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Caddo board spent $34K on travel
Byline: Icess Fernandez
The Caddo Parish School Board has spent more than $34,000 on travel to and from conferences so far this
year in an effort to fulfill a state-mandated continuing education requirement, according to records obtained
by The Times.

Among the more costly trips was a visit to San Francisco in April to attend the National Association of School
Boards conference. The trip has produced some ideas in governance and budgetary leadership, said Lillian
Priest, board president.

"That's a way for school boards to network and bring back ideas," she said.

The Times gained access to the records through an open records request that asked for board travel expenses
since Jan. 1.

Although board members say the price tag is justified, some say that during a time of financial strain the board
should be more selective with its travel expenses.

Since January, board members have traveled to Marksville, Baton Rouge, Washington D.C. and San
Francisco. Registration has been paid for six board members for a trip next week to Ashville, N.C., for a
regional conference.

The trip to San Francisco cost more than $17,000 for seven board members to attend. However, depending on
the board member, the stays in the Bay-area city varied, according to documents.

The price tag included registration fees, flights and hotel stay. There were also additional fees, including costs
for attending luncheons and organizational gatherings, not included in the registration fee.

The money was worth it, Priest said, because ideas for dealing with Caddo's budget crunch, which was
happening at the time, came from the conference. Priest said the ideas brought back were:

uImplement a spending moratorium.

uRenegotiate vender contracts.

uLook to see if the district has over allocated staff positions. Priest said Caddo did have some.

uLook at programs, organizations and compensation for places to trim.
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However, there haven't been policies brought forth by board members because those ideas have been given to
district staff members to implement.

"School boards do not implement programs, staff brings them to us for approval," she said.

Board member Curtis Hooks, who also attended the San Francisco conference, said he gained more than
knowledge from the trip, he gained perspective. He rented a car and drove more than 30 hours to the
conference. He said he attended 12.5 sessions.

"Sometimes you have to learn to stand by yourself," he said. "It (the convention) made me a stronger person.
Before going to San Francisco, I wondered whether I was doing the right thing. One of the sessions brought
(that) out for me."

In retrospect, he wishes fewer people attended the conference, Hooks said. As a result, he decided not to
attend next week's trip to Ashville.

"After laying off 300 people, I couldn't find it in my heart to go," he said.

School board members are required to have a certain number of continuing education hours as per state law.
The hours have to be completed face-to-face and can't be done online, Priest said.

According to the law, board members need to complete six hours. Part of the hours have to include workshops
in certain topics such as educational policy issues, leadership development and school discipline. In addition,
boards with schools on the academically unacceptable list must have two hours worth of workshops dealing
with school improvement. Priest said she had 12.5 hours so far.

There isn't a stipulation in the law about what happens if a school board member does not fulfill the annual
requirement.

As part of the board's policy, members can be reimbursed for: hotel room, cost of meals plus 15 percent in
tips, registration costs, transportation including a 15 percent tip and mileage. They also can take out advances
if needed. Trips are booked months in advance and the board president signs off on who attends which
meetings or conventions. The president also signs off on

reimbursements.

Board member Barry Rachal said he doesn't go on the long distance conference trips. Since the district is
usually well represented, he said, he doesn't feel the need to go. He'd rather go to local or state conferences to
fulfill his requirement. He also doesn't often submit a reimbursement form for meals and mileage.

"We ought to bare some of the cost," he said.

Rachal said the expense wasn't surprising when taking into account all the expenses.

"When you have to travel out of state, it's not cheap," he said. "You can certainly go and enjoy yourself, but
you can also learn a lot, too. I can tell you Lillian makes sure that a thorough report is given."

Scott Hughes, executive director for the Alliance for Education, said the public would have to figure how
whether the investment made was worth the sticker price.

2/3



"The board spent $34,000 traveling since January and they spent money going all over the place," he said. "At
the same time, they were dealing with the budget crisis."

Hughes said one way the public can evaluate value is to see what ideas board members have brought back and
implemented but may be difficult.

"Were there any solutions brought back to implement? We haven't heard any of that. Their budget is $15
million out of whack; this is the best they can do?"

PULLOUT: RELATED LINKS
Caddo Parish School Board: http://www.caddo.k12.la.us/
School board travel expenses database:
http://www.shreveporttimes.com/interactive/article/99999999/DATACENTER/110708017/Caddo-School-Board-travel-expenses

Text name: 071011SHRtravel
Slug:
Topic:
Subject:
Keyword:
Type:
Geographic:
Art type:
Art caption:
Proc:
Status: Sent

3/3


	20140130-002203.html

