Finance and
Programs & Services Committees Budget Report

City of Newton
In City Council

Thursday, April 17, 2025

Finance Committee Members Present: Councilors Gentile (Chair), Grossman, Lipof, Bixby, Malakie,
Greenberg, Humphrey and Micley

Programs & Services Committee Members Present: Councilors Krintzman (Chair), Baker, Farrell,
Humphrey, Malakie, Micley, and Oliver

Also Present: Councilors Albright, Getz, Kalis, Kelley, Leary, Lucas, Wright, and Laredo

Absent: Councilor Lobovits

City staff present: Comptroller Stephen Curley, Chief Financial Officer Maureen Lemieux, Chief Operating
Officer Jonathan Yeo, Financial Analyst Il Trevor Goehring, Superintendent Dr. Anna Nolin, Assistant
Superintendent Liam Hurley, School Committee Chair Chris Brezski, and School Committee Members

Tamika Olszewski, Alicia Piedalue, and Emily Prenner

Please Note: Budget materials can be found on the City's website at the following link:
https://www.newtonma.qgov/qovernment/comptroller/budget

DEPARTMENT BUDGET & CIP DISCUSSIONS:
School Department

Referred to Finance and Appropriate Committees

#351-24 Submittal of the FY2026 to FY 2030 Capital Improvement Plan
HER HONOR THE MAYOR submitting the Fiscal Years 2026 to 2030 Capital Improvement
Plan pursuant to section 5-3 of the Newton City Charter.

#81-25 Submittal of the FY26 Municipal/School Operating Budget
HER HONOR THE MAYOR submitting in accordance with Section 5-1 of the City of
Newton Charter the FY26 Municipal/School Operating Budget, passage of which shall be
concurrent with the FY26-FY30 Capital Improvement Program (#351-24). EFFECTIVE
DATE OF SUBMISSION 04/22/25; LAST DATE TO PASS THE BUDGET 06/06/25


https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.newtonma.gov%2Fgovernment%2Fcomptroller%2Fbudget&data=04%7C01%7Ccflynn%40newtonma.gov%7C3a7d7a6648724d38ba2d08d916e700d3%7C2a3929e0ccb54fb381402e2562c90e96%7C0%7C0%7C637566003667478119%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=CGSdW4e4VU4qKxKipuiyJphjaFMd4k2MR6rwv6nEfAY%3D&reserved=0
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#82-25 Submittal of the FY2026-FY2030 Supplemental Capital Improvement Plan
HER HONOR THE MAYOR submitting the FY26 — FY30 Supplemental Capital
Improvement Plan.
Newton Public Schools
Note: Dr. Anna Nolin, Superintendent of Schools, presented the attached presentation. Dr.

Nolin explained that after last year’s strike, she has spent time listening and trying to understand the
dynamics. She said this year’s budget tries to address the needs of trust and transparency that she
learned from those conversations including the true costs of many budget items are hidden (like
curriculum, general education support, teacher training and mental health needs), parents are seeking
alternatives (outside legal actions and school services), funding agreements are made but cannot be
counted on which results in instability for long-range planning, complex post-COVID needs, and low
confidence from families which make them seek special education services (more costly). Dr. Nolin
shared the return on investment from the 4.1 million dollars invested in the schools from the Education
Stabilization Fun last year which included seven elementary intervention support staff, 14.2 teachers at
both high schools, 3.7 Newton Early Childhood Program teachers, 1.0 Multi-Tiered Systems of Support
(MTSS) director, 6.7 social workers, and 1 million dollars to settle union contracts.

Dr. Nolin explained that this year they started with a zero-based budgeting process, incorporated
feedback from community surveys and meetings, and individualized meetings with each principal to
bring forward specific needs of their campuses and students. This fall, her team put together a “thrive
budget” that had visionary and programmatic improvements such as early college options, expanded
career/vocational/technical options, explored first steps toward universal preschool, and more mental
health and behavioral supports for students during this post-COVID period. Despite proposing this
“thrive budget”, a budget gap was apparent due to unexpected cost increases and a lack of transparency
in past NPS budgeting. The unexpected cost increases included a 2.5 million dollar increase in healthcare
over the City’s forecasted amount, a 35% decline in state special education transportation
reimbursement and continued tuition increases of $698,000+, and a $477,000+ increase in special
education transportation. Dr. Nolin noted a need for more transparency in the budget to fully reflect
NPS expenses. In the past, there has been an over-reliance on carryforward money, free cash
projects/replacement and spend freezes. She also mentioned her proposal includes previously
unbudgeted items including a $135,000+ incremental increase for maintenance, a $500,000+
incremental increase for substitute teachers, and a $100,000+ increase in curriculum consumables.

Dr. Nolin shared her “Level Service Plus” budget which is a similar budget to last year’s but with an
acknowledgment that costs have risen and added those items that had not been factored into the budget
in the past. She noted that the School Committee voted to approve raising fees which will result in an
incremental increased revenue of $750,000 and to scale back transportation services to students
attending private special education schools which will save approximately $250,000. She said after her
proposed cuts of 2.2 million dollars, there is nothing left to cut but staff positions which will have a
meaningful and negative impact on students.
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Dr. Nolin explained that the difference between her “Level Services Plus” budget and the City’s allocation
is 3.7 million dollars. The School Committee voted on April 2, 2025, to accept this “Level Services Plus”
budget with two modifications which include removing funding for kindergarten aide positions and a
contingency for a potential loss of grant funding. She said she gets asked often why there are more
teachers and staff in the budget than ever before while the district has lost 1,000 students in the last five
years. She explains that the COVID crisis is the largest crisis to hit education in the history of public
education and she is concerned that the City is not making the investment needed to catch students up.
She also said that over the past five years, there have been only 1.6 FTEs added to general education
while the staffing mandates from the State go up every year and 89.4 positions have been added in
Student Services (Unit C employees). She notes that bringing students back from out of district
placements is a way to reduce costs.

Dr. Nolin shared some challenges of school leadership today includes retaining educators, staff and
families still reeling from COVID, making tough budget decisions, competing for students, differentiating
resources, and an unstable political environment. She also shared that Newton’s unique challenge is to
restore trust in schools and services and remain the beacon of excellence that attracts residents and
businesses/partnership to Newton. She noted NPS just finished its five-year strategic plan which includes
four main areas of focus: learning and well-being, community engagement, financial resources and
facilities, and human resources.

Chair of the School Committee Chris Brezski noted that the Mayor has proposed Free Cash
appropriations which would reduce the net unfunded amount of the approved budget to 2.2 million
dollars. Chair Brezski asked the Council to support the School Committee’s approved budget. He
proposed several levers that are available to achieve NPS sustainability which include continued
efficiency in providing NPS services, increased annual appropriation within the City’s capacity, and
rethinking the City’s approach to defeasing retiree liabilities. He also noted that City revenue has
averaged 3.3% over budgeted amounts over the last 10 years and City revenue has averaged year/year
4.7% growth over the last 10 years. He argued that if the NPS budget had grown at the actual growth
rate of City revenues for the past decade, the FY23 budget would have been 20 million dollars higher.
Chair Brezski offered alternative funding plans for the pension and OPEB liability responsibilities of the
City.

Chair Krintzman noted that the Council has authority to lower, reject, or approve the number the Mayor
intends to allocate to the schools but it does not have the authority to increase that number. Chair
Gentile asked for the Committees to hold May 8™ as a second night for discussion and noted that the
Council had not received the Mayor’s budget at the time of the meeting.

A councilor expressed support for the School Committee’s budget and asked for additional information
on the MTSS investments in schools. Dr. Nolin answered that MTSS is additional support adjunct to
regular education classrooms that allow students to be grouped into small groups for more support.

A councilor expressed support for the School Committee’s budget and suggested revisiting conversation
around neighborhood schools.



Finance Committee Budget Report

Thursday, April 17, 2025

Page 4

A councilor asked if allocating funding on acute intervention services such as MTSS would help the

district respond to COVID learning gaps and reduce long term costs. Dr. Nolin confirmed she believed
MTSS would help both issues and that the data from the pilot schools is evidence.

A councilor expressed support for Dr. Nolin and her vision for NPS. The same councilor noted that while
the Council does not have the authority to increase the budget, members should share their opinions
with the Mayor and think about whether to approve the Mayor’s upcoming Free Cash allocations.

A councilor asked for clarity on the School Committee’s split vote on the recommended budget and Chair
Brezski confirmed that it was a 6-3 vote with the 3 no votes coming from Mayor Fuller, Paul Levy, and
Tamika Olszewski.

A councilor asked for more information on the 10.8 FTEs that were referred to as student services,
teachers and support that were being cut. Dr. Nolin said that is a combination of special education
teachers, paraprofessionals, and administrators. The same councilor asked if these positions were
proposed or were already in the system and Dr. Nolin confirmed they were already in the system.

School Committee member Tamika Olszewski shared she voted no on the School Committee’s
recommended budget because there were not sufficient funds to implement the budget as it stood on
the date of their April meeting or at this meeting.

A councilor asked for clarity on the full day kindergarten aides’ proposal that is currently in litigation at
the state level. Dr. Nolin said that there was supposed to be a hearing in March but it was moved to July
and there is no knowledge of when a decision will be made after that hearing. The same councilor asked
if there were any additional funds in the circuit breaker carry forward fund and Dr. Nolin answered that
this fund is reimbursements from the prior year’s special education reimbursement from the State so
that it can be applied in a subsequent year. She said that the district has not paid special education
tuitions for the full year yet and this fund is where that money is held. The same councilor asked the
Administration if the proposed 2.5-million-dollar Free Cash allocation to school facilities could be put
into the Education Stabilization Fund to further bolster the fund. Maureen Lemieux noted that Free Cash
should be used for one-time expenses and the Administration worked with NPS to identify facilities
projects that needed funding. Ms. Lemieux confirmed the City will be using some Free Cash to cover the
increased health care expenditures but that will be an operating expense moving forward. She also
mentioned that in the City’s financial guidelines, it allows for 1.5 million dollars to be used for the future
year’s budget.

A councilor asked about anticipated federal grant cuts and Dr. Nolin said the district receives a small
amount of Title grants and they forecasted a reduction in those grants in the proposed grants. She noted
that the district, along with many others, is waiting to hear about other grant funding that is comingled
with State funding. Assistant Superintendent Liam Hurley also noted that free school lunch funding from
the Department of Agriculture could be cancelled.
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A councilor asked when the last time the City had budgeted and the result was no Free Cash. Ms. Lemieux

said it had not happened in her 15-year tenure with the City and probably had not happened at all. The

same councilor asked whether the City should reconsider its commitments to OPEB funding or is that

something that should not be touched and Ms. Lemieux said the Administration believes OPEB funding

should not be touched. The same councilor asked what the five-year Cumulative Annual Growth Rate
(CAGR) is and Chair Brezski answered that it is 4.5%.

A councilor expressed support for Dr. Nolin, the School Committee, and to use Free Cash to fund
operating expenses. The same councilor asked for more information on the issues facing special
education in Newton and further discussion regarding phones in schools.

A councilor expressed a desire to find funding to close the 2.2-million-dollar funding gap but shared
concerns for 2027 and beyond with regard to the school budget.

A councilor asked about the items on the facilities list for Free Cash allocation and if any of those projects
would be supported by the Superintendent and the School Committee. Chair Brezski noted that the
School Committee was not involved in the development of the list, and he would personally not support
the use of these funds to make facility improvements prior to fully funding NPS programs and services.
Dr. Nolin said she participated in the process because she wanted to reduce the burden of cuts but noted
that it is likely the City and NPS will face the same funding issues again next year. The same councilor
asked if healthcare expenses were expected to continue to increase and Chair Brezski said the markets
are volatile, but it would be expected that they will continue to increase. The same councilor asked if
there was any action at the State level to advocate for more funding or reimbursement for districts after
more staffing mandates were forced on them in recent years. Dr. Nolin answered that there is a state
coalition called Protect Our Futures that has created an advocacy platform for this issue.

A councilor noted that it is important for the City to keep its AAA bond rating and 23 out of 28 million
dollars of the City’s debt service this year will be for school related projects. The councilor said the only
criticism from Moody’s, the bond rating service, in the last couple years was that the City’s reserves were
inadequate for the size of the budget. The same councilor said the Council should not hold up Free Cash
items when they are docketed and asked for more information on the circuit breaker special education
funds available.

A councilor expressed support for Dr. Nolin and the School Committee’s proposed budget.

The Programs and Services Committee voted to hold and recess until May 8™, 2025.

The Finance Committee voted to hold and recess until May 8", 2025.

The Committees adjourned at 10:30pm.

Respectfully submitted,
Leonard Gentile, Chair, Finance Committee



Finance Committee Budget Report
Thursday, April 17, 2025
Page 6
Josh Krintzman, Chair, Programs and Services Committee
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