
to sign the warrant for payment asked for a description of the legal counsel's work.
Unfortunately, the member was told, "You don't need to know that. It's not your
responsibility." A more appropriate response would have been to explain the volume of
confidential work vs. service as a matter of public record.

II. DEVELOPING, APPROVING, AND MONITORING THE BUDGET

Budget Development and Implementation. Budgeting is a legally designated function for
School Committees. During the year, however, modifications to the district budget are usually
necessary. The question of line item transfers and how they are authorized is a frequent source
of conflict. In developing a budget, the superintendent will often present a voluminous
directory of budgetary information, including hundreds of lines of items and proposed
expenditures. These are very different from the "line items" that the School Committee will use
to monitor progress during the year.

State officials have explained that the School Committee should Identify the cost centers It will
use to implement and monitor the budget (these cost centers are also frequently cited as "line
items.")

A well crafted budget will include not only a designated number of line items for which the
superintendent must recommend changes during the year, but also several sections of policy
guidance to reinforce the link between the Committee's intent and actual expenditures. For
example, a budget document may have language included to add new programs (e.g., create a
foreign language program for K-6; establish free, full-day kindergarten; foreign exchange
program), restructure other programs (eliminate specific sports teams; eliminate foreign
language instruction; etc.), consolidate schools, or set economic parameters for employment
c o n t r a c t s .

A skillful superintendent will be able to work carefully with the School Committee to
recommend a reasonable number of cost-centers/line items for review during the year. Some
districts have as few as three or four while others have dozens. Savvy superintendents also
present regular financial reports to allow board members to monitor progress. Nothing can be
more disruptive to otherwise harmonious relationships than to learn suddenly that a district
budget deficit is at hand.

I I I . W H A T S P O L I C Y v s . W H A T ' S A D M I S T R A T I O N

Interpretations Over What is Policv. There are more than 300 possible topics for school district
policy subject to School Committee approval, ranging from School Committee operating rules
to sexual harassment and bullying, just to identify a few. Sometimes these areas of policy are
clear and unambiguous, but policy can also be found In several areas not normally viewed as
such. For example:

1 1



MASSACHUSETTS DEPARTMENT OF REVENUE
D I V I S I O N O F L O C A L S E R V I C E S

P . O . B o x 9 6 5 5
B o s t o n 0 2 1 1 4 - 9 6 5 5

MITCHELL ADAMS
C o m m i s s i o n e r

L E S L I E A . K I R W A N

Deputy Commissioner

September 13, 1994

D o n a l d J . C h a r e s t
A s s o c i a t e S u p e r i n t e n d e n t
Agawam Publ ic Schools
1 3 0 5 S p r i n g fi e l d S t r e e t
Feed ing H i l l s , MA 01030

R e : S c h o o l B u d g e t T r a n s f e r A u t h o r i t y
O u r F i l e N o . 9 4 - 6 6 0

D e a r M r . C h a r e s t :

You have asked whether the po l icy o f the Agawam School Commi t tee
e n t i t l e d " C o s t C e n t e r T r a n s f e r A u t h o r i t y " i s p e r m i s s i b l e u n d e r t h e
general laws. That pol icy, adopted May 6, 1975 and current ly st i l l in
o p e r a t i o n i n t h e s c h o o l s y s t e m p r o v i d e s :

F o r p u r p o s e s o f b u d g e t r e c t i fi c a t i o n , t h e s u p e r i n t e n d e n t o r
designee is authorized to approve transfers of not greater than
$ 3 , 0 0 0 b e t w e e n c o s t c e n t e r s i n t h e o p e r a t i n g b u d g e t . T r a n s f e r s o f
more than tha t amoun t mus t be approved by the schoo l commi t tee .

A l l f u n d s n o t e x p e n d e d b y t h e c l o s e o f t h e fi s c a l y e a r w i l l b e
r e t u r n e d t o t h e c i t y .

In our opinion only the school committee has the authority to
t r a n s f e r a m o u n t s b e t w e e n l i n e i t e m s ( a l l o c a t i o n s ) i n i t s b u d g e t a n d
c a n n o t d e l e g a t e t h i s a u t h o r i t y t o a n y o t h e r m u n i c i p a l b o a r d o r
o f fi c e r . I n p a r t i c u l a r , G . L . C h . 7 1 , S . 3 4 p r o v i d e s :

E v e r y c i t y a n d t o w n s h a l l a n n u a l l y p r o v i d e a n a m o u n t o f m o n e y
s u f fi c i e n t f o r t h e s u p p o r t o f t h e p u b l i c s c h o o l s a s r e q u i r e d b y
t h i s c h a p t e r , p r o v i d e d , h o w e v e r , t h a t n o c i t y o r t o w n s h a l l b e
r e q u i r e d t o p r o v i d e m o r e m o n e y f o r t h e s u p p o r t o f p u b l i c s c h o o l s
t h a n i s a p p r o p r i a t e d b y v o t e o f t h e l e g i s l a t i v e b o d y o f t h e c i t y
o r t o w n . I n a c t i n g o n a p p r o p r i a t i o n s f o r e d u c a t i o n a l c o s t s , t h e
c i t y o r t o w n a p p r o p r i a t i n g b o d y s h a l l v o t e o n t h e t o t a l a m o u n t
o f t h e a p p r o p r i a t i o n s r e q u e s t e d a n d s h a l l n o t a l l o c a t e
a p p r o p r i a t i o n s a m o n g a c c o u n t s o r p l a c e a n y r e s t r i c t i o n o n s u c h
a p p r o p r i a t i o n s . . . . T h e c i t y o r t o w n a p p r o p r i a t i n g b o d y m a y m a k e
n o n b i n d i n g m o n e ta r y r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s t o i n c r e a s e o r d e c r e a s e
c e r t a i n i t e m s a l l o c a t i n g s u c h a p p r o p r i a t i o n s .

(617) 727-2300
FAX (617) 727-6432



D o n a l d J . C h a r e s t

P a g e T w o

T h e v o t e o f t h e l e g i s l a t i v e b o d y o f a c i t y o r t o w n s h a l l
e s t a b l i s h t h e t o t a l a p p r o p r i a t i o n f o r t h e s u p p o r t o f t h e p u b l i c
s c h o o l s , b u t m a y n o t l i m i t t h e a u t h o r i t y o f t h e s c h o o l c o m m i t t e e
t o d e t e r m i n e t h e e x p e n d i t u r e s w i t h i n t h e t o t a l a p p r o p r i a t i o n .
( e m p h a s i s a d d e d ) .

T h i s s t a t u t e l i m i t s t h e m u n i c i p a l l e g i s l a t i v e b o d y t o a b o t t o m
l i n e a p p r o p r i a t i o n t o t h e s c h o o l c o m m i t t e e f o r i t s e d u c a t i o n o p e r a t i n g
b u d g e t . [ S e p a r a t e a p p r o p r i a t i o n s m a y b e m a d e t o t h e c o m m i t t e e f o r s u c h
m u n i c i p a l o b l i g a t i o n s a s s c h o o l t r a n s p o r t a t i o n a n d c a p i t a l i t e m s , b u t
e v e n t h e s c h o o l c o m m i t t e e h a s n o a u t h o r i t y t o t r a n s f e r s u c h i t e m s t o
purposes in its education budget without town meeting vote under G.L.
C h . 4 4 , S . 3 3 B . ]

Desp i te th is bo t tom l ine appropr ia t ion , the s ta tu te imp l ies tha t
t h e s c h o o l c o m m i t t e e s u b m i t s a n i t e m i z e d e d u c a t i o n o p e r a t i n g b u d g e t
request so that the legislative body may make nonbinding
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s o n a l l o c a t i o n s . S e e G . L . C h . 4 1 , S . 5 9 & G . L . C h . 4 4 ,
S. 31A (requir ing departments in towns and cit ies to submit detai led
estimates of operating expenses for the next fiscal year); and see
Yo u n g v Wo r c e s t e r, 3 3 3 M a s s . 7 2 4 , 7 2 8 - 9 ( 1 9 5 6 ) & H i l l i k e r v.
S p r i n g fi e l d , 3 4 9 M a s s . 3 5 3 , 3 5 7 ( 1 9 6 5 ) ( a l t h o u g h d e a d l i n e s u n d e r G . L .
Ch . 44 , S . 31A and G .L . Ch . 41 , S . 59 do no t app l y t o schoo l s , s choo l
committee must provide est imates in sufficient t ime for mayor and city
c o u n c i l t o c o n s i d e r t h e e f f e c t o n t h e m u n i c i p a l b u d g e t ) .

Under G .L . Ch . 71 , S . 34 on ly the schoo l commi t tee has been
given the author i ty to determine expenditures within i ts budget. The
s c h o o l c o m m i t t e e a l s o h a s a u t h o r i t y t o r e v i e w a n d a p p r o v e s c h o o l
department budgets under G.L. Ch. 71, S. 37, as amended by St. 1993,
Ch . 71 , S . 35 o f t he Educa t i on Re fo rm Ac t . A l t hough t he Ed Re fo rm l aw
gave school superintendents and pr incipals greater authori ty over day
to day opera t ions o f the schoo ls , such author i ty is s t i l l l im i ted by
school policy and budget actions of the school committee under G.L.
Ch. 71, SS. 48, 59 & 59B, as amended by St. 1993, Ch. 71, SS. 51, 52 &
5 3 . I n a d d i t i o n , t h e c o m m i t t e e m u s t s i g n b i l l s a n d p a y r o l l s u n d e r G . L .
C h . 4 1 , S S . 4 1 & 5 6 .

I n t h i s c a s e t h e s c h o o l c o m m i t t e e h a s a t t e m p t e d t o p a r t i a l l y
delegate i ts author i ty to determine expendi tures by grant ing to the
superintendent or some designee (of the superintendent or the school
c o m m i t t e e ? ) t h e r i g h t t o t r a n s f e r b e t w e e n " c o s t c e n t e r s " u p t o $ 3 0 0 0 .
W e u n d e r s t a n d t h a t u n d e r t h e s c h o o l a c c o u n t i n g s y s t e m a " c o s t c e n t e r "
i s a g e n e r a l b u d g e t a l l o c a t i o n . W e b e l i e v e t h e l e g i s l a t u r e h a s g r a n t e d
e x c l u s i v e p o w e r t o t h e s c h o o l c o m m i t t e e t o a p p r o v e t r a n s f e r s b e t w e e n
a l l o c a t i o n s a n d t h e c o m m i t t e e h a s n o a u t h o r i t y t o d e l e g a t e s u c h
r e s p o n s i b i l i t y . T h e a u t h o r i t y o f t h e s c h o o l c o m m i t t e e u n d e r G . L . C h .
7 1 , S . 3 4 i s s i m i l a r t o t h a t g r a n t e d t o t h e m a y o r a n d c i t y c o u n c i l o r
town mee t ing under G .L . Ch . 44 , S . 33B , wh ich we have a l so sa id
p r e c l u d e s d e l e g a t i o n t o a n o t h e r t o w n o f fi c e r .



D o n a l d J . C h a r e s t

P a g e T h r e e

T h e s c h o o l c o i m n i t t e e c o u l d g r a n t t h e s u p e r i n t e n d e n t m o r e
d i s c r e t i o n b y l i m i t i n g t h e n u m b e r o f a l l o c a t i o n s t o f e w e r , m o r e
general categories in i ts budget vote and by labeling subcategories as
i n f o r m a t i o n a l o n l y. F o r e x a m p l e , d e s p i t e e d u c a t i o n r e f o r m , t h e s c h o o l
c o m m i t t e e c o u l d b u d g e t g e n e r a l t e a c h e r s a l a r i e s a s a c o s t c e n t e r w i t h
i n f o r m a t i o n a l i t e m s f o r e a c h s c h o o l . T h e s u p e r i n t e n d e n t c o u l d t h e n u s e
a m o u n t s s h o w n f o r o n e s c h o o l i n a n o t h e r s c h o o l w i t h o u t t h e n e c e s s i t y
o f a f o r m a l t r a n s f e r v o t e .

C o n v e r s e l y, t h e c o m m i t t e e c o u l d g i v e p r i n c i p a l s m o r e a u t h o r i t y
by vot ing to al locate actual budget i tems to each school, requir ing a
f o r m a l c o m m i t t e e v o t e t o t r a n s f e r f r o m o n e s c h o o l t o a n o t h e r .

E v e n w i t h a d e t a i l e d a l l o c a t i o n b u d g e t , g i v e n t h a t t h e s c h o o l
c o m m i t t e e m u s t a p p r o v e p a y r o l l s a n d v o u c h e r s f o r e x p e n d i t u r e o f s c h o o l
d e p a r t m e n t a p p r o p r i a t i o n s , t h e r e s h o u l d b e n o p a r t i c u l a r d i f fi c u l t y i n
b r i n g i n g a t r a n s f e r r e q u e s t t o t h e c o m m i t t e e f o r a p p r o v a l . I n t h e
s i t u a t i o n w h e r e t h e s c h o o l c o m m i t t e e h a s d e l e g a t e d t h e a u t h o r i t y t o
o n e o f i t s m e m b e r s t o s i g n a p a y r o l l u n d e r G . L . C h . 4 1 , S . 4 1 , a v o t e
o f t h e c o m m i t t e e i t s e l f w o u l d s t i l l b e r e q u i r e d t o t r a n s f e r o t h e r
a l l o c a t i o n s t o a s a l a r y a c c o u n t , p r i o r t o s i g n i n g t h e p a y r o l l . A n
a c c u r a t e a c c o u n t i n g o f e x p e n d i t u r e s o n a n o n g o i n g b a s i s s h o u l d p r o v i d e
s u f fi c i e n t l e a d t i m e f o r t h e c o m m i t t e e t o a c t o n s u c h a r e q u e s t w e l l
b e f o r e t h e s a l a r y a c c o u n t h a s b e e n d e p l e t e d a t t h e t i m e a p a y r o l l i s
d u e t o b e p a i d .

We h o p e t h i s a d d r e s s e s y o u r c o n c e r n s . I f y o u h a v e a n y f u r t h e r
i n q u i r y d o n o t h e s i t a t e t o c o n t a c t u s a g a i n .

V e r y t r u l y y o u r s .

M a r i e l l e n P . M u r p h y
D i r e c t o r o f A c c o u n t s
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LINE ITEM TRANSFER AUTHORITY 

 
The Superintendent or his/her designees shall have authority to transfer funds within any 
major budget category (e.g., from one line item in INSTRUCTION to another) provided that 
such transfer in his/her judgment will represent a more efficient or effective use of resources. 
 
Transfers of funds between major budget categories require approval of the School 
Committee and a complete record of such transfers between major budget categories will be 
presented to the School Committee at a July meeting. 
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