Bethel Public Schools

1 School Street, P.O. Box 253, Bethel, CT 06801
Fax: (203) 794-8723 — website: www.bethel.k12.ct.us

7 P NRs
¢ / Con \.\‘\_l.,

Kevin J. Smith, Ph.D. Janice M. Jordan, Ph.D. Theresa D. Yonsky
Superintendent of Schools Associate Superintendent of Schools Director of Fiscal Services
(203) 794-8601 (203) 794-8613 (203) 794-8603

Linda A. Pica Michelle D. Rutledge Daniel DeBlois Robert Germinaro
Director Supervisor Supervisor Supervisor

Special Education & Pupil Services Reading/Language Arts Information Technologies  Fuacility Operafions
(203) 794-8616 (203) 794-8755 (203) 794-8071 (203) 794-8609

January 23, 2013

State Senator Toni Boucher
Legislative Office Building
Room 3400

Hartford, CT 06106

Re: Written Testimony for the Enhanced School Security Working Group
Dear Senator Boucher,

I am grateful that the state legislature is taking up the issue of school safety and comforted to know
that you are leading the working group on Enhanced School Security. We know that it takes an entire
community to ensure the safety, well-being, and education of our youth.

School safety and security has been a long standing priority in Bethel. Our approach is multi-faceted
and comprehensive. The Newtown massacre has shaken us all to the core and demanded that we re-
examine all of our efforts in the area of safety and security. What | would like to offer is a brief
synopsis of our approach, some examples of work we have done and are doing in the wake of Sandy
Hook, and some areas where we need support.

School Climate

Effective schools that have high student achievement demonstrate evidence of strong, positive
climates. In Bethel, through systematic implementation of Positive Behavioral Intervention and
Supports (a researched-based approach to improving school climate) we have made significant steps
forward in ensuring that our schools are safe, positive, happy places for children and adults. Clear,
common expectations, appropriate positive behavior reinforcers, regular celebrations of our culture,
careful analysis of behavioral issues, and a collaborative approach to strategic planning all contribute
to providing very positive school environments. Through our Safe School Climate plans and programs

“Qur Primary Purpose is to Improve Student Achievement.”



we provide developmental guidance, character education, conflict resolution training, instruction in
bullying prevention, and instruction in social and emotional learning.

Parent and Community Involvement

We want all of our students, parents and community members to feel a strong connection to our
schools. A range of initiatives in this arena promote strong relationships. This past year we
inaugurated a Family School Partnership (FSP) to help further develop our bonds with families. The
FSP developed School Compacts articulating roles and responsibilities, launched Parent University — a
series of workshops to educate parents about the many challenges surrounding education, and
instituted a system-wide new parent mentoring program. Through this program, parents who are new
to the community or new to our schools are paired up with veteran families whose responsibility is to
welcome them to the school and help them navigate as they immerse themselves into our school
culture.

We have close ties with our local chamber of commerce who co-sponsored a “Safe Haven Here”
program in downtown Bethel. This program is an extension of our safe school climate initiative and
seeks to train business owners to assist students who may be experiencing bullying or harassment
while out in the community. Decals in the windows of area businesses denote for students where they
can go for assistance should they need it. The chamber co-sponsored our relaunch of a student
mentoring program. This program pairs members of the business community with at-risk children in
our district with the goal of providing those children safe, positive, healthy adult mentors.

Our recently re-forged relationship with the Bethel Senior Center has sought to deepen connections
between our students and area seniors. A number of activities like “technology night” where our
students taught seniors how to use their cell phones and tablets, and a musical performance by our
middle schoolers allowed these two distinct groups to share common interests and form new bonds.

School Security

In 2007/2008 and 2008/2009 the CT Office of Emergency Management and Homeland Security made
available matching grants to upgrade security hardware in schools. Through this grant we were able
to purchase camera, intercom, and buzzer systems for several of our schools. In the wake of Sandy
Hook we reallocated funds to purchase a similar system for our high school. Recommendations from a
security audit following the Sandy Hook tragedy included upgrades for reinforcing the glass at our
entryways, securing the perimeter of each of our schools, installing security cameras to monitor
interior and exterior areas of our schools, installing panic button systems, and improving lighting in
various parts of our campus.

Our police department has generously increased their presence in our schools by reassigning a
patrolman to full-time duty on our campus, increasing the amount of time the Youth Officer spends in
our schools and providing patrolmen to monitor our entry procedures at each school daily.



Emergency Response and Crisis Planning

We have had comprehensive plans in place for years. They focus on taking an “all hazards” approach
to emergency response. We cannot predict what the next crisis will be and need to have guidelines to
effectively respond come what may. Our plans follow NIMS guidelines, detail specific protocols, and
summarize the most likely threats given the assessments we conduct. Each time we conduct a drill,
we review our procedures and make appropriate changes. We coordinate with town officials and seek
input and guidance from our local health, fire, police, and emergency response experts.

Summary and Proposal

The tragedy in Newtown redefined normal for all of us. We examine that incident and realize that
even with as much as we have done, we fall short. We wrestle with the desire to take a reasonable
and measured, all hazards approach and the cold fear that a Sandy Hook could happen anywhere.

More than anything, we need our state legislature to avoid overly-prescriptive responses, made in
haste that wind up being measures that are more detrimental than helpful. There is much expertise
and literature available to guide responses. We have relied on FEMA, the Office of Homeland Security,
and publications from the Secret Service, as well as the expertise of local officials to help guide our
thinking. As close as we are to Newtown, and as connected as we are to that community, we are
attempting to avoid knee-jerk reactions that focus in too heavily on one type of threat. | understand
that in an emotionally charged environment this might not be a popular sentiment, but given all of
the many challenges we face, | believe it to be the most prudent.

The context in each community is different. While the goal of ensuring safety and security may be the
same, the efforts made by communities ought to reflect their individual contexts. Moreover, the
funding issues we face range in severity depending on the local context. Bethel has been hit hard in
recent economic times, and the taxpayers carry a heavy burden. As security solutions are proposed,
the legislature ought to offer guidance and support to ensure that there is equity between wealthy
and poor communities.

In Bethel, all of our efforts come with a price tag and there are precious few resources available to
support implementation. As we reallocate funding to prioritize security hardware upgrades something
else goes unfunded. Several years ago, in response to the economic crisis and a local demand to
reduce budget expenditures, we made the choice to eliminate a school psychologist. As we encounter
more children with more complex social and emotional needs we understand more fully how short
sighted this decision was. We now find ourselves in a place that despite all of our efforts to improve
school culture and climate we still have many students who require intense counseling and
psychological support. This issue is compounded by the realization that community agencies that used
to have the capacity to handle some of these services are now pushing them back on the schools.

| urge the committee to recommend:



1. Emergency funding to schools and municipalities that would allow us to make some of the
necessary security hardware upgrades without having to reallocate resources from existing
needs. In Bethel we are anticipating the cost to be just over $100,000 to make planned
upgrades.

2. Funding to support augmentation of mental health professionals whose responsibilities
include identifying and treating our at risk youth. We estimate the cost of an additional
school psychologist to be around $83,000.

3. Funding to support municipalities and school systems who seek bolster security through
additional police officers assigned to schools. We expect an additional SRO to cost around
$70,000 and the cost of providing additional police on campus at regular intervals to cost
about $60,000 annually.

4. Ensuring that school districts adopt comprehensive proactive plans that address positive
school climate, community partnerships, and school safety and security mechanisms that
reflect the expertise contained in the literature produced by organizations like FEMA and the
Office of Homeland Security.

5. Should the committee provide a prescriptive directive, ensure that it demands an “All
Hazards” approach as FEMA, the U.S. Department of Education and all of the experts that
recently presented at the School Safety and Security Symposium in Southington
recommended. Explosions, hazardous material release, extreme weather events and the like
are all realistic scenarios that require appropriate emergency response planning.

6. Any mandates flowing from the commitiee’s work come with the necessary funding to
support implementation and maintenance.

Should you have questions or need clarification or further details on anything I’'ve presented, please

do not hesitate to contact me. Once again, | thank you and the committee for your commitment to
making all schools safer.

Kevin J. Smith, Q

Superintendent of Schools
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C: Sen. Michael Mclaughlin
Rep. David Scribner
Rep. Dan Carter
First Selectman Matt Knickerbocker
Bethel Board of Education



