A large crowd had to watch the meeting from an overflow room due to the small size of the meeting room at the Hazelwood District School Board meeting on Tuesday, Feb. 16, 2016, where officials talked about cuts to staffing and classes due to shortfalls in the school district's budget. Photo by J.B. Forbes, jforbes@post-dispatch.com

(3) More Photos

Hazelwood school leaders seek to calm frustrations over budget cuts

District administrators said Friday they will seek input from a new committee as they look to make further reductions for the 2017-18 year. Read more

Cuts at Hazelwood

Proposed budget cuts at the Hazelwood school district total $6.6 million. Among the reductions:

• Eliminate the positions of 13 elementary school and three high school physical education teachers.

• Cut nine orchestra and band teachers for fourth- and fifth-graders. 

• Reduce the central office budget by more than $900,000.

• Eliminate district-funded field trips for students, and professional development and tuition reimbursement for administrators.

• Cut the high school athletic/activity fund by 10 percent.

• Institute a community building usage fee in 2016-17.

ST. LOUIS COUNTY • Kelson Parker plays the trumpet this year at Russell Elementary, but it’s unclear whether she’ll be able to continue playing after planned budget cuts in the Hazelwood School District.

“I’m really sad,” said Kelson, a fourth-grader.

Hundreds of parents, teachers and students upset about planned budget cuts to elementary music and physical education packed the lobby of the Hazelwood School District’s administration building on Tuesday evening.

Most who came to voice their frustrations with the School Board’s reductions were left out of the meeting, with district officials refusing to move it to another location to accommodate a larger crowd. The crowd also filled an overflow room with a video feed of the meeting.

Diane Livingston, president of the Hazelwood teachers union, said they had told administrators to expect at least 400 to attend after news broke last week of plans to make significant cuts. The board room has a capacity of 176 people.

“Not moving the school board meeting to allow everyone to participate equally is just sad,” Livingston said. “They have places that would have worked better. It would have shown the community that they hear them and they care.”

There has been a 22 percent drop in assessed value for the district since 2008, Hazelwood district administrators say. The decline has led to deficit spending and a drop in the district’s reserves, making the cuts necessary, they say.

Interim Superintendent Ingrid Clark-Jackson defended the cuts. Board member Cheryl Latham acknowledged a breakdown in communicating with people in the district.

“The onus is on us to provide facts for the our community,” she said.

On Tuesday morning, teachers, parents and area residents stood outside 14 of the district’s schools before the day began with signs protesting the cuts in music and physical education to elementary schools.

Before the meeting, Renell Parker Sr., Kelson’s father, said parents had been blindsided by the cuts and hadn’t gotten a clear picture of what the budget looks like. He is concerned about cutting time for physical education in half for elementary students at a time when Missouri has been singled out by a study for having the highest rate of suspension for black children. The study released last year by the Center for Civil Rights Remedies at UCLA looked at district-level out-of-school suspension rates to compare disparities in every state for the 2011-12 school year.

“Those times when they can exert their energy are now being minimized,” Parker said. “Our children are being taught to take a test, and their ability to dream and be creative has become an afterthought.”

The School Board approved on Feb. 2 trimming the 2016-17 budget with staff cuts that mean band and orchestra will no longer be offered before school and during the school day. Officials say they are trying to offer them after school, but union leaders have expressed doubt about whether they will be able to find teachers to do so.

All told, nine band and orchestra positions for elementary schools will be eliminated next year. Because of planned retirements and resignations, there are now three teachers who will lose their jobs.

In physical education, the board is eliminating one position at 13 elementary schools and one at each high school for a total of 16. Through attrition the teachers have all been placed in positions for next year.

District officials stress that each student will still receive more than the minimum state required P.E. time of at least 50 minutes every four days; students will receive at least 60 minutes every four days. All elementary students also will have at least 20 minutes of recess a day.

Field trip funding will be eliminated, and tuition reimbursement for administrators will be stopped, among other cuts.

The high school athletic and activity fund will be reduced by 10 percent. Cuts to the central office budget totaled $900,000.

The plan, which will save the district $6.6 million, will help reduce a deficit of $12.7 million. More cuts are likely for 2017-18.

