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Regional School District No. 4 
Plan to Add Grades Pre-K Through 6 

 
Introduction  
 
 In January 2015, the Chester, Deep River and Essex Boards of Education each individually 
requested that Regional School District No. 4 (the “District”) Board of Education propose a plan to be 
submitted to referenda to add all grade levels in the three communities to the regional school district 
structure.1  Following these requests, on February 5, 2015, the District Board of Education initiated a 
process by which regionalization for all grade levels could be studied and a plan to accomplish same 
developed.2  Subsequently, members of the District’s Board of Education and members of the Chester, 
Deep River and Essex Boards of Education, along with municipal leaders, engaged in the statutory 
process authorized by Connecticut General Statutes § 10-47b, to propose to the three communities that the 
District be expanded by adding pre-kindergarten through sixth grade.   
 
 A committee consisting of six working groups (the “Committee”) collaborated to formulate a 
recommended plan for adding grades pre-kindergarten through six to the District.3  The Committee’s six 
working groups incorporated locally elected educational and municipal officials, as well as administrative 
and legal representatives from the school systems.  The information set forth herein, developed by the 
Committee through its working groups, constitutes the “Regional School District No. 4 Plan to Add 
Grades Pre-K through 6” (hereinafter referred to as the “Plan”) developed and approved by the District 
Board of Education pursuant to statute.    
 

                                                
 1See Chester Board of Education minutes, January 15, 2015, Deep River Board of Education minutes, 
January 22, 2015 and Essex Board of Education Minutes, January 29, 2015.  
 2 See Regional School District No. 4 Board of Education Minutes, February 5, 2015. 
 3The members of the “Background Information” Working Group included Dr. Ruth Levy, Superintendent 
of Schools for Chester, Essex, Deep River, and Regional School District No. 4, Ann Monaghan, Vice-Chair of the 
Regional School District No. 4 Board of Education and Lon Seidman, Chair of the Essex Board of Education.  The 
members of the “Educational” Working Group included Ajit Gopalakrishnan, Bureau Chief, Performance Office, 
Bureau of Data Collection, Research and Evaluation, Connecticut State Department of Education, Elaine 
Fitzgibbons, Regional School District No. 4 Board of Education Member, Carolyn Rotella, Essex Board of 
Education Member, Kristina Martineau, Principal, Valley Regional High School, Nelle Andrews, Deep River Board 
of Education Member, and Dr. Joanne Beekley, Assistant Superintendent of Schools for Chester, Essex, Deep River, 
and Regional School District No. 4.  The “Financial” Working Group included Garth Sawyer, Business Manager for 
Chester, Essex, Deep River, and Regional School District No. 4, D.G. Fitton, Vice-Chair of the Essex Board of 
Education, Rodney Alston, Chester Board of Education Member and Mike Barile, Principal, Chester Elementary 
School.  The “Capital” Working Group included Anne Littlefield, Board Counsel, Shipman & Goodwin LLP, 
Jessica Soufer, Board Counsel, Shipman & Goodwin LLP, Bruce Glowac, Regional School District No. 4 Director 
of Facilities, Jim Olson, Vice-Chair of the Deep River Board of Education and Member of the Regional School 
District No. 4 Board of Education, Mario Gioco, Treasurer of the Regional School District No. 4 Board of 
Education, Leigh Rankin, Regional School District No. 4 Board of Education Member, David Fitzgibbons, Vice-
Chair of the Chester Board of Education, Michelle Grow, Chair of the Deep River Board of Education, Tyson 
Stoddard, Coordinator of Pupil Services for Chester, Essex, Deep River, and Regional School District No. 4, Dick 
Smith, First Selectman of the Town of Deep River, Ed Meehan, First Selectman of the Town of Chester and Norm 
Needleman, First Selectman of the Town of Essex.  The “Board Structure” Working Group included Chris Riley, 
Chair of the Regional School District No. 4 Board of Education, Wendy King, Chair of the Chester Board of 
Education, Jane Cavanaugh, Regional School District No. 4 Board of Education Member, and Lauri Wichtowski, 
Regional School District No. 4 Board of Education Member.  While Committee members were assigned to specific 
working groups, those Committee members participating in the process contributed to, and approved, the Plan as a 
whole. 
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 The Committee reviewed the long-standing history of educational collaboration by and among 
the communities of Chester, Deep River and Essex, the significant educational and financial benefits of 
an educational system serving all students in grades pre-kindergarten through twelve within the three 
communities, and the increased efficiency that will result from adding grades pre-kindergarten through 
six to the District.  The Committee appreciates the hard work and support of locally elected educational 
and municipal leaders in the development of the Plan.   
 
 The Committee recommends that this Plan be approved by the District Board of Education.   
 
 
Background Information 
 
 The small towns of Chester, Deep River and Essex are located in lower Middlesex County.  
According to recent statistics, the population of Chester is 4,343, the population of Deep River is 4,589, 
and the population of Essex is 6,633, with a total for all three towns of 15,565.4  Although the towns have 
separate governance structures, budgets and characteristics, they have a long history of collaboration and 
working together to provide services to their citizens.   
 
 In 1948, the District was formed after the three towns voted to form a new regional school 
district, which included grades seven through twelve.  A nine member regional board of education was 
established at that time to oversee the District.   
 
 The District currently serves children in grades seven through twelve from the communities of 
Chester, Deep River and Essex, by educating such students enrolled in these grade levels at John 
Winthrop Middle School and Valley Regional High School.  Chester, Deep River and Essex each own 
and maintain elementary school buildings in their respective towns, which serve resident students in 
grades kindergarten through sixth grade.  The elementary schools are overseen by local boards of 
education in each town.  The three communities also cooperatively operate a pre-kindergarten program, 
currently located at Essex Elementary School.   
 
 Over the years, the towns have worked together with respect to educational services.  In 1964, 
the three communities formed a cooperative agreement for a governing body overseeing the provision 
of certain educational programs and services.  This entity, known as the “Supervision District,” has 
historically administered special education to all grades within the three communities and provided 
certain consolidated educational administrative functions for all three communities.  Since the creation 
of the Supervision District, educational services for children in grades pre-kindergarten through twelve 
have been overseen and directed by four elected boards of education (the Chester, Deep River, Essex 
and District Boards of Education) and one appointed body (the Supervision District Board) which is 
comprised of members from each of the elected boards.   
 
 Local and regional elected educational officials and school district administrators have 
attempted to address the educational, organizational and budgetary disadvantages resulting from having 
five separate governing boards overseeing and directing educational initiatives for students from the 
three communities enrolled in grades pre-kindergarten through twelve.  Over time, elected educational 
officials and school district administrators have enhanced the educational coordination for all grade 
levels served, notably in the areas of curriculum, professional development, policy and special 
education services.   

                                                
4 State Department of Education estimate based on 2010 Census, 
http://www.ct.gov/dph/cwp/view.asp?a=3132&q=388156.  
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 The coordinated efforts to date have demonstrated that the communities of Chester, Deep River 
and Essex will benefit from an educational structure serving students at all grade levels, leading to the 
recommendation from each locally elected board of education to the District Board of Education for the 
development of the Plan, and ultimately to the creation of the Committee as described above.   
 
Expected Outcomes from Regionalization Pre-kindergarten through Grade Six 
 
Adding Grades Pre-kindergarten through Six to the District is Expected to: 

 
• Improve educational  services for students;  
• Increase administrative and staff time spent on educational initiatives; 
• Provide the opportunity to apply for additional and equitable grant funding at all grade 

levels; 
• Create a more flexible structure to address declining enrollment; 
• Reduce redundancy in budgeting, reports and grants;  
• Promote equity in implementation of curriculum materials and programming;  
• Enhance budget efficiency and transparency by providing one budget for all grades 

served; and 
• Increase efficiency, effectiveness and transparency in governance.  

 
Plan Elements 
 
 The Plan includes the elements required by statute for adding grades to the District.  The required 
statutory elements of a plan to add or withdraw grades for a regional school district are the same as those 
required for a plan to create a regional school district pursuant to General Statutes § 10-43 and include the 
following:   
 

1. the findings of the committee with respect to the advisability of adding or withdrawing grades in 
the regional school district; 

2. the towns to be included; 
3. the grade levels for which educational programs are to be provided; 
4. detailed educational and budget plans for at least a five-year period including projections of 

enrollments, staff needs and deployment and a description of all programs and supportive services 
planned for the proposed addition/withdrawal of grades to the regional school district; 

5. the facilities recommended; 
6. estimates of the cost of land and facilities; 
7. a recommendation concerning the capital contribution of each participating town based on 

appraisals or a negotiated valuation of existing land and facilities owned and used by each town 
for public elementary and secondary education which the committee recommends be acquired for 
use by the proposed regional school district, together with a plan for the transfer of such land and 
facilities; 

8. a recommendation concerning the size of the board of education to serve the proposed regional 
school district and the representation of each town thereon; and 

9. such other matters as the committee deems pertinent. 
 

I. Element 1:  Findings of the Committee with Regard to Adding Grades Pre-Kindergarten 
through Sixth Grade to the District 

 
 The Committee finds it advisable to add grades pre-kindergarten to sixth grade to the District, as 
adding the grades is anticipated to:   
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1. Enrich Educational Opportunities for Children By: 

 
• Providing for greater consistency in the implementation of curriculum initiatives kindergarten 

through grade twelve, leading to enhanced student preparedness for students in grades seven 
through twelve;  

• Enabling better access to grants for the benefit of students;  
• Enhancing ability to creatively program for students with diverse educational needs by 

consolidating resources through greater flexibility in utilizing specialized staff, equipment and 
resources across elementary schools; and 

• Providing flexibility for moving and sharing staff among the schools. 
 
 

2. Increase Efficiency and Predictability in Educational Budgeting By: 
 
• Simplifying budget processes by reducing five different budgets to one unified and consistent 

budget for all grades served;  
• Reducing special education cost overruns in each municipality; 
• Saving money and promoting transparency; and 
• Eliminating the need for a complex general ledger structure.  

 
 

3. Improve Administrative Efficiency By: 
 
• Affording District staff and administrators with more time to devote to educational initiatives, 

by eliminating the preparation time for five separate board meetings and/or five separate 
reports on educational or budget initiatives; and 

• Meeting state and federal reporting requirements by filing one report covering grades pre-
kindergarten through grade twelve, rather than five separate reports for each state or federal 
filing requirement. 

 
4. Enhance Board Governance By: 

 
• Eliminating the Supervision District; 
• Replacing the five separate boards of education currently consisting of thirty-three 

different members with one regional board of education consisting of either nine or twelve 
members (see Section VIII); and 

• Providing each of the members of the District Board of Education with the opportunity to 
develop an in-depth understanding of the needs of and program requirements for students 
at all grade levels. 
 

 
II. Element 2:  The Towns to Be Included 
 
 The Committee recommends that the towns to be included in the addition of grades to the 
District are Chester, Deep River and Essex. 
 
 
III. Element 3:  The Grade Levels for Which Educational Programs are to be Provided 
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 The Committee recommends that the District, currently composed of grades seven through 
twelve, add grades pre-kindergarten through grade six. 
 
 
IV. Element 4:  Detailed Educational and Budget Plans for at least a Five-year Period 

including Projections of Enrollments, Staff Needs and Deployment and a Description of 
All Programs and Supportive Services Planned for the Proposed Addition/Withdrawal of 
Grades to the District 

 
 The Committee does not anticipate that, for the first five years after adding grades pre-
kindergarten through six, the District will make significant changes to the operation of the grades served 
at the three elementary schools, with the exception of financial and administrative efficiencies or the 
potential reconfiguration of elementary grades described in detail below.  For the purposes of this Plan, 
the term “elementary school” shall mean a school including students enrolled in any grade level from pre-
kindergarten through grade six. 
 
 The elementary districts and the District have engaged in a coordinated educational planning 
process for several years.  As a result, the long-term strategic planning process has already occurred in 
a manner that encompasses planning for all grades pre-kindergarten through twelve.  Therefore, the 
educational plan for grades pre-kindergarten through grade six for the first five year period of the 
Plan’s implementation shall follow the District Strategic Plan for 2012-2017, as updated from time to 
time.5   
 
 Similarly, for the first five years of the Plan’s implementation and thereafter, the Committee 
recommends that the curriculum planning process continue to address the needs of students in pre-
kindergarten through twelfth grade. This process, led by the administrative team for the various 
schools, is already coordinated amongst the various districts that currently serve the children enrolled at 
all grade levels in the three towns.   
 
 The Committee anticipates that staff needs for the first five years of implementation will 
continue in a similar pattern with increased flexibility and efficiencies of incorporating the elementary 
schools into the District.  At the present time, each of the current five school districts (the three 
elementary districts, the District and the Supervision District) has the authority to hire, supervise, 
evaluate and make decisions regarding the continued employment of certified and non-certified 
employees.  With the addition of grades pre-kindergarten through grade six, the Committee 
recommends that all employment relationships be assumed by the District.  Currently, the collective 
bargaining agreements for certified personnel (teachers and administrators) are bargained in a multi-
employer collective bargaining pattern, resulting in one contract for all teachers employed by any of the 
five school district employers and one contract for all collectively bargained administrators employed 
by any of the five school district employers. Certain non-certified classifications similarly follow a 
multi-employer bargaining pattern, including para-educators, custodians and network technicians.6 
Other non-certified classifications are unionized only within the current regional school district 
structure, including cafeteria workers, secretaries and nurses.  Given the current utilization of a multi-
employer bargaining model and unified collective bargaining agreements across the five employers, the 

                                                
5Strategic Plan, 2012-2017, Regional School District No. 4, available at 

http://www.reg4.k12.ct.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server_177019/File/State%20of%20the%20Schools/R4%20Strategic%
20Plan%20Brochure%202012-2017%20USE%20REVISED%20per%20Ann%20M.pdf. 
 6The union representing network technicians also represents custodians, secretaries and nurses employed by 
the various elementary school boards of education.  
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Committee anticipates minimal disruption from a labor relations standpoint will result from the 
addition of grades pre-kindergarten through six to the District. 
 
 Currently, each of the elementary districts, the District and the Supervision District also 
employ non-unionized personnel.  Notably, these personnel include the Superintendent of Schools, the 
Assistant Superintendent and the Business Manager, each employed by the Supervision District, and 
each providing administrative leadership and services to all five districts.  With the addition of grades 
pre-kindergarten through six, it is anticipated that all non-unionized employees currently employed by 
any of the five employing districts will become employed by the District.  The Committee anticipates 
that there will be minimal disruption resulting from the employment of existing personnel currently 
employed by the local boards of education and the Supervision District by the District. Costs associated 
with same are included in the budget assumption appendices.   
 
 Projected student enrollments at the various grade levels served are included as Appendix A 
hereto. 
 
 For at least the first three years (2016-2017 through 2018-2019) of the Plan’s implementation, 
each elementary school shall continue in operation as an elementary school serving District students 
enrolled in an elementary school with one of the following four grade configurations: 
 

• Pre-kindergarten through five;  
• Pre-kindergarten through six;  
• Kindergarten through five;  
• Kindergarten through six. 

 
Thereafter, grade configurations at the elementary schools shall be determined by the District.  
 
 Further, in the event that the closure of an elementary school is recommended by the District 
Board of Education, this Plan shall require the District to receive voter approval for the elementary 
school closure through a referendum held by the municipality in which the elementary school that is 
slated for closure is located, with such referendum to be held prior to the implementation of any 
elementary school closure decision by the District Board of Education.  If such closure is approved 
within the municipality in which the building is located, the elementary school building and grounds 
shall revert to municipal control. 
 
 Special education and related services will continue to be offered pre-kindergarten through 
grade twelve, with the District assuming responsibility for the employment and supervision of the 
personnel providing such services.  Adding grades pre-kindergarten to six to the District will also 
permit greater flexibility in providing specialized services to students in the elementary grades.      
 
 Five year budget assumptions are attached hereto as Appendix B, along with projected budgets 
for 2016-2017 through 2020-2021.   
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V. Element 5:  The Facilities Recommended 
 
  The District already owns and operates Valley Regional High School and John Winthrop Middle 
School, both located in the Town of Deep River.  The facilities recommended for use for the next twenty 
years by the grades being added to the District, pre-kindergarten through grade six, are the following 
existing school buildings:  Deep River Elementary School located in and owned by the Town of Deep 
River; Chester Elementary School located in and owned by the Town of Chester; and Essex Elementary 
School, located in and owned by the Town of Essex. 
 
 The Committee recommends that District lease the above-mentioned school buildings and 
grounds from the respective municipalities.  Through negotiation with the appropriate governing body of 
each respective town, prior to July 1, 2016, a separate lease will be created, approved and executed by 
District and the respective municipality specifying the terms and conditions for those leases.   
 
 In conformity with this Plan,  the terms and conditions of such leases should include, but not be 
limited to the following: (1) triple net sharing of expenditures;7 (2) an assumed term of twenty years; (3) a 
cost to the District of no more than a nominal annual amount; (4) an agreement that the District shall be 
responsible only for  general maintenance of the school buildings and grounds, such as the daily upkeep 
of school facilities and equipment, the cost of which shall be provided for in the District’s annual 
operating budget; (5) an agreement that the municipalities shall be responsible for the construction and 
renovation of physical facilities and the purchase of capital equipment necessary to maintain appropriate 
educational programs; (6) lease terms addressing the respective responsibilities with respect to the 
District’s responsibility to perform general maintenance for school buildings and grounds and the 
municipality’s responsibility for adequately addressing construction, renovation and capital equipment; 
(7) criteria for addressing any concerns about the maintenance, construction, renovation and/or capital 
equipment; and (8) criteria/processes for planned or identified school building projects or improvements, 
including specific information, agreements and/or estimates where appropriate, with regard to (a) when 
such planned or identified projects will commence, (b) when such planned or identified projects will be 
complete, and (c) the respective responsibilities of the municipality and District for such planned or 
identified projects. 
 
 
VI. Element 6:  Estimates of the Cost of Land and Facilities. 
 
 Due to the fact that District will be leasing the additional required school buildings and grounds 
for a term of twenty years from the municipalities, the Committee is not recommending that the District 
acquire existing land or facilities owned by the participating municipalities at this time.  Therefore, there 
is no cost for land or facilities to be described herein.   
 
 

                                                
 7Triple net means that all costs of operating and ordinary maintenance of the buildings and grounds shall be 
borne by the District.  
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VII. Element 7:  A Recommendation concerning the Capital Contribution of Each 

Participating Town Based on Appraisals or a Negotiated Valuation of Existing Land and 
Facilities Owned and Used by Each Town for Public Elementary and Secondary 
Education which the Committee Recommends be Acquired for Use by the Proposed 
Regional School District, together with a Plan for the Transfer of such Land and 
Facilities 

 
 As the Committee is not recommending the acquisition of land or facilities by District at this 
time, no capital contributions from the municipalities are necessary at this time and, additionally, there is 
no current plan to transfer any land or facilities from the municipalities to the District.   
 
 
VIII. Element 8:  A Recommendation concerning the Size of the Board of Education to Serve 

the Proposed Regional School District and the Representation of Each Town Thereon 
 
 The District Board of Education shall assume responsibility for grades pre-kindergarten 
through six on July 1, 2016. 
 
 In accordance with Conn. Gen. Stat. Section 10-46a, the boards of education of Chester, Deep 
River and Essex will dissolve at midnight on June 30, 2016, consistent with the District assuming 
responsibility for the grades previously served by said boards on July 1, 2016.   
 
 In the event that enabling legislation is passed prior to July 1, 2016 that permits the expansion 
in the number of members elected to the District’s Board of Education, the Committee recommends 
that the District Board of Education be expanded from nine to twelve members, with one additional 
member being elected from each of the three municipalities.   In the event that enabling legislation is 
passed prior to July 1, 2016 that permits a change in the term of office for District Board of Education 
members from six to four, recommends that the term of office for District Board of Education members 
be set at four.    
   
 In the event that enabling legislation is passed prior to July 1, 2016 that permits the expansion in 
the number of members elected to the District’s Board of Education, and a change in the term of office of 
Board members, the Committee recommends that the District Board of Education operate as follows: (a) 
the membership of the District Board of Education shall be twelve members, four (4) from each 
municipality served by the District; (b) the term of office of each member shall be four years; and (c) one-
half of such number from each municipality shall be elected every two years, except when the unexpired 
portion of the term of a vacated office must be filled pursuant to statute.  The system for rotation of the 
terms of office for District Board of Education members shall comport with the requirements of Conn. 
Gen. Stat. Section 10-46. 
   
 In the event that enabling legislation is passed prior to July 1, 2016 that permits the expansion 
in the number of members elected to the District’s Board of Education, consistent with constitutional 
requirements and Reapportionment Committee recommendation of 1976 and subsequent referendum 
concerning same, the Committee recommends that the newly constituted District Board of Education 
shall continue to operate on a weighted voting system, with the votes apportioned as set forth below:    
 
Town Number of Members Total Vote per Town Vote per Member 
    
Chester 4 3.2 .8 
Deep River 4 4.0 1.0 
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Essex 4 4.8 1.2 
 
In the event that no such enabling legislation is passed permitting an expansion in the number of 
members of the District Board of Education as described in this paragraph prior to July 1, 2016, the 
Committee recommends that the current nine member District Board of Education continue, 
maintaining its current municipal representation and weighted voting structure.  In the event that no 
such enabling legislation is passed permitting a change in the terms of office for members of the 
District Board of Education prior to July 1, 2016, the Committee recommends that the District Board of 
Education members continue to serve six year terms of office. 
 
IX: Element 9:  Such Other Matters as the Committee Deems Pertinent 
 
 The Committee recommends that the three towns donate items of personal property maintained 
by the local boards of education and the Supervision District and contained within the respective 
elementary school buildings, including, but not limited to furniture, books, curriculum materials and 
technology to the District for continued use at the elementary schools once grades pre-kindergarten 
through six are added to the District on July 1, 2016.  Pursuant to Connecticut General Statutes § 10-47, 
the District Board of Education shall receive said donations as “gifts of real and personal property for the 
purposes of the regional school districts.”   
 
 The Committee recommends that the municipalities of Chester, Deep River and Essex enter into a 
four year inter-local agreement for fiscal years 2016-2017 through 2019-2020, by which the 
municipalities agree to share the anticipated costs associated with the addition of grades pre-kindergarten 
through six to the District during the first four years of the Plan’s effectiveness.  While the negotiation of 
such an agreement, as well as its terms, shall be by and among the appropriate governing bodies of the 
respective municipalities, the Committee’s recommendation to the Regional School District No. 4 Board 
of Education is to add grades pre-kindergarten through six, and hence its recommendation to the voters of 
Chester, Deep River, and Essex regarding same, is contingent upon the approval and execution of such an 
inter-local agreement by the three municipalities. 
 
 Currently, the three communities utilize the Supervision District structure to provide certain 
shared educational and administrative services to students at all grade levels.  Adding grade levels pre-
kindergarten through grade six to the District will eliminate the need for the Supervision District 
structure.  Accordingly, the Committee recommends that the Chester, Deep River, Essex and District 
Board of Education take such steps as may be legally required to dissolve the Supervision District on or 
before June 30, 2016, and each of the boards of education take such steps as may be legally required to 
withdraw from any such cooperative agreement between the local boards of education and the District 
concerning shared educational services, including but not limited to the Supervision District Cooperative 
Agreement and any cooperative agreement pertaining to pre-kindergarten services.  


