD. 

 
Each year the Board of Education sets goals for how 

to spend resources to benefit its long-term goals.  These 
goals are based on strongly held beliefs about how to 
improve instruction to increase learning.  They are the 
following: 

 
1. The focus of spending time, effort, and money 

has been at the early childhood level.  The 
belief, backed by research, is that ensuring 
children’s early school success reaps greater 
rewards than spending later for remediation.   

2. The Board of Education also believes (again 
backed by research) that teachers must receive 
continuous training to execute the organization’s 
work to move the organization more efficiently 
and effectively toward its mission.   

3. And the Board of Education also believes (again 
backed by research) children will be best served 
if educated for the 21st Century rather than a 
bygone time—while never foregoing the 
educational basics, but also not being mired in 
the teaching methods and courses of the past.  

 
Like any responsible business or corporation, the 

Board of Education will return to its goals and beliefs to 
guide its discussion on how best to reduce the already 
required $465,000. That does not mean it immediately 
looks to eliminate new budget proposals just because 
they didn’t exist last year. Rather it means that the Board 
re-evaluates its entire proposal to determine what 
reductions would least affect achieving the 
organization’s mission. The Board will consider all 
options, including reallocating existing resources from 
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less successful programs to more successful ones or to 
those with greater promise toward achieving its mission. 

 
Since 1863 our country has steadfastly clung to the 

idea of a “government of the people, by the people, and 
for the people.” All Stonington boards and commissions 
could embrace Lincoln’s observance by adopting 
contemporary concepts of municipal leadership such as 
the following: 

1. Develop a shared vision and long-term plan for 
our community 

2. Make transparent the thinking processes of all 
town boards and commissions 

3. Establish a nonpartisan, collaborative working 
relationship among all town boards and 
commissions that includes ongoing 
communication and respect for all town officials 
and employees. 

As the 2008 budget season progresses, the Board of 
Education will continue to keep its eye on its mission—
to improve instruction to increase learning.  It will be 
forced to make the difficult decisions about required 
reductions in the school budget no matter how the dollar 
amount is decided or why.   

We invite town leaders and citizens to join us in a 
dialogue.  Together we can improve the way government 
works in Stonington for the benefit of all residents. 

 
 
(For more information about the beliefs of the 

Stonington Board of Education, its strategic plan, the 
theory of action of the superintendent, the literature and 
research that inform the plan and goals, please refer to 
my blog:  mlmckee.net.)

 
 
 
 

  
 

 

  
Our  Si ncer est  Thank s 

 
SEFÕs ninth annual Education Celebration dinner dance and silent auction raised more 
than $10,000 for our students. The night was a success thanks to the generosity of all 
those who attended, the many local businesses that donated items for raffle and silent 
auction and the corporate sponsors. Our sincerest thanks to all those sponsors: 
 
Highest Honors: 
Murphy Management; First Student; PM Recovery; The Oliver Group; Pfizer; Forte 
Carbon Fiber Products. 
High Honors: 
Siegel, OÕConnor, OÕDonnell & Beck; Valenti Automall 
Honors: 
Gilbane; Brustolon; Switz Real Estate and Insurance 
Honorable Mention: 
Fletcher Thompson; OÕBrien, Shafner, Stuart, Kelly & Morris; Import Auto; The Elms 
Assisted Living; Waterford Group Charitable Foundation 
 
Congratulations to David Erskine, Stonington High School Class of 1962, who is 
SEFÕs 2008 Distinguished Alumnus. Recently retired, he is best known as 
StoningtonÕs long-time police chief and a member of the police force since 1965. 
 
 

 

  
 

 

 


