
 

 

Transcript of 8/6/13 Special Board Meeting 

 

*There are some indecipherable words that remain 

unwritten. 

 

*The conclusion of Commissioner Elliott’s comments we 

not recorded due to technical error. 

 

Commissioner White: 

 

I think this resolution attempts to address, perhaps not 

perfectly, but attempts to address, not incompetence, but 

inefficiencies.  This district is, admittedly, very inefficient.  

I would say, this community is very inefficient.  We don’t 

do what we need to do in terms of cooperating with other 

operations in government, we don’t work with private 

institutions the way we should, and so, the recommendation 

of the administration is to bring somebody in who perhaps 

can help us to do that. 

 

Now, cynics might say, “Why are we bringing in an outside 

organization in when we pay people to do this sort of 

thing? 

 

Well, sometimes people outside of their expertise should 

know, and again, the humble and effective servant here 

acknowledges that he doesn’t have the capacity, whether its 

embarrassing or not, he acknowledges that he doesn’t have 

the capacity or the resources . . . to carry out specific 

improvements of the Board 

 



 

 

And it has to be an agenda item of this district to become 

more efficient, become more effective at what we do 

because as the test scores revealed today, we’re obviously 

to some extent, to a great extent,  not as effective as 

anybody would have us be. 

 

So, I think that if we focus on the word, the very powerful 

word, incompetence, that when good people tend to not 

identify their own errors.  It’s a very powerful word, a very 

negative word.  But if you use a word like ineffective, 

which is still a very powerful indictment against the 

district, and we use words like, “we might be more 

efficient” at what we do, I think you have an opportunity to 

have a public, honest dialogue about things that you don’t 

do well and how you should do them better.  That’s how I 

view this particular resolution.  It doesn’t mean that 

everybody will agree with that, and it’s common sense that 

if they don’t agree with my view then just don’t vote for 

me.   

 

But I think a person would make a tragic mistake if he 

didn’t own up to what you are not good at.  And, if you 

read this resolution, you don’t even have to read between 

the lines, it’s very clear, this administration is saying two 

things, for me personally, I agree with those two things, 

that we are inefficient and we need to become better at it, 

and perhaps we don’t have the expertise to fix that 

inefficiency ourselves.  So we humbly ask for support and 

Mr. President I want to add one other thing, I think it’s 

important to recognize this is not being done on at least 

City of Rochester taxpayer dollars, I realize people have 



 

 

not seen the resolution Mr. President, described as 

Resolution 32, but if you have the opportunity, I would 

encourage you to do that, read that Resolution.  It makes it 

very clear, this is not being done on the City or the city 

taxpayers dollar.   

 

To be very clear about this, the resolution calls for Bill and 

Melinda Gates to fund this effort to make us more efficient 

to the tune of $840,000.00 Those are private dollars that 

Bill and Melinda Gates believe that this district is one of 

those districts that ought to become more efficient and 

they’re willing to put their private money behind it, and 

we’re humble enough to admit we need the help, we need 

the assistance, that we should have the courage, the 

humility, to accept that assistance, and their money.   

 

Additionally I would note, for those who have not had this 

version of Resolution 32, it had previously been worded 

that the district, our district, our superintendent might have 

to come out of, not his personal wallet, but the wallet of the 

school district to cover the last $360,000.00 dollars.  The 

Resolution has been worded such that, under no 

circumstances, in my reading of it, would that be required, 

or would that happen.  The resolution makes it very clear 

that, that matching fund of $360,000.00 will either come 

from the State’s efficiency grant or it would come from 

some other private foundation.  So, when all the dust 

settles, I realize some people are saying, “wait a second, 

that is not what you read before, and I apologize, it is what 

is in the resolution that I am voting in favor for.  Now, 

none of this money will come out of district tax dollars.  



 

 

So I think, and again I am going back to my original 

comment, I think the administration’s done a great job in 

listening to its board, in listening to the community about 

these concerns, because one of the reasons why we were 

really concerned about, some might say, “$360,000 dollars, 

what is that?”  Well, when you’re having to lay off social 

workers and Special Ed teachers and other important staff 

members, every dollar counts and so it is important to some 

of us, that the funding and that our dollars reflect what were 

our priorities.  And becoming more efficient is a priority of 

this administration and of this Board, but we, some of us, I 

don’t want to speak for anybody else, we didn’t want to do 

it at the backs of Social Workers and Special Ed teachers.  

And so the administration worked out a way, and we’re 

thankful that we have the State and perhaps other funders, 

to do that without people feeling like we were choosing 

$360,000 dollars in efficiency experts over Special Ed 

teachers.  We’re not doing that today.  And every dollar 

that will be spent, will not be your tax dollars, it’ll be Bill 

and Melinda Gates money.   

 

So, Mr. President, that’s why I’m supporting, and again . . . 

to the administration, improving the relationship, working 

through a resolution that I think, ultimately, time will tell, 

will help us move forward.  I do want to say one other 

thing, . . . we have a tendency to get these grants and then 

they run their course and then we don’t whether it had 

merit.   

 

It’s almost like we’re drug addicts, we wait for these grant 

monies to come through, we accept the money, and 



 

 

somebody tells us it will make us better, and it doesn’t 

make us better, we don’t figure out whether it made us 

better, and then somebody else comes through and they 

offer us another grant and we don’t know whether we’re 

any better or not.   

 

And so what I said to the administration, I’ve said it on a 

number of occasions, Anita you may recall, and you were 

honest enough to tell me, we don’t really know whether 

any of these grants have had value or not, and this 

administration promised then, and they promised now, 

more recently, that this will be handled differently, that we 

will know at the end of the grant, whether the efficiencies 

that they recommend are to be implemented and whether 

they will make us better, and if they are not, we’re not 

going to hold out our hand for the next grant and say, “give 

us some more money on the promise it will make us better” 

and not even care if we get better. 

 

I believe this particular point, this grant, again, not our 

money, but only time will tell. 

 

Thank you. 

 

*These comments were made after Commissioner Powell’s 

statements. 

 

Those amendments basically are amendments of omission, 

in other words we removed some language, for example, I 

was trying to note, paragraph 8 previously had the 

language, including, it read,  “WHEREAS the Board is 



 

 

grateful to the foundation’s commitment to improve the 

outcome of the district’s students and the Board endorses 

the district’s participation in the initiative, including 

underwriting the 30% of the total cost” that was removed, 

so again, there’s another amendment that took out language 

that suggested that the Superintendent would have to pay 

for this out of district funds, that was removed as well.  So, 

going back to Commissioner Powell’s remarks, if in the end 

this doesn’t work, and I’m hopeful, we shouldn’t engage in 

anything without hopeful optimism.  I am hopeful that this 

will work out, but if it does not, we know this, it will not 

have been on the district’s dime. 

 



 

 

Commissioner Adams: 

 

I think, that I also would take the focus away from claiming 

incompetency, that’s not, I agree with you Van, that’s not 

the focus here and that it is important to recognize where 

we need strength, where we need work.  I think it’s ironic 

though that you’re framing this as an issue of humility 

because I think that many of us understand that what’s 

called, “strategic philanthropy” or even “vulture 

philanthropy” where we have these very large foundations 

like the Gates Foundation, Eli Broad Foundation, Walton 

Foundation, and many more who are billionaires who are 

basically shaming public education and setting up 

frameworks and pushing deep into the privatization of the 

public sector in education.  And so I think that humility is 

like the starkest contrast to organizations who use their 

money and power to circumvent public policy making.   

 

I did prepare some comments since I have a lot to say about 

this, and in the interest of trying to be as precise as possible 

and not to irritate President Evans too much, I’m going to 

read through my statements. 

 

I oppose Resolution 32 because of the funneling of the 

combination of Gates Foundation money and tax payer 

dollars into a large, for profit, business advisement firm 

located in New York City, outside of our community, 

epitomizes the surrender of local school districts to 

privatization.  I believe that the two recently added high 

level management efficiency positions in the district are 

occupied by competent and well paid individuals who can 



 

 

succeed in finding relevant efficiencies and savings.   

 

In terms of long term budgeting, I have confidence that 

budget professionals can do this work.  Over a decade of 

“so called” reforms based on competition, punishment, 

deceased educator autonomy, and erosion of neighborhood 

schools, set in motion under No Child Left Behind. 

 

This approach has disastrously failed Rochester and urban 

districts across the United States by all the reasonable 

observations and measures.  It’s continuation under Race 

To The Top and the Regents Reform Agenda, should be 

called out for what it is, a series of forced interventions that 

undermine parental and community control of our 

children’s education in the interest of the very rich and . . . 

 

While reform resources are prescribed for schools labeled 

in successive iterations of failing, inadequate, etcetera, it is 

no wonder the types of “quote, unquote” reforms imposed 

have largely been ineffective.  They are disconnected, in 

many cases, from experienced successful educators and 

from the communities the reforms report to fix or to save.  

They are, however, fabulously successful at expanding 

markets in prekindergarten through twelve education just as 

intended by capital investment firms like Parthenon, which 

is one of the other options that we could have established a 

consulting agreement with under the Gates prescriptions.  

In their quest to privatize education in the United States, 

especially in the urban centers of New York State, where 

we have highly, and relatively large amounts of money 

spent on education. 



 

 

 

While some of our high costs are explained by high needs, 

another dimension of the high spending paradox has to do 

with government mandates and the excess administrative 

costs related to all aspects of the so-called reform agenda.   

 

Cycles of regressive social policy and privatization, is well 

described in the Naomi Kleins, The Shock Doctrine.  The 

elements cycle like this: 

1. Create or latch onto a crisis and use the setting of 

collective shock or confusion to push through radical 

policies that would otherwise be quickly and easily 

resisted by reasonable people in a Democratic society 

where public policy is made, as it should be. 

2. Tap taxes, and deregulate business, bust unions, citing 

the crisis and pretending that there is no alternative 

economic policy paths available.  And then, 

3. Bemoan conditions of austerity and cut public services 

further to the point of being unsustainable and broken.  

Sell off public goods at fire sale prices and welcome a 

profit seeking private companies to save and advise the 

public sector.  Repeat the cycle over and over. 

 

And I believe that we are deep in that cycle. 

 

I think we should also acknowledge that it’s not just the one 

percent, and this is painful for me to say because I’m 

including myself here, this is all of us.  It’s not just the one 

percent that are benefiting from a system that remains in 

crisis.  It’s obvious to an increasingly disappointed and 

angry public that functionaries in all roles in urban districts 



 

 

are complicit with the subtle arrangements that produces 

paychecks even while educational quality is so uneven and 

irrational that many employees, that’s all of us, many of us, 

cannot convince themselves that there is enough 

interdependency between themselves and the institution 

which economically and/or socially sustains them, to send 

their own children here. 

 

We are not going to escape the crisis without increasing 

local interdependencies and trust and without facing down 

our fears on too many dimensions to begin enumerating 

here. 

 

I believe that with courage, we as district leaders, could 

decide against aligning with nicely packaged advisors who 

profit from us.  As beneficiaries of public education 

dollars, under the support and guidance of strategic 

philanthropists like the Gates foundation.   

 

I know that some of my colleagues have said that they do 

not think that the McKinsey consultants will impact 

instruction.  I think that’s incredible, first, since our 

institution is fundamentally about instruction and secondly, 

their work in other districts has definitely impacted matters 

central to instruction such as increasing class sizes . . . staff 

functioning, and organization.  The work McKinsey will 

focus on is long term budget planning.  How many times 

have district leaders made the statement that, “a budget is a 

moral document and it expresses our priorities.”  We 

should be driving that moral agenda and we should be 

driving those priorities. 



 

 

 

I do acknowledge Commissioner Powell’s amendment 

which makes it explicit that any material recommendations 

from McKinsey Consultants would require Board approval, 

but for me that’s not sufficient to address the fundamental 

concerns. 

 

A couple of very specific things, and I shared this with, I 

think, everyone who seen these concerns that I have about 

concrete conflicts of interest.  The Gates Foundation has 

supported McKinsey in many other endeavors, including 

setting up infrastructures that promote privatization.   

 

So, two examples.  One is the shared learning 

collaborative in bloom that has become notorious being one 

iteration, one form of the shared learning collaborative.  So 

this basically sets up the infrastructure for student data to 

be all pooled and then accessed by vendors who are 

entrusted in personalizing data, personalizing instruction, 

and selling their product to districts to assist with services. 

 

Another example of the infrastructure where Gates has 

funded McKinsey is to lead the successor of PART which is 

the consortium for assessments under common core.  It’s 

one of two consortia that people can become part of, I can’t 

tell you the acronym right now, it has to do with readiness 

for college and career performance.  So PART is a massive 

assessment tool that is being developed for multi-state use 

and, again, with heavy corporate influence connected with 

the developers of common core. 

 



 

 

And so McKinsey has been charged with and is paid by 

Gates to do the business and governance successor plan for 

PART.  So who knew that there was a successor in the 

works for PART, I thought PART was coming and I wasn’t 

looking forward to it, but, so there’s a successor plan.  So 

these are two major, multi-state, multi-use, infrastructures 

for privatization.  So now what’s happening is, we’re 

going to match up with McKinsey to do budget planning in 

our local district, that has to be a conflict of interest 

because we are now actually, we are the actual point where 

public resources for education can be spent with vendors, 

so how can that not be a conflict of interest to have 

McKinsey advising us on efficiencies which of course 

efficiencies are defined in many cases, not totally, but in 

many cases as the very products that . . . have voted 

through this infrastructure development.  So, clearly the 

case is being made by the Gates Foundation, especially that 

efficiency strategies (several words here were 

indecipherable), using expensive, customized, and 

innovative software is on efficiency.  And the tradeoff is of 

course, the smaller professional workforce, fewer 

experienced educators, (undecipherable words), support 

staff, and the time to build relationships with students.  It’s 

a dangerous gamble to believe that technology will be the 

most important key . . . to the educational engagement of 

our children. 

 

So, I do have a couple of questions and either way, that is, 

once again, another problematic thing is that I have 

requested to see the grant documentation and was never 

able to review it at all and as far as I know, none of the 



 

 

Board has reviewed the actual grant, or the award letter, or 

the stipulations, and to me that’s problematic, especially 

when there’s these conflict concerns, what are we being 

asked to do? 

 

And then, some of this specific language, they say they will 

be giving us benchmarks, what are those benchmarks and 

the other questions is, what is meant by management of 

change? 

 

Change management, to me implies a lot of the concerns 

about certain . . . democratic processes, so what is the plan 

for managing change? 

 



 

 

Superintendent Vargas: 

 

Let me give you an example of change management.  We 

have a structured budget deficit 

 

 



 

 

Commissioner Powell: 

 

Thank you for advance in our Resolution that included 

changes that I had asked for, I appreciate that. 

 

I just want to say that, both Commissioner White’s remarks 

are on topic and Commissioner Adams.  There is nothing 

that Commissioner Adams has said that I disagree with, nor 

that I find extraordinary criticism with.  I have very serious 

reservations about this resolution, but as you know, I did 

support it out of committee.  And I want to take this 

opportunity to say why.  I think that $1.2 million dollars is 

an extraordinary sum for consulting.  An extraordinary and 

incestuous relationship with the Gates Foundation.  And, I 

can’t even imagine how that would be adequately spent on 

evaluating and analyzing our system alone, without paying 

somebody exorbitant salaries, perhaps to the CEO’s, in 

which case the Gates Foundation would be better off giving 

the money straight over to these executives and stop putting 

us in the middle because this inflates our budget. 

 

Here we are talking about efficiencies that are designed to 

allow us to live within our means, and yet, it just added 

.02% to our budget, and we can’t buy a single teacher.  

The only thing I can say in favoring this resolution, I am 

prepared to have these brilliant people show me that they 

can do for us better than we can do for ourselves.  Show us 

some genuine innovation in the operations of schools and 

let us then, by virtue of the added lines, make the decision 

whether their recommendations are truly innovative or not. 

 



 

 

I can’t criticize them for what’s not in front of me.  By 

God, if they put garbage in front of us, the same old, 

reheated, pro-business, pro-privatization, stuff that we have 

seen in other arenas, then I’m prepared to call them out on 

that, and I’m prepared to cast votes to block 

implementation.  

 

Now, let’s suppose these folks really are the geniuses they 

say they are, maybe they will show us how we can sue the 

State for the revenues that are rightfully ours by virtue of 

the Courts, the highest court in the State of New York.  

The idea that we have a structural budget problem, created 

by the State, in the name of fulfilling our obligation to help 

the State fulfill its Constitutional mandate, and to think that 

that burden lies solely on us, and is up to us to do more 

with less is an anathema to me.  But, the governor got 

kudos for setting aside money for competitive grants and 

for efficiency grants.  So if the governor of the State of 

New York is willing to provide Rochester with $360,000 

dollars to use as matching funds for a private grant.  If the 

governor is willing to gamble our State tax money in that 

way, then I’m prepared to hear what these consultants have 

to say.  With as little bias and as little prejudgment as I can 

muster for the occasion.  So I guess that sums up 

everything that’s on my mind. 

 



 

 

Malik Evans: 

 

The only thing I want to say is that I think that just about 

every single Board member has been on record as saying 

that they’re not interested in the School district being 

privatized.  And I think it’s a quantum leap to say that this 

resolution means that we are somehow surrendering and 

saying that we are going to privatize the district.  The 

bottom line is, for example, when I think about efficiencies, 

we spend millions on transportation whereas, for example, 

we just hardened our zone boundaries, we can see millions 

in savings.  Food service, I can go on and on, payroll, we 

send envelopes out every other Friday, millions of dollars.  

So there are tons of efficiencies that can be found in this 

budget that can be used into the classroom.  Sometimes we 

have to have somebody else also say what you’re saying so 

you can move in on something.   

 

I think that it’s a quantum leap for anyone to say that we’re 

somehow thinking that we’re going to privatize the district, 

that’s not true.  I went through this district, it wasn’t 

privatized, I have five other brothers and sisters who went 

through the district, it wasn’t privatized, and I don’t think 

any Board member up here has ever said they are interested 

in privatizing the district.  So that’s not true, it’s wrong, it’s 

close to even being, close to slander for someone that  

didn’t say that that’s what this is about. 

 

And also, the other thing I wanted to say is that McKenzie 

doesn’t have a vote on this Board.  They weren’t elected 

by anybody, so it’s the individuals that are up here that 



 

 

make the ultimate decision on anything that comes.  I’m 

sure people have been around here long enough to know 

that the Board of Education has the ultimate say so over 

anything budgetary, that’s State law, it’s codified in State 

law, so unless the State law changes, there won’t be any 

way in which anybody can influence this budget, unless we 

vote on it.  We’re sitting here voting right, we just voted a 

little while ago on something for $99.00.   

 

We have to vote, if we get a grant from XYZ company for 

$500. Dollars.  So anything that comes through the district 

that has anything to do, that is fiduciary in nature, has to 

run through here. 

 



 

 

Commissioner Elliott: 

 

I actually thought the meeting was cancelled, so I 

apologize, or was going to be cancelled, so I apologize for 

being late. 

 

But, let me add to the conversation if I will, if I may, and 

I’m just going to be real honest, people can think it’s crazy 

if they want to but I just have to go by what I believe in and 

let me sort of give you some history from about a week 

ago. 

 

I was concerned that we were going to be voting on this 

and I did not know or was not really informed about 

exactly what we were doing so, because I had that concern, 

Bill Ansbrow talked to me and very, very clearly explained 

to me what the resolution was going to be about. 

 

But then there was something that took, and usually I trust 

Bill, I trust the Superintendent, I usually can support 

something like this immediately, but something on the 

inside of me told me to not make a decision at that point.  

And so, I listened to the information and then I had a 

conversation with the Superintendent around it, and he was 

very clear about the resolution and what it would 

accomplish in the district and I listened to him and still, 

when he and I spoke, I still could not give support at that 

time on the resolution. 

 

And, I’m just being real honest and forthright about it. 

 



 

 

I tried to go to sleep last night and I could not go to sleep.  

Something was telling me not to support the resolution. 



 

 

 


