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Full court press killing community schools bill

Follow the bucks with
Mingo’s consolidation battle

It’s been a full-court press to kill a
grass roots bill in the WV legislature
that would return some power to parents
over deciding whether or not their community schools would be consolidated.
It would have mandated an election
after at least 20 percent of a county’s
voters had signed a petition.
After closing more than 300 community schools, some balance would have
been given to citizens regarding the
closing of their elementary and middle
schools.
House Bill 4040 was almost unanimously approved by the 25-member
House of Delegates Education Committee, the vote was 93-4.
Governor Joe Manchin, who ran on
protecting community schools, gave
some last minute support to the bill, but
did not appear to actively support the
measure.
Such grass-roots momentum is not
enough for the senate’s education chair
Robert Plymale (D-Wayne).

Plymale said his committee is not
“That’s the reason for trying to return
going to advance the bill, which ef- some power to communities, in face of
fectively kills the legislation.
well over 100 elementary schools still
Plymale said “It’s a decision that on the chopping block,” said Martin,
needs to be made by members of the with more likely to come.
RULES (D-Preston), viceboard of education.UNBRIDLED
If you don’t like POWER
Larry Williams
Mingo County school board member
the decision, you can vote them out.” chair
of the house education commitMike Carter says "There are lots of
tee,
said
dollar signs“This
all overmeasure
the place,"would
regard- give
HEARD IT BEFORE?
some
balance
to
the
problem,”
indicating the state board's decision to close
Linda Martin of Challenge WV ing
threehiscommunity
schools
and build
constituents
are “worn
out”a with
consolidated
high school
a remote
said “That might sound good, but its the
power executed
by in
state
education
area on Red Jacket mountain owned
been the party line since former sena- officials.
a coal company.
tor Lloyd Jackson and former delegate by State
education officials continue
Carter said since the state
Jerry Mezzatesta were the architects to
ignore
the long
busofrides
created by
board
declared
a state
emergency
of school consolidation.”
consolidation.
“They
keep
doing
and took over the
Mingo
system
forstudJackson, who was defeated in his ies
the with
secondmanipulated
time, there isnumbers”
no doubt inabout
his mind
it is students
over consolidation.
bid to become governor, used Plym- how
many
are affected, said
Mike
Carter
He
admits
the
system
does
have probale’s “local board decision” statement Martin.
lems,
not
unlike
many
other
WV
counties.
on the campaign trail, when asked to
Carter is certain if you
"Follow the money, the answers will
discuss issues related
to school con- O’CULL SAYS BILL CAUSES
come."
PROBLEMS
solidation.
Closing three community
high schools, all built in recent
Martin said mostyears,
Westis Virginians
Howard
O’’Cull,
executive bydirecbased on "economies
of scale,"
a model discounted
most school
systems in tor
the of
US.the West Virginia School Boards
know about the “bloody
hammer”
a model
state school officials use"It's
to hold
local that is suppose to s a v e t a x p a y e r s
money," said Mingo school See
boardFull
president
BillPress...
Duty.
Court
on Page 2
school boards hostage.

"It never has. Long bus rides
a n d o v e r h e a d g o e s u p . Besides,
every bit of research says kids do better in
Somewhere up this steep Red Jacket mountain is where
small community schools," he said.
Mingo's
new consolidated
school is to
be built,
a strip
mine site and willAno
grant
programs,
loner be study
Higher
powers
in West Virginia
have
Gov.done
Bob for
Wise,
consolidation
the but not a single memlacking access roads, but near the proposed King Coal Highway
futureSchool
business.
long planned
to reduce the number of considered sites for state's
Building Authority
by Marber
was
from
a
small, rural, poor county.
and lots of land to be developed. It will create long bus rides
shall
University
says
"The
sum
of
these
McCabe
has
been
leading
a
twocounties,
bigger
ones
taking
over
smallFormer Gov. Gaston Caperton asof an hour or more each way for many students.
findings
suggests to
that serted
school aconsolidayearconsolidation,
effort to get the
legislature
er ones - all
the have
name
of efficiency
Thein
courts
cleared
the way for Mingo
plan to reduce the number of
notmake
had a itlarge positive or negaalthough Charleston
he will
billstake
thatthewouldtion
nothas
only
and reduction
of costs. Attorney Jim Lees sayspass
counties down to about twelve, mosttive impact on school performance in
to the Supreme Court.
toVirginia."
consolidate, ly based on an “economies
Sen.battle
Brooks
McCabe (D-Kanawha), easier for metro areas
Bill Duty.of scale”
West
"This particular case presents the West Virginia courts
but
county
governments
too.
the state’s
newest
“Consolidation
model
thathaseffectively
gobbles-up
with the opportunity to define and clarify the precise powers
Duty has said the state
board
used unbridled
power torural
State Board
of Education and
in the operation
of local
The proposals
are
from
the ComKing,”ofistheworried
that Charleston
counties
largerhammer,"
ones. a phrase
close
community
schools,
using aby
"bloody
school systems,"
said Lees.
later
against
the stateThe
board
by Gov. JoeofManchin,
who has
in used
the 21st
CenHuntington’s
population
may drop be- mission on Governing
“economies
scale” model
Lees is firm in his belief that the Mingo take-over has
has
variously supportedbeen
keeping
community
schools
open. officials
tury,
which
supports
consolidation.
low 50,000,
saying
by
the
2010
Census,
used
by
state
education
been based on consolidation.
Followhundreds
the bucks...
on Page
2
The commission was formed by See
they will fall below the radar for federal
to close
of schools,
asserting

Bigger is better is good for West Virginians?

See BIGGER IS BETTER... on Page 2

Visit
WestVirginia
Virginiaatatwww.challengewv.org
www.challengewv.org
Visit Challenge
Challenge West

Full court press killing community schools bill
Association, was opposed to having local voting, saying “It just adds another
layer to the issue,” and could cause
money problems for school boards.
O’Cull reminded Challenge WV
members at a conference last fall
that most of the constitutional powers of local school boards have
been removed by the WV legislature, and taken to Charleston.
Debbie Phillips, Putnam County
school board president, said the legislation would have provided for more
participation from county voters.

“I think it’s great to give voters a
right. It gives them some debate. And
I support that. That’s what our country
was built on,” she said.
Del. Tom Campbell, co-chair of
the House Education Committee said,
“There seems to be a growing consensus that consolidation affecting our
younger children is not a good idea,”
with thousands of children as young as
four being bused one to one-and-onehalf hours each way.
Martin says the state’s educational
bureaucrats and officials “totally ig-

nore the research that kids do better in
small, community schools.”
Thomas Ramey of Challenge WV
said politicians are taking notice.
“The public is worn to a frazzle
with public policy that destroys their
schools and takes education away from
their communities,” he said.
“Voters could take to heart Sen.
Plymale’s admonition to ‘vote them
out,’ not just school board members,”
concluded Martin, recalling the history
of Jerry Mezzatesta, who also issued
such a challenge.

Bigger is better is good for West Virginians?
such closures will save money and improve education.
It never has.
So far, the legislature has failed to
bite on the bills, as have the voters
of West Virginia who turned down a
county consolidation amendment several years ago.

THE VALUE OF COMMUNITIES

“All you have to do is go back and
look at school consolidation,” said
Sen. Jesse Guills, R-Greenbrier. “It has
divided communities, and it has destroyed communities.”
Sen. McCabe, whose livelihood is

derived as a land and business developer, says “I’’m terribly frustrated at
the fearfulness,” as many of the Senate
Finance Committee members remained
concerned that the metro government
bill would benefit urban areas at the
expense of rural neighbors.
McCabe says the focus now is only
on opportunities to merge metro areas.
“I can’’t imagine any area of the state
where a rural area would be forced into
a metro government.”
However, McCabe has continued to
make statements about “globalizing”
West Virginia.
Many rural counties feel they have
a purposeful right to exist, not the least
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to protect themselves from the blight
and problems of urban life.
Many believe that family and social
stability - family values - centers on
maintaining community life with nearby schools, churches and government.
Peaceful, pastoral country life that
many people value would surely become part of a more urban world, to be
taxed and developed as communities
continue to have little voice.
The Charleston Daily Mail spoke
well for the “bigger is better” cause.
When tiny Wirt County was about
to collapse, they said “The county
never amounted to much anyway.”
But, surely there is value in the small.

$1 million missing from Beckley Area RESA
More than $1 million has disappeared from a regional education agency during the past five years and state
and federal investigators are investigating what happened to the money.
At least one RESA employee
has resigned, according to Mercer County Schools Superintendent Deborah Akers, chairwoman
of the agency’s advisory board.
“It has been determined that financial irregularities have occurred at RESA 1,” said Akers.
McDowell County Superintendent
Mark A. Manchin, also a member of

the advisory board, said “It appears
some corporations were created,(post
office boxes), invoices were generated, and checks were sent to them.”
RESA 1, which serves McDowell, Mercer, Monroe, Raleigh,
Summers and Wyoming counties, is one of eight regional agencies in West Virginia overseen by
the state Department of Education.
While the state school board generally “takes over” county school boards
when audit problems surface, it was unclear if they would take-over the RESA.

The RESAs were created to reduce the wasteful bureaucracy of
55 separate county school boards,
with 55 administrative staffs, payrolls
and
purchasing
offices.
RESAs supposedly could handle
the mundane tasks of keeping schools
equipped, but the RESAs have become just another layer in the state’s
top-heavy educational bureaucracy
While at one time the RESAs
made some sense, with the advent
of the Internet and computerized records, its easy for local administrators
to bulk buy and keep track of things.

Challenge fellows question Sen. Plymale’s action
Challenge WVs Clay County fellow
Marge Bragg has challenged Sen. Robert Plymale for taking it upon himself
to block the decision of 93 percent of
the House of Delegates that supported
counties voting on school consolidations.
“Although the senator feels that in
the current system there is sufficient
allowance for public input, my experience is otherwise,” said Bragg.
In Clay County, while consolidation
hearings were being held about school
closings,” bulldozers were already
clearing the land that has already been
purchased by the board.”
Preston County fellow, Jana Freeman, points out that members of the
State Board of Education and School

Building Authority are appointed to
their positions and make the decisions
on school policy.
Those decisions are largely based
on an industrial model of economies
of scale, which predicts that the more
you produce, the less it will cost.
This model does not translate well
to educating school children, says
Freeman.
The latest research shows that small
community schools provide the best
education, especially for low-income
students and are cheaper to build, operate and maintain.
States all across the country are
downsizing their schools while WV is
using the “bigger is better” model.
Local boards of education have their

hands tied when making decisions to
close or consolidate schools.
As a result of declining enrollment
and consolidation, fewer students are
being bussed greater distances at higher costs to WV taxpayers.
Freeman contends the decision of
where and how our students are being educated has been taken out of the
hands of the voters and dictated by bureaucrats at a state level.
“The promise of greater academic
achievement has not materialized as
evidenced by our ranking of 39th in the
country,” she said.
Freeman said “H.B.4040 is a step in
the right direction for restoring democracy to the people of WV and preserving our community schools.”

The Mezz mess keeps on keeping on
Six Hampshire County school employees have received subpoenas a
part of a federal investigation into the
school system’s finances and a grant
solicited by former school board employee and House of Delegates Education Committee Chairman Jerry Mezzatesta.
Most of the employees work at the
board office. They have been ordered
to testify on March 21 before a federal
grand jury in Martinsburg.
The FBI and a special agent with the
U.S. Department of Education’s Office
of Inspector General hand-delivered
the subpoenas.
“It will be our full intention to cooperate with federal officials,” said state
schools Superintendent Steve Paine.
The state board just seized control
of the Hampshire County system, citing numerous personnel, management
and financial problems.

Federal agents have previously interviewed Hampshire County and Department of Education administrators.
They have specifically requested
information about a $75,000 grant that
was initially intended for a sheltered
workshop in Romney.
Mezzatesta allegedly diverted
$35,000 of the $75,000 grant to a library and volunteer fire departments in
Hampshire County.
He passed out checks to volunteer
fire departments during a 2004 Hampshire County Democratic political rally
called the “Bean and Cornbread Supper.”
Hampshire County schools later returned $35,000 to the state Department
of Education.
Mezzatesta, besides being the chairman of the House Education Committee, worked as a Hampshire school
board office administrator. He was fired
in April 2005, after he lost re-election.

Hampshire County schools Superintendent David Friend resigned shortly
before the state board took over Hampshire schools.
Friend and Mezzatesta were named
in a 33-page audit report that outlined
Hampshire school problems. Office
employees told auditors that Friend
and Mezzatesta “threatened, verbally
abused and intimidated them,” saying
they were told to do things that were
“highly irregular.”
Mezzatesta and his wife pleaded no
contest to a misdemeanor charge that
they deleted or altered legislative computer records at the state Capitol.
He was widely defended by then
state superintendent of schools Dave
Stewart.
Mezzatesta’s wife said that he dictated a phony letter to the state Ethics
Commission.

Challenge WV members will attend Mississippi workshop
Several members of Challenge WV
will attended the fifth annual Rural Education Working Group conference in
Olive Branch Mississippi, April 21-23.

The group consists of rural activists,
educators, parents and students.
The Rural School and Community
Trust is sponsoring the meeting, which

they say is a spiritual-revival and policy-strategizing event.
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West Virginia County Contacts

We Support Small Schools!

Boone County
Danielle Johnston
(304) 369-2306
daniellenjohnston@yahoo.com

Kanawha County
Monica Prater
(304) 548-7301
missmonicastarr@aol.com

Monongalia County
Jon Frist
(304) 292-9599
jon.frist@us.army.mil

Ritchie County
Patty Deak
(304) 869-3462
pdeak@dot.state.wv.us

Braxton County
Misty Houghton
(304) 765-7927

Lincoln County
Thomas Ramey
(304) 855-3930
tprameywv@hotmail.com

Morgan County
Andy Andryshak
(304) 947-5664
andy.peace@frontiernet.net

Roane County
Eric Rogers
(304) 655-7134
rpeskid98@yahoo.com

Challenge West Virginia County Contacts
Calhoun County
Dianne Weaver
(304) 354-6183
dianne@hurherald.com
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County

Danielle Johnston
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(304)
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Carritt-McCune@citynet.net
ChubnWV@aol.com
Greenbrier County
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Carla Persinger
Paul Burke
(304) 392-9842
(304) 876-2227
cpersinger@frontier.net
NumbersInstitute@juno.com
Hancock County
Brian Handley
304-387-1709
brianhandley@msn.com
Harrison County
Paul Hamrick
(304) 622-5664
ChubnWV@aol.com

Logan County
Craig Manns
(304) 855-4442
Jefferson
County
cmwv2001@yahoo.com
Paul Burke
(304) 876-2227
Marshall County
NumbersInstitute@juno.com
Frank Longwell
Kanawha
County
(304) 232-1093
Monica Prater
(304) 548-7301
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missmonicastarr@aol.com
Darrell Hagley
(304) County
743-9451
Lincoln
DEHagley@WMConnect.com
Thomas Ramey
(304) 855-3930
tprameywv@hotmail.com
McDowell County
Marsha Timpson
Logan
(304)County
875-3418
Craig Manns
marshatimpson@hotmail.com
(304) 855-4442
cmwv2001@yahoo.com
Mineral County
Brenda Stonebraker
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bstonebraker@hotmail.com
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Carter
(304)Mike
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(304) 426-4226
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hiec@hotmail.com
McDowell County
Marsha Timpson
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marshatimpson@hotmail.com
Mineral County  
Brenda Stonebraker
(304) 446-5429
bstonebraker@hotmail.com

Nicholas County
Robin Kelly
(304)
649-5932
Mingo
County
RocknBirdy@hotmail.com
Mike Carter
(304) 426-4226
Ohio
County
hiec@hotmail.com
Jim Mullooly
Monongalia
County
(304) 547-0699
Jon Frist
jfm@1st.net
(304) 292-9599
jon.frist@us.army.mil
Preston County
Jana
Freeman
Morgan
County
(304)
Andy735-3411
Andryshak
(304) 947-5664
Janaf11@hotmail.com
andy.peace@frontiernet.net
Putnam County
Nicholas
County
Tim McCoy
Robin Kelly
(304)
586-9823
(304) 649-5932
timothy.mccoy@pb.com
RocknBirdy@hotmail.com
Raleigh
OhioCounty
County
JimScarbro
Mullooly
Lorelei
(304)
547-0699
(304) 854-1016
jfm@1st.net
candlelight29@aol.com
Preston County
Jana Freeman
(304) 735-3411
Janaf11@hotmail.com
Putnam County
Tim McCoy
(304) 586-9823
timothy.mccoy@pb.com

Webster County
Cindy Miller
(304) 493-6369
Raleigh County
KCACMiller@juno.com
Lorelei Scarbro
(304) 854-1016
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Martin County
Patty Deak
(304) 744-5916
(304) 869-3462
LBM94@aol.com
pdeak@dot.state.wv.us
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