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SP-F Science Program Hopes
To Better Engage Students

GREETINGS FROM SAINT NICHOLAS...St. Nick joined the children from
Holy Trinity Interparochial School in Mountainside as they were decorating their
special tree called a Jesse Tree. Saint Nick told the children about his life and how
his generosity led to Santa Claus and gift giving today. Afterwards, the children
were delighted to find Christmas treats left in their stockings.

Malool Warns 2010 May
Not ‘Be Any Better’ Than ’09

By FRED T. ROSSI
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

SCOTCH PLAINS — Ending what
Scotch Plains Mayor Nancy Malool de-
scribed as “sort of a lost year in which
not a lot was able to be accomplished”
due to budget constraints and other mat-
ters, the mayor nonetheless said she is
“hopeful for a better year” in 2010 de-
spite her concerns that the township’s
fiscal picture “is not going to get bet-
ter.”

“To say that it was filled with chal-
lenges would be an understatement,”
Mayor Malool told The Westfield Leader
and The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times
when asked to sum up her first year in
the mayor’s chair. Calling 2009 “the
most difficult year in modern Scotch
Plains history for a mayor to serve,” she
ticked off a number of issues that she
and her township council colleagues
dealt with, including the municipal bud-
get and the state property tax and spend-
ing caps; the reduction in state aid; the
increases in sewerage fees and the
council’s decision, which she called
“the only responsible choice,” to create
a separate sewer utility; municipal lay-
offs “for the first time in memory,” and
the sudden resignation of the municipal
manager seven weeks into the mayor’s
term.

The mayor also pointed to “certain
budget decisions early in the year” made
by the former manager that led to reduc-
tions in temporary workers, leading to a
fall leaf pickup program that “has been
slower than in recent years” and to the
elimination of the branch pickup. Mrs.
Malool also said the new Special Im-
provement District “has not lived up to
its potential because a manager has not
been hired yet.”

The mayor admitted that communi-
cations with residents and commercial
property owners about the new sewer
utility bills were problematic. Many
residents, she said, were unaware that
sewer fees were being assessed in a
separate bill, while commercial own-
ers, some of whom received bills total-
ing thousands of dollars, were
“blindsided” by it.

Looking for bright spots, the mayor
said, was not easy in a year when “we
had our manager resign in February,
and then we spent February through
June working on the budget and sewer
utility, then in July and August, our new
manager (Chris Marion) was getting
acquainted with his position, and then
from September through November, we
were dealing with the sewer bills.”

Still, Mayor Malool said she thinks
that, despite the sewer-bill criticisms,
communications with residents im-
proved, pointing to her monthly “Cof-
fee with the Mayor” program, which
she said are “always well-attended.”
She said she always tries to address all
issues that residents raise during these
get-togethers. Listing a few other posi-
tives, in what she admitted was a diffi-
cult year, the mayor also recalled last

February’s “Valentine’s Day With A
Veteran,” a full Thanksgiving-style din-
ner for some two-dozen veterans living
in Scotch Plains.

The mayor pronounced herself “very
pleased” with Mr. Marion’s perfor-
mance as municipal manager. “He came
and really jumped right in,” she told
The Leader/ Times, pointing to the “doz-
ens and dozens of meetings” he held
with residents and business owners to
discuss their sewer bills. “He’s been
very responsive,” she said.

Mr. Marion has also spent a great
deal of time “trying to get our finances
in order,” the mayor said, although she
said she finds it “hard to believe that
next year is going to be any better” than
2009, pointing to an anticipated decline
in state aid next year on top of the more-
than $20,000 cut in December’s state
payment. She said she did not know
what options there will be — besides
cuts in services — if the council next
year faces a situation similar to this
year where it is difficult to stay within
cap limits.

“I don’t know what’s left to cut,” the
mayor said, emphasizing that she and her
council colleagues have not yet received
any budget figures for 2010. She pointed
out that “we’re operating with a skeleton
staff already” at the municipal building so
staff reductions are “not really possible.”
As for service cuts, “if we did eliminate
services” — she mentioned the curbside
recycling purely as an example — “obvi-
ously people are going to notice.” She
warned that 2010 “is really going to be a
difficult year again.”

Returning to some of the bright spots of
2009, the mayor said plans for a commu-
nity garden at the former Terry-Lou Zoo
property are “progressing,” and singled
out the Public Works department for its
efforts at cleaning up the zoo property in
general. Mayor Malool said she looks
forward to receiving the recommenda-
tions of the Scotch Plains-Fanwood
Shared Services Study Committee, which
has spent much of this year looking into
whether or not the two towns’ depart-
ments and services can be combined in a
money-saving effort.

The mayor also pointed out a recent
Star-Ledger article finding that, while
home prices in Union County dropped 8
percent from 2008 to 2009, prices in
Scotch Plains rose 7 percent during that
period, making it the only one of 14
towns with more than 20 sales in either
year to show an increase in prices. “In
spite of everything that we went
through,” Mayor Malool said, “our real-
estate values went up, which says some-
thing good about Scotch Plains — that
it’s still a good community to live in.”

The mayor said she hopes Governor-
elect Chris Christie can “find creative
ways to help municipalities” in order to
“reduce the burden on us.”

“All I can promise,” the mayor con-
cluded, “is that I am open to new ideas
and new ways of doing things. We can’t
keep things the way they were.”

Greg Ryan for The Westfield Leader and The Times
ARRIVAL OF SANTA...Santa was delayed for two weeks in Garwood, unable to
land in the rain. This week, however, not only was he able to land, but he was also
able to land in the nine-plus inches of snow that blanketed the area. Met by
members of the Garwood Fire Department, Santa was able to travel around the
entire borough and see all the local children, such as Connor above, and hand out
candy canes and pose for pictures.

By JESSICA E. JASKULA
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

SCOTCH PLAINS — Scott
Bortnick, Science supervisor for the
Scotch Plains-Fanwood (SP-F)
school district, detailed how his
department’s approach to present-
ing material to students is continu-
ing to evolve, in an effort to better
engage kids in the subject matter and
to inspire them to pursue science-
based careers.

Mr. Bortnick began his presenta-
tion of the district’s science pro-
gram, at Thursday’s board of educa-
tion, with a quote from President
Barack Obama: “Today, more than
ever before, science holds the key to
our survival as a planet and our secu-
rity and prosperity as a nation.”

Mr. Bortnick said that through
groups such as the American Asso-
ciation for the Advancement of Sci-
ence (AAAS), there has been a na-
tional trend of “less [emphasis] on
memorizing scientific facts” and
“more emphasis on students investi-
gating their everyday world and de-
veloping [a] deep understanding
from their inquiries.”

The SP-F school district is now
putting that trend into practice, he
said, adding that he wants students
to be able to explore concepts with-
out being “limited” by vocabulary.

“The facts are still there [in the
classroom],” he said, but “it’s what
you do with them that’s the impor-
tant thing.”

Mr. Bortnick reviewed a timeline
of recent changes to the science pro-
gram, including the addition of jour-
nal writing; the outfitting of schools
with science kits that would contain
all necessary materials needed to
study a certain topic, including
books, videos and experiments and a
focus on inquiry-based instruction.
Inquiry-based instruction allows kids
to work with scientific subjects first-
hand and to make observations, in-
stead of learning straight from a text-
book. Teachers also received train-
ing for this new approach.

Mr. Bortnick said that by working
on the process of how science is
presented, more students might be-
come interested in studying the sub-
ject as they go forward into higher
education and careers. “When kids
are engaged, it strikes their interest,”
he said.

At the end of his presentation, Mr.
Bortnick showed a video of district
elementary students doing classroom
exercises so that board members and
the public could see the new inquiry-
based instruction at work.

“The district is lucky to have teach-
ers and administrators [who] sup-
port this direction in science,” said
Board Vice-President Nancy Bauer.
“It’s the inquiry that I think is so
important.”

Also on Thursday, board mem-
bers approved high school curricu-
lum changes, which came about
through a cyclical review process of
curriculum, and included the new
Math 9 course, which would incor-
porate algebra and geometry, as well
as making Advanced Placement (AP)
Art Studio an accelerated course in-
stead of AP. Business Education and
Cooperative Education courses will
be removed from the curriculum.
Mrs. Bauer said at the board’s last
meeting that this was due to the
budget. They also approved a five-
year curriculum evaluation schedule
(2009-2014) and adopted a new Ac-
counting I textbook.

Next year, the SP-F school district
will enter into an agreement with the
Monmouth-Ocean Educational Ser-

vices Commission and the N.J. As-
sociation of School Business Offi-
cials to participate in the Alliance
for Competitive Telecommunica-
tions (ACT). Board Business Ad-
ministrator Anthony Del Sordi said
this would translate into a reduction
in local and long-distance phone call
rates. More than 150 school districts
throughout New Jersey participate,
he said.

Mr. Del Sordi also discussed the
2010-2011, 10 budget guidelines,
which include: the continuing ex-
amination of all areas of the district
to consider more cost-effective ways
to operate; maintaining appropriate
class sizes; restoring efforts in staff
development, curriculum improve-
ment and program evaluation; con-
tinuing to put into effect the recom-
mendations regarding safety, energy
saving, long-term maintenance and
capital-improvement projects; con-
tinuing to implement technology;
continuing to look for ways to pro-
vide new programs; prioritizing pro-
grams that are being maintained or
changing; making it a priority to
seek grant funding; making an effort
to maintain a surplus in accordance
with state guidelines and lastly, us-
ing funds from fundraising or exist-
ing programs where feasible for new
programs, he said.

Mr. Del Sordi also discussed the
nine budget assumptions for 2010-
2011. He said medical benefits will
increase by 9 to 10 percent above
2009-2010 estimates, and dental pre-
miums should rise 6 percent; salary
increases will reflect the anticipated
salary settlement; staffing will be
adjusted to reflect anticipated en-
rollment trends; technology funding
will remain at current levels; spe-
cial-education tuition reflects the
most recent state-approved rates;
principal budget allotments will re-
flect a 3-percent increase over 2009-
2010; supervisor budgets will be
maintained at 2009-2010 levels;
natural gas and electricity will re-
flect an 8-percent to 10-percent in-
crease above the anticipated 2009-
2010 costs and lastly, state aid rev-
enue estimates will remain at the
same level as 2009-2010, he said.

Additionally, at the meeting, Su-
perintendent of Schools Margaret
Hayes thanked board members for
approving the high school’s German
exchange trip last meeting. “Our stu-
dents and our high school staff are
very appreciative,” she said.

The SP-F BOE will participate in
the annual Board of Education/PTA
Roundtable on Monday, January 11,
2010, at Park Middle School, which
is open to the public. Other upcom-
ing meetings include an open agenda
meeting on Thursday, January 21,
and a regular public meeting on
Thursday, January 28.

David Samsky for The Westfield Leader and The Times
CHRISTMAS CHEER...The Schwäbischer Sängerbund Mixed Chorus, directed
by Manfred Knoop, performs its 22nd annual Christmas Concert on December
12 at the Westfield Presbyterian Church.

Deerfield Elementary
Holds Swine Flu Clinic

WESTFIELD – On Wednesday,
January 6, from 5 to 8 p.m.,
Deerfield Elementary School, lo-
cated at 302 Central Avenue in
Mountainside, will hold an H1N1
(Swine) Flu Clinic.

Both the inactivated vaccine
(“swine flu shot”) and the live at-
tenuated vaccine (nasal spray) will
be distributed.

H1N1 vaccinations (swine flu
shots) will be available at this clinic
for all individuals who are inter-
ested in receiving it, regardless of
medical history or age.

For more information about this
clinic, call (908) 789-4070.

MAY
Westfield

Following a trial that spanned April
13 to 30, a state Superior Court jury in
Union County ruled that the Town of
Westfield had not engaged in age
discrimination when it denied Scotch
Plains resident William McMeekan’s
application to serve as a Westfield
volunteer firefighter. Mr. McMeekan
had anticipated eventually becoming
part of the Westfield Fire
Department’s paid unit.

The jury also found the town had
not “retaliated” against Mr.
McMeekan, who subsequently sought
to become director of operations at
Westfield’s local-access television
station but was not hired.

Mr. McMeekan had filed a lawsuit
against Westfield in November 2006
after first dropping a civil-rights com-
plaint against the town, based on his
unsuccessful application in 2002, at
age 35, to become a volunteer
firefighter with the Westfield Fire
Department. He had sought $650,000
for a lost 20-year career as a firefighter
and $415,000 for the loss of 20 years
of employment as TV-36 director – a
total of $1.065 million.

The Westfield Planning Board
granted Leader Store owners Joseph
Spector and Marc Spector of Almarc
Associates preliminary and final site-
plan approval to renovate the Leader
Store building lots located at 109,
113 and 117 East Broad Street.

Architect Gregory Talmont said
there were no plans to increase the
footprint on the ground floor. Mr.
Talmont presented revised plans that
called for reducing the square foot-
age of second- and third-floor apart-
ments because the applicant decided
to create six apartments instead of the
initially planned eight. The plans also
called for the current apartments there
to be rehabilitated.

Two of the town’s four major unions
– Policemen’s Benevolent Associa-
tion (PBA) Local 90 and the Commu-
nication Workers of America (CWA)
– stated they would not take part in
the town’s voluntary request to forego
two days of vacation pay to prevent
job losses. Later in the month,
Firemen’s Mutual Benevolent Asso-
ciation Local 30 also announced its
decision not to participate.

Among the unions, concerns were
expressed over whether the request
was politically motivated and over
the fact that the town could not guar-
antee there would not be layoffs even
with full participation by the unions.

Scotch Plains
Mayor Malool said that creating a

new sewerage utility that would di-
rectly bill township residents, businesses
and other organizations for water usage
was the only viable way for the local
government to keep the 2009 munici-
pal property-tax increase within state-
cap regulations and avoid laying off
additional township personnel.

Representatives of the township’s
police and public works departments
appealed to the township council not
to lay off municipal employees. A
police union representative warned
elected officials that personnel re-
ductions would “cripple the police
department.”

The township council unveiled its
2009 municipal budget of approxi-
mately $25 million, which called for
a new separate sewer utility and bill-
ing. Mayor Malool said the taxpayer,
after factoring in the new separate
sewer bill, would see a net tax in-
crease equal to about 12 tax points
this year.

Christopher Marion was announced
as the new township manager, effec-
tive June 29. Mr. Marion previously
served as business administrator in
West Windsor and town administra-
tor in Marlboro.

Four male juveniles from Westfield
were taken into custody for their al-
leged participation in the burning of a
swastika into the artificial turf field
behind Scotch Plains-Fanwood High
School.

Thousands turned out for the Me-
morial Day parade, followed by a
seven-hour Music Festival. The festi-
val was the debut event of the new
Scotch Plains Management Corpora-
tion that was established in 2008 to

oversee efforts to increase business in
the commercial sector.

Fanwood
Mayor Mahr and the borough coun-

cil received a report from the biparti-
san Citizens Budget Task Force, cre-
ated by the mayor to “review, analyze
and research potential cost savings
and to formulate recommendations”
for the governing body to consider.

The Fanwood Presbyterian Church
celebrated its 80th anniversary on
May 3 with a traditional “potluck”
dinner and reflections on the church’s
history.

The borough council, acting as
Fanwood’s redevelopment agency,
learned that the Sovereign Bank
branch located on South Avenue was
to close in June.

Garwood
The borough council passed an

amended school tax levy whereby
$37,000 in reserve funds was removed
from the special-education budget.
Councilwoman Kathleen Villaggio
said residents would see their school
taxes increase by an average of $87.
The council’s action followed the
April 21 defeat of the school budget
by the voters.

A group of Garwood commuters
addressed the council in an effort to
convince NJ Transit to add more fre-
quent stops in the borough. Prior to
approving additional Garwood trains,
however, NJ Transit officials said they
wanted to see up to 75 parking spaces
dedicated to borough commuters.
Borough officials maintained that, due
to Garwood’s small land area, many
commuters walk to the train, thereby
making NJ Transit’s request a moot
issue.

Mountainside
During a meeting of the

Mountainside Board of Education, it
was revealed that seven support-staff
members would be cut from the school
district, effective June 30. School
Administrator Jeanette Baubles said
that the decision was based on changes
in the district’s needs regarding such
personnel.

County
The Union County Board of Cho-

sen Freeholders approved a $600,000
contract for improvements to the
county’s dog park at Echo Lake Park.

Kicking off the 2009 Preserve
Union County grant application pro-
cess at the historic Homestead Farm
at Oak Ridge Park May 14, the free-
holder board announced that
$500,000 was available in matching
grants to local historic preservation
groups and municipalities.

Region
Union County Health Officer Lester

Jones said the Union County Office
of Health Management was in daily
contact with the Centers for Disease
Control and the New Jersey Health
Department regarding updated test
results and guidance for handling the
possible spread of H1N1, more com-
monly known as swine flu. He also
said the county was working with
first responders “to identify what their
needs are” in the event H1N1 became
a pandemic.

The Rahway Valley Sewerage Au-
thority board announced that the New
Jersey Department of Environmental
Protection (NJDEP) had filed a law-
suit that named the authority, along
with its member municipalities, as
third-party co-defendants.

Originally filed in 2005 by the
NJDEP, the suit claimed that the Dal-
las, Tex.-based Occidental Chemical
Corporation and other defendants had
dumped hazardous chemicals, includ-
ing dioxins and DDT, into the Passaic
River between 1940 and 1971. The
suit alleged that the chemicals pol-
luted the entire Newark Bay complex
and sought to have the companies pay
the cost of cleanup.

The defendants claimed that the 73
public entities, including the RVSA
and its constituent municipalities, also
discharged hazardous chemicals into
the watershed and should share the
cleanup costs.

Samuel Wurzelbacher of Holland,
Ohio, better known as Joe the
Plumber, joined a rally in support of
Steve Lonegan, a GOP candidate for
New Jersey governor, at the Deutscher
Club in Clark.

2009 Year In Review:
Part 1 – January to May

See it all on the web in color . . .
www.goleader.com

[Continued from page 8]

Mountainside Snow Plowing,
School Audit Discussed

By MAGGIE DIGGORY
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

MOUNTAINSIDE – Mountainside resi-
dents contacted The Westfield Leader and
The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times earlier
this week to complain about the snow-
plowing job done during last weekend’s
snow storm. Ronald Romak, Mountainside
Department of Public Works (DPW) di-
rector, spoke by telephone with The Leader/
Times about how new contractor Robert
LaFerrara Construction handled plowing
during last week’s snowstorm.

Mr. Romak said LaFerrara was unfa-
miliar with the street layouts in the bor-
ough, having no previous experience plow-
ing them. Mountainside has very few side-
walks, making it a challenge to determine
the width the plows can get to the street
curbing.

“Some streets were not plowed as wide
as they could be,” Mr. Romak said. “It was
particularly challenging with the blowing
and drifting [nature of the snowstorm],” he
continued.

The DPW director encouraged
homeowners to go to their local hardware
store and purchase aluminum stakes with
reflectors attached to them and place them
on the edge of their property to indicate
where the curb is, to help the future work-
ers provide a wider plow of their street.

“The biggest challenge [for the new
plowing company] is learning where the
curbs are. Overall, they did a phenomenal
job, and there’s room for improvement,”
said Mr. Romak.

The borough is required by public law to
seek bids for work subcontracted out, such
as snow plowing; it must then take the
lowest bid. Heckel’s had been the lowest
bid for the last 38 years, according to Mr.
Romak. However, the borough council
received several more bids this year, which
Mr. Romak attributed to the economic
downturn. Heckel’s service bid was $230
per-truck, per-hour, while the winning bid
by LaFerrara was $150 per-hour, per-truck.
“We’ve achieved significant costs savings
to homeowners,” Mr. Romak stated.

In other borough news, the Mountainside
Board of Education (BOE) held its De-
cember meeting on Tuesday evening, fo-
cusing on reports of communication pro-
cedures with the public and administrative
fiscal accountability.

Board President Mary Beth Schaumberg
opened her remarks with a statement on
the “process by which the chain of com-
mand” should work when a parent has a
comment to make. While noting she did
not “write this (her remarks) up,” Ms.
Schaumberg explained how “protocol is
loose, and issues take longer to resolve”
when parents voice a complaint, “or com-
pliment,” with Chief School Administra-
tor (CSA) Jeanette Baubles rather than
with their child’s teacher or the respective
school principal.

“It makes sense to talk to them (the
teacher or principal) when something hap-
pens [rather than let it] fester or be bigger
than it needs to be,” Mrs. Schaumberg
said.

In her CSA’s report, Ms. Baubles spoke
of the Leader/Times reporting on the BOE
meetings and school administration. “It is
most unfortunate that our continued at-
tempts to forge a positive relationship with
The Leader/Times have yet again been
unsuccessful. While being interviewed by
The Leader/Times for two hours in early
December, I had requested that any re-

porter and editor working with us on an
article reach out to us for a fact-check
before publishing the article. This request
was immediately denied, which has us
quite concerned about the accuracy of
what may be reported in future issues.”

Editor’s Note: News industry standards
preclude reporters, for ethical reasons, to
send articles to a source for review before
publication.

She then said there were two inaccura-
cies in a previous article. “In an effort to
continue to provide accurate information
to the Mountainside community, we will
utilize our board of education meetings as
the primary vehicle for this communica-
tion,” said Ms. Baubles.

Ms. Baubles had previously communi-
cated with The Leader/Times on Decem-
ber 16 via a voicemail message that she
was “going to be the point person in the
way of contact for Mountainside. If you
have any additional questions for [Busi-
ness Administrator Roderic] McLaughlin,
I know you left him a message I think on
either Friday or Monday; please feel free
to e-mail those to me so I can work with
him to get you a response.”

As published in Ballyhoo at
goleader.com, questions asked regarding
shared services and fiscal accountaibility
would not be discussed by the school ad-
ministration during an interview. Instead,
printouts of legislation and typed state-
ments were provided. Mr. McLaughlin
was not available to answer questions and
would not return repeated phone calls.

At Tuesday’s board meeting, Mr.
McLaughlin provided a summary of the
district’s Comprehensive Annual Finan-
cial Report (CAFR) of the last school year,
as prepared by auditors Hodulik &
Morrison. The firm’s representative, Rob-
ert Morrison, was scheduled to give the
report but was unavailable due to a family
emergency. Mr. McLaughlin said he was
“assured in writing that if the board had
any questions, he (Mr. Morrison) would
personally answer them.”

“When his family emergency is resolved,
we hope he will come to a future meeting,”
Mr. McLaughlin said.

Mr. McLaughlin said the audit for the
2008-2009 school year was “reported to
the State of New Jersey by the November
5 deadline.”

“The books are in balance. It was some-
what of a challenge,” he said of the audit.
State aid was cut late last school year, and
“they (Trenton) have a problem similar to
last year. We can’t report further [on state
aid] until we hear from Trenton. We need
to move on with the business of educating
our children.”

Furthermore, Mr. McLaughlin said the
district has financially “kept its head above
water” and that “we should not overly
worry” about the school budget, but that
“revenue is a real concern because we get
state aid.”

Various members of the board acknowl-
edged Mr. McLaughlin on his second clean
audit in a row for the district. Ms. Baubles
said, “I commend Mr. McLaughlin for his
meticulous, steadfast and proactive over-
sight of the district finances. The level of
excellence with which Mr. McLaughlin
approaches his responsibilities has again
resulted in no audit recommendations.”

Copies of the audit report summary may
be obtained by calling the Mountainside
BOE office. The next BOE meeting is
scheduled for Tuesday, January 12, 2010.


