
CISPE – QUESTIONS FOR THE 2011 BOE CANDIDATES 
 
The Rhinebeck Central School District Budget Vote and Election of members of the Board of 
Education will be held on May 17, 2011. 
 
Two seats are available on Rhinebeck’s seven-member board of education (BOE).   Candidates for the 
three year terms are Diane Kantaros, Joe Ely and incumbent, Deirdre Burns. Continuing board 
members are Laurie Rich, Paul Slayton, Karen Hatter, Mark Fleischauer and Elissa Cascio.  
 
CISPE asked this year’s candidates several questions.  On the following pages, you will find the 
question and each candidate’s unedited responses. 
 
1.  How have you been involved in  the school system and school is sues  until now 

and what qualities  do you feel you can bring to the BOE? 
 

Diane Kantaros :  As a founding member and the current vice-president of the Rhinebeck Science 
Foundation, I have been working with school administrators for the past 4 years. During this period I 
have developed a strong interest in curricular development. I now have a solid understanding of how 
new programs evolve and how to find funding for them. I hope to use this knowledge on the BOE to 
continue to help expand and enhance school programs through grants. With our relatively small 
budget, it is now necessary for our district to start looking toward grants for funding. This will require 
planning, research, and grant writing, all of which I have been doing for the past 4 years through RSF.  

 
Joe Ely : My daughters are in the 10th and 12th grade at RHS (they started at CLS, so we’re 
experienced with all 3 Rhinebeck schools).  I’ve attended most of the board meetings since September 
to better understand all sides of our schools’ many challenges.  Also involved via: 
Shared Services:  Started / led an Adult Continuing Education program as an unpaid volunteer for the 
last 5+ years.   
Community Facilities Taskforce:  Key role in re-structuring the building proposal to address needs in 
academics, arts and sports.  Voters approved the re-structured proposal, providing the community with 
the new auditorium, the new RHS/BMS gym and great new learning/classroom space at CLS. 
School Technology Committee:  Applied my engineering background as a volunteer during the design 
and construction of the new school facilities to “future-proof” these investments, enabling emerging 
technologies to be implemented cost-effectively in the future as those technologies were later adopted 
and purchased. 
 
Deirdre Burns : Currently its vice-president, I have served on the School Board for nine years. I 
have been involved with all the many diverse issues the Board routinely addresses including review of 
curricular offerings and content, student discipline, class size, facilities and curricular planning, 
personnel issues and staffing, the lunch program, school climate, and communication with the 
community and legislators, to name but a few. Additionally, as a member of the Board’s Finance 
Committee I have worked with my colleagues in making a long range financial plan, as well as in 
prudent annual budget development. 
 
One of the Board’s primary responsibilities is to set policy for the District. The Board also provides 
guidance and leadership on a variety of issues. In these contexts, it is necessary to be willing to ask 
hard questions, be able to listen to and understand diverse points of view, be open to new ideas, and 



work collaboratively with colleagues. These qualities, along with my depth of experience and 
understanding of education issues, continue to make me an effective school board member.  

 
 

2. Why are you interested  in  being on the BOE and what are two or three goals  
you will have for your term? 

 
Diane Kantaros :  A strong public school system is vital nationally and locally. In Rhinebeck many 
students grow up and return to this area to raise their families. The better educated our students are the 
more they can bring back to Rhinebeck as adults. Education is strongly correlated to economic 
advancement and economic diversity in geographic areas. Rhinbeck’s vibrant business community is 
dependent on a well educated work force who will return to run and grow these businesses.  
 
In addition to my interest in academic excellence, I am becoming increasingly concerned with the 
small size of our district. Over the past several years, our incoming classes have been decreasing in 
size. At some point this trend could limit the number of electives, teams and social experiences our 
students have. I would like to see the BOE, the village and town work together to market Rhinebeck to 
young families as a great place to raise a family.  
 
Joe Ely :  My daughters have thrived for 13 years in the Rhinebeck schools.  I’m convinced that this 
is due, in no small part, to the unique and fragile balance of what a Rhinebeck education is made of.  
We have first-hand experience with all 3 Rhinebeck schools, so I understand each school’s part and 
how they fit together and I want to help make sure the Rhinebeck schools remain successful.   
 
I’m hopeful that any school board member with their own goals would recognize the effects (intended 
and un-intended) that their personal goals and agenda could have on this balance.  I don’t bring an 
agenda and my only goals are to consider all sides of every major issue facing our schools, help my 
fellow board members and the public appreciate all sides of multi-faceted issues, and then act in the 
best long-term interest of preserving the things that make the Rhinebeck schools special. 
 
Deirdre Burns :  This is a particularly challenging time for public schools. The State Education 
Department is continually revamping curriculum and testing. The State Legislature has its own set of 
mandates, including new teacher evaluations to satisfy federal requirements. Meanwhile, state aid 
declines and costs increase. And on a national level, public schools are characterized as a national 
failure. 
 
Under all these pressures, we do very well in Rhinebeck. I want to remain on the School Board 
because my experience and depth of knowledge can help us navigate through this difficult climate. 
There are many challenges in creating a dynamic school community. I am committed to maintaining 
and building a positive community that is respectful of diverse needs and opinions, while staying 
focused on our students. The bureaucracy and the politics of education can be dehumanizing. My goal 
always is to challenge all of us in the district to do a better job, while being respectful of each of us as 
individuals. 
 
Other more specific goals include: concluding contract negotiations, examining the impact of board 
policies on school climate, improving four-year college admission rates and improving supports for 
struggling students. 
 



 
3.  What are your views  on and opinions  of the Governor’s  proposed property 

tax cap and how will it  affect the future of public school funding. 
 

Diane Kantaros : I would caution anyone against a knee-jerk response to the Governor’s proposed 
cap. There are many details that are still unknown and there are many details as to how effective it is 
has been elsewhere that should be reviewed.  
 
For starters, if this proposed tax cap is passed by the assembly, it is still unclear what amendments 
would come with it. For instance, would districts be able to override the 2% with a “super majority” 
approval? For what expenses would an override be approved? If a 2% cap is the community tax levy, 
would it increase with community growth or would it remain unchanged and be diffused through more 
tax payers, but result in fewer resources per payer? Could homeowners end up paying more than 2% 
depending on the ratio of business to residential taxes in their communities? These are details worth 
knowing before answering this question.  
 
It is also premature to talk about how this will effect funding for schools. It is a universal opinion that a 
tax cap can not work without a severe overhaul of the public education system, including mandates, 
state restrictions, and employee compensation packages. The numbers simply would not add up. 
Without this information, it is difficult to predict the overall effect of the proposed cap.  
 
This proposal is forcing elected officials, educators and the public to re-examine how to run a school, 
what works, what doesn’t, where the money should come from and how it should be spent. These are 
all good conversations to have and I strongly feel these will result in better schools. Unfortunately, 
there probably will be some painful years ahead until all of these issues can be resolved.  
 
Joe Ely :  The school board has heard reports on numerous tax caps being proposed in Albany, with 
several different variations attributed to the Governor.  Realistically speaking, views and opinions from 
our small town won’t affect Albany’s decision on a statewide property tax cap or the funding we’d 
receive under it.   
 
What we can affect is how we, as a school board and as a community, prioritize and execute with 
whatever funding we end up with.  I’m planning to put all of my energy and focus into making sure 
that Rhinebeck schools are successful and “win with whatever hand we’re dealt”.  As a member of 
other civic and corporate boards that have successfully prioritized and executed when faced with 
growth scenarios, when faced with decreasing budgets or when faced with finances that stay 
essentially flat - - I’ve learned this is where we have to put all of our energy and focus. 
 
Deirdre Burns : The proposal put forth by Governor Cuomo calls for a hard 2% cap on the annual 
growth of property taxes. It is helpful to examine specifically the consequences for our schools.  As an 
example, last year the BOE cut close to one million dollars from our rollover budget in order to limit 
the budget growth (for 2010-11) to 2.1%, the lowest budget to budget increase in 18 years, with a tax 
levy increase of 3.99%. With a 2% cap, the District would have had to cut over $400,000 more from 
the budget, resulting in deeper program and staffing cuts. With a tax cap in place, the 2011-12 
proposed budget would have to cut close to another $400,000 from our program. 
 
The property tax is a misguided way to fund our schools and the cap is a solution for overburdened 
taxpayers. It is not, however, a solution for how to fund education. Indeed, it will only compound the 



harsh economic challenges for schools, deepen the growing inequality between school districts and 
result in devastating program and staffing cuts. At a time of profuse rhetoric and mandates in the name 
of needed education reform, a property tax cap dodges the question of how to adequately and fairly 
fund the education of our children.  We can’t speak about the need for excellence and equitable 
educational opportunity without speaking about comprehensive plans for adequate school funding.  
 
I will continue to collaborate with the community and my colleagues for a well-managed school 
budget, while lobbying for state policies that actually support and value the education of our children. 
 
 
4. How do you plan to approach the upcoming RCS Teachers  Union contract 

negotiations? What are some key areas  that need to be addressed? 
 
Diane Kantaros : In our small district it should be a priority to approach these negotiations with 
honesty, transparency, civility and an open mind. The goal should be to come to agreements with a 
minimum of frustration and anger that would distract from the task at hand of the school, i.e. teaching.  
 
I believe a lot can be be negotiated if everyone comes to the table with an open mind, willing to give 
and take something. I will not state what “must” be changed, because that certainly would not be 
coming to the table with an open mind. The only must is a contract that fits into a sustainable budget.  
 
Joe Ely :  I’ve successfully negotiated large contracts that address labor issues and numerous other 
variables, the largest of which exceeded $250 Million per year.  I also led the negotiations for 
Rhinebeck, Red Hook and Tivoli that forced Time Warner to build and offer Internet service to our 
businesses and residents.  I understand contract negotiations really well and I have even been a guest 
lecturer on this subject in IBM’s executive training program. 
 
From this experience, I hope that none of the candidates has their own plan to approach the upcoming 
RCS Teachers Union contract negotiations - - that would be a real disaster.  I’d work with other 
members of the board to develop an approach and comprehensive plan we could all support.  I’m 
hopeful that the approach would address every area thoroughly, because just focusing on key areas 
rarely, if ever, produces a new contract that everyone can live with. 
 
Deirdre Burns :  Our contract must respect the value and professionalism of our teachers as well as 
the economic limitations of our community. Property taxes account for 85% of the school district’s 
revenue; representing a significant financial commitment on the part of our community. The economic 
downturn is affecting all of our residents. As such, a new contract must reflect the need to curb the 
growth of the budget. The community has been supportive of the schools through many budget cycles; 
in turn the schools should be responsive to the pressures of the current economic climate on our 
residents. 
 
Other important issues include increased availability for professional development, creating space for 
additional community involvement in the schools and development of new teacher evaluations as 
mandated by recent changes in education law. 
 
We value and respect the hard work of our teachers. Yet, our district must operate within the context of 
decreasing state aid and costs over which we have little to no control (pensions, health care, heating 



oil). I believe negotiations that acknowledge the value and needs of students, teachers and taxpayers, 
can result in mutually beneficial agreements that ultimately support a vibrant, rigorous school 
community. 
 
 
5.  Are there any other issues  facing our schools  that you would  like to comment 

on? 
 
Diane Kantaros : I am strongly interested in enhancing science, math and technology curricula. 
This passion is not just because I favor these fields. Nationally, traditional curricula are not keeping up 
with the rapid pace of change in these fields and students are suffering because of this. For example, 
25% of freshman engineering majors need remedial math in college, and 60% drop the major their first 
year. They are simply not prepared. I am proud to say that our district performs better than most and 
has been actively addressing these issues. This is an area i would like to be most involved in.  
 
However, I don’t underestimate the value of a well rounded school system. Music, art, language and 
sports are equally important. K-12 is one of the few times in life when you are encouraged to explore 
new areas and see where your interests and talents may lie. I will work hard to maintain and expand 
these areas as well. 
 
Joe Ely :  Our schools are faced with many, many more issues.  The school board has placed 
considerable focus on issues related to school climate and these efforts have paid off.  The school 
board is just beginning to make the same effort at addressing others that have re-bloomed / escalated 
(e.g. substance abuse).  I’m very interested in working together with the entire board to make sure 
we’re assessing each area where issues arise and doing all we can to be proactive in resolving issues 
early. 
 
Like I said earlier, I don’t bring an agenda.  My only goals are to consider all sides of every major 
issue facing our schools, help my fellow board members and the public appreciate all sides of these 
issues, and then act in the best long-term interest of preserving the things that make the Rhinebeck 
schools special. 
 
Deirdre Burns : The New York State Board of Regents has adopted what is called Common Core 
Standards, which mandates many curricular changes and the assessments/tests that go with them. The 
writing of curriculum, offering of professional development, reviewing and the managing of 
assessments and data require continued attention and resources. While some of these changes are 
positive, we must remain mindful of not reducing children and teachers to data sets and scores. I want 
our schools to be dynamic educational spaces, not soul-crushing data factories. We have much to be 
proud of in Rhinebeck. I bring the kind of sensibility and leadership that stays grounded in what is 
happening for the students and teachers in the classroom, imagining what kind of community we want 
and what role we all play in sustaining that community. 
 
Many thanks to the candidates for taking the time to respond to our questions. 
Remember to vote “YES” in support of our budget – and vote to elect two of the above three 
candidates to the BOE. 
 
Vote on May 17th 



 


