FAIRHAVEN SCHOOL COMMITTEE MINUTES
December 3, 2025

MEMBERS PRESENT: Brian Monroe, Nicole Pacheco, Erik Andersen, Stephanie Pickup, Kelly Ochoa, Donna McKenna

STAFF PRESENT: Superintendent Tara Kohler, Assistant Superintendent Mark Balestracci, School Business Manager Nicole
Potter

The meeting was called to order by Mr. Monroe at 6:30 pm

Report of the Student Advisory Committee:
New Student Advisory Committee member Vishva Patel introduced herself to the Committee and noted she will contribute at
the next meeting.

Reports & Recommendations of the Superintendent:

Southeastern Massachuseits Educational Collaborative (SMEC) Capital Reserve Policy Review and Vote to Accept:
Executive Director, Catherine Cooper of SMEC presented the Committee the 2025 Proposed Amendment to the Capital
Reserve Account (Attachment A) explaining any changes.

Mrs. Pacheco made a motion to approve the Proposed Amendment 2025 for the SMEC Capital Reserve Account, seconded
by Ms. McKenna , approved (6-0).

Fairhaven High School Building & Facility Update:

Business Manager Nicole Potter presented the Committee a facility update (Attachment B). The project is complete, with
scaffolding removed and the back parking lot reopened for staff use. Approved at Town Meeting in 2023 for $2.275 million,
the project was completed under budget at just over 52 million. The project team, including the waterproofing contractor as
GC, RTA Architects as OPM, and Spencer Preservation Group, were commended for strong communication, collaboration,
and high-quality execution. Work focused primarily on the front gables and included installation of a cathodic protection
system, along with sealing adjacent archways and the connector to address longstanding water infiltration issues dating back
to the 1999 construction. The repairs were effective, with no issues observed following recent heavy rain. The cathodic
protection system is divided into four zones and is monitored by the consultant, as well as the staff being trained. A student
monitoring portal was also developed and integrated into Fairhaven High School’s chemical engineering curriculum,
providing an educational opportunity. Appreciation was expressed to Fairhaven taxpayers for funding the project and
supporting the preservation of the high school facility. The next phase may be proposed as early as at the next Town
Meeting, but more realistically in another year.

Faivhaven High School Programming & Updates:

Assistant Superintendent Balestracci provided an overview (Attachment C) of recent and ongoing grants and how they
support current and future programming in Fairhaven. He highlighted the recent districtwide accreditation, strong student
outcomes, and commitment to the five Cs: collaboration, communication, creativity, critical thinking, and civic participation
through rigorous coursework, expanded AP access, dual enrollment, Innovation Career Pathways, and extensive
extracurricular offerings. Updates included continued success in the Business and Finance Innovation Pathway, pursuit of
new pathways in Health and Human Services and Environmental Science, and expansion of advanced coursework with open
access for all students. Recent grant awards include a Skills Capital Grant for a new personal finance lab, a Mass Life
Sciences equipment grant to enhance hands-on science learning and support a future pharmacology pathway, and integration
of cathodic protection system monitoring into student learning. Assistant Superintendent Balestracci also reported progress
toward “After Dark” partnership with Greater New Bedford Regional Vocational Technical High School, potentially
providing electrical training opportunities for students not admitted through the vocational lottery. He emphasized strong
student achievement, innovative partnerships. and gratitude for continued support in expanding opportunities for Fairhaven
students.

Acushnet Tuition Agreement:

The Committee received and placed on file from Superintendent Kohler the Acushnet Communication Timeline (Attachment
D) regarding the tuition agreement discussions, including recent Acushnel tuition agreements, an article from the
Massachusetts Municipal Association highlighting statewide fiscal pressures tied to local aid. and a town communication
timeline. It was noted that both districts are facing similar financial challenges due to reduced local funding and uncertainty
around potential changes to Chapter 70, which the state is currently reviewing through a listening tour.




Supcrintendent Kohler stated this meeting was moved up at the request of the Acushnet School Committee,
which is scheduled to mect next week and wanted clarity on Fairhaven’s position before making a decision. The
Superintendent cmphasized transparency, stating that her role was to clearly communicate the process, the
information shared by Acushnet, and Fairthaven’s understanding of the facts so the Committee can provide
dircction.

Superintendent Kohler presented information to the Committee (Attachment E) regarding the Acushnct Counter
Proposal. She explains that becausc it does not operate its own high school, it must maintain at lcast one tuition
agreement. Acushnet’s asscrtion is that it pays morc in high school tuition per student than it receives in Chapter
70 aid, creating budgct pressure and complicating long term planning. At their November 20, 2025 mecting,
Acushnet framed its position on the guiding principles of students tirst, transparency, quality, and sustainable,
fair tuition agreements.

Superintendent Kohler went through the FAQs on the Acushnet School Commitiee website. First, placing
students first, Fairhaven highlighted a partnership with Acushnet that spans more than 100 years. Over the last
decade, Acushnet students have comprised roughly one quarter to one third of Fairhaven High School’s
enrollment, with approximately 150 students currently attending. The relationship extends well beyond high
school, beginning in youth athletics and community activitics, where students from both towns grow up
together, compete together, and form lasting friendships, This integration culminates in a shared high school
experience that, despite Acushnet not having a physical high school, provides its students with a true sensc of
belonging,

She then emphasized that this partnership is visible throughout the community and school culture, including
athletics, theater, and student activities. Acushnet students are fully embedded in Fairhaven High School life,
and Superintendent Kohler argued that this Tevel of continuity and community cannot be easily replicated
clscwhere.

Regarding transparcncy, she stated Fairhaven acknowledged a timeline of communications and expressed
concern about mixed messages over the years regarding the stability of the partnership.

On the issue of quality, Supcrintendent Kohler cited the strength of its academic and extracurricular programs,
accreditation, and the overall educational experience offered to students. She cmphasized that Fairhaven has
built something special over many years and that students from both communities benelfit academically,
socially, and emotionally from being together in one schoel envirenment.

Superintendent Kohler then focused on sustainable and fair tuition. Fairhaven stated that the first concrete
financial proposal from Acushnet was presented at a meeting in October 2025 and proposed a tuition rate of
approximately $8,500 per student, significantly lower than the current rate of about $12,500. Acushnet also
suggested changes related to transportation costs and the removal of a school adjustment counselor. Fairhaven
calculated that accepting this proposal would result in an immediate revenue loss of approximately $600,000,
which it viewed as unrcasonable.

She stated Acushnet is offering 70% of the Acushnet Chapter 70 high school, column 6, funding rate from
DESE foundation page of the annual Chapter 70 final budget report. She strongly disputed Acushnet’s reliance
on the Chapter 70 “Column 6" foundation rate as the basis for tuition negotiations, explaining that this figure 18
a component of a broader funding formula and not the actual per student funding received. She believes the
proposal is unfair and unfounded. She presented historical data, prior agreements, and per pupil spending
figures to argue that Acushnet currently saves money under the existing tuition arrangement when compared to
both requircd and actual per pupil expenditurcs. Superintendent Kohler stated that, based on her analysis and
consultations with multiple State school finance experts, Fairhaven is not overcharging Acushnet and may, in




fact, be charging less than the true cost of educating thosc students, and it sounds like Fairhaven is subsidizing
Acushnet's cducational responsibility.

Superintendent Kohler highlighted the chart the Acushnet School Committee presented al a meeting, showing
the nmumber of $11,714 as being the number they are stating is column 6, and a negative dollar amount stating
they are losing money. She again stated she believes this is fundamentally flawed and presented Fairhaven and
Acushnct charts showing the estimaled amount required for per pupil net school spending for FY 26, not
counting transportation. Acushnet’s per pupil amount is $14,810, Fairhaven’s per pupil amount is $16,287. She
went on to explain some math regarding the numbers: 152 kids at $12,500 equals $1,911,856. Taking the
Acushnet required per pupil expenditure, the number would be 82,225,196 for a savings of $339,000.
Acushnet’s most recent actual per pupil amount was [rom 2024 at $16,083, and paid $11,629 in tuition to
Fairhaven per child, which amounted (o a savings of $866,00¢.

Superintendent Kohler mentioned additional concern was expressed about public statements suggesting that
Fairhaven benefits [inancially from higher nced students. Fairhaven argued that additional state funding for
special education, English lcarners, and low-income students exists to meet those students’ nceds and should
not be portrayed as a financial windfall. Committee members also strongly objected to proposals that would
climinate mental health support services, emphasizing the critical importance of student wellness, especially in
the post COVID environment.

Committee members reiterated that there is no price on a child’s education and emphasized both the cducational
value and community cnrichment Acushnet students bring to Fairhaven. While acknowledging that all districts

facc tinancial pressure, members agreed that reducing tuition to the proposcd level would unfairly shift costs to
Fairhaven taxpayers.

A motion was made by Mrs. Pickup to allow Superintendent KKohler to inform Dr, Bailey that the Fairhaven
School Committee and Fairhaven Public Schools would like to continue our relations with Acushnet, and be
considered as a partner, but at no less than the current rate, seconded by Mrs. Pacheco, passed (6-0).

A motion was made by Mrs. Pacheco to direct Superintendent Kohler to inform Dr. Bailey that we would like to
continue being a partner, but prefer the relationship stay the way it is today with Fairhaven and New Bedford
being the options for the Acushnet students, seconded by Ms. McKenna, passed with one abstention of Ms.
Ochoa (5-0).

Superintend Kohler then read each article on the agreement and the Committee discussed the proposed one-year
extension agreement (in Attachment E). She stated she is checking with legal, but believes the current 8" grade
class can still enroll under the current agreement. Due to the short timing of receiving the proposal, the
Committee agrees to table the topic until Superintendent Kehler can get clarification from legal counsel.

A motion was made by Ms. Ochoa to table the vote on a possible one-year extension with Acushnet Public
Schools for High School Tuition for legal clarification, seconded by Mrs. Pacheco, passed unanimously (6-0).

Upcoming Events:
The next School Committee Mecting will be held December 10, 2025 if needed. The January School Committee mecting
was noted as January 7, 2026, but it is actually January 14, 2026,

Unfinished Business:

The discussion and vote regarding the Town and School Munieipal Expenditure Agreement MOU proposed by the Town of
Fairhaven remained tabled. Superintendent Kohler and Mrs. Potter will be meeting with the new Town Administrator and the
Town Accountant for more information.




A motion was made by Ms. Ochoa to adjourn and go into Lixecutive Session to discuss strategy with respect to collective
bargaining or litigation if an open meeting may have a detrimental effect on the bargaining or litigation position of the public
body and the chair so declares, seconded by Ms. McKenna, roll call vote, approved {6-0).

Adjourned at 8:37 pm.

Sheri Sourza
Scerctary to the Farrhaven School Committee

Approved
January 14, 2026




)

2)

3)

4)

Proposed Amendment 2025

SMEC Capital Reserve Account

Established 2015

Amended 2019

Any deposits into the SMEC Capital Reserve Account must be approved by the
SMEC Board of Directors through the SMEC budget process. Funds that are
identified as surplus revenue as a result of higher than anticipated enrollment and/or
cost efficiencies ereated-in-otherexpense-areas, and/or funds received through
donations, grants, or other targeted government funding weutd may be approved
prepesed-for deposit into the aceeunt Capital Reserve Account; deposits would not be

funded through any tuition increases. ersurcharges. We-will-only-utiize-aportion-of
stFphrsrevente—Hany—thatmay-betdentifiedat-the end ofanvtisealyeartor
deposits-to-the-Capital Reserve-Aceountwith-SMEC Beard-appreval. The SMEC

Board will approve any proposed deposit into the Capital Reserve Account and/or use
of the funds therein.

The maximum cumulative balance of the Capital Reserve Account will be Two
Million Dollars $506;000 ($2,000,000). Withdrawals from the fund for capital
purchases or projects will be in compliance with current SMEC Board policies for
budget amendments and capital spending.

The stated purpose of the funds will be to maintain and complete improvements to
any Collaborative owned property or properties for which the Collaborative has a
valid long term (5+ year) lease, to acquire new facilities and/or to acquire additional
or replacement vehicles for the Collaborative van pool.

Any modification to the purpose of the Capital Reserve Account will require the
approval of the SMEC Board and at least two-thirds (2/3) of the SMEC member
school committees in accordance with current regulation.
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