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INTRODUCTION AND EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The City of Brockton has a proud heritage as the “City of Champions.” But all great
champions suffer adversity and defeat. In August 2023, Mayor Robert Sullivan announced that
the Brockton Public Schools (“BPS” or “School Department”) suffered a massive budget
shortfall. The Fiscal Year 2023 (“FY23”) budget that was approved by the School Committee a
year prior was dramatically overspent and, for reasons outlined in this Independent Investigation
Report (“Report”), the budget deficit came as a complete surprise to the public. This is not the
first financial setback for Brockton. In 1990, the City was placed under the control of a Financial
Control Board and measures were implemented to avoid financial mismanagement. Thirty years
later, in 2020, the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (“DESE”)
identified major budgeting deficiencies in BPS’s financial management and recommended
corrective action. Unfortunately, these measures were not carefully followed and, as a result,
another fiscal challenge now burdens the City.

As we describe below, we were engaged to investigate the School Department deficit.
Specifically, we were asked to identify: (i) what happened; (i1) how it happened; and (ii1) what
measures Brockton should take to ensure that such a financial crisis does not happen again. What
follows 1s our analysis, observations, and summary of millions of pages of material, firsthand
witness accounts, and Massachusetts law.

The Brockton School Department deficit - - which we confirmed to be approximately $18
million - - was caused primarily by overspending in three major areas of the FY23 Budget: (1)
personnel; (2) transportation; and (3) out-of-district tuition. At their core, these areas of
overspending were caused by structural failures, lack of sound budgeting and financial analysis,

a failure to track spending relative to the budget, and leadership miscues throughout the School
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Department and the City. Incompetence, territorial boundaries, and woefully inadequate checks

and balances were pervasive. The School Department culture regarding budgeting and spending

was one of: “we’ll figure it out later.” Artificially constructed barriers between the City and the

School Department caused key decision-makers to stay on the sidelines while poor decisions were
made, implemented, and not challenged by those with the authority to do so.

The Brockton School Committee, the entity elected to oversee budgeting, spending, and
the welfare of the School Department, was unquestioning and disengaged on financial matters.
Members of the School Committee, who had a fiduciary duty to protect the public interest, had
no real understanding of the School Department’s finances, despite being elected to oversee
policy, processes, and fiscal responsibility. The lack of oversight over budgeting and spending
extended beyond the School Committee to the City’s Chief Financial Officer (“CFO”) and the
Mayor as Chair of the School Committee. At every level of leadership, Massachusetts law
imposes duties and responsibilities on these individuals to develop a balanced budget and monitor
spending. These critical checks and balances, however, were ignored.

Our Report details the major areas of overspending that led to the FY23 deficit, analyzes
the structural and root causes of the deficit, and offers recommendations to prevent this from
occurring in the future. The following are some of our key findings:

1. We did NOT find evidence of misappropriation of funds by any City or School
Department employee. We found no evidence of financial fraud, theft, or related criminal
conduct.

2. No one in the City of Brockton or the School Department recognized - - until it
was too late - - that the School Department was spending beyond its means in FY23 and that it

was heading for a major budget crisis.
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3. The School Finance Department, led by CFO Aldo Petronio (“Petronio”) and
Deputy CFO Chris Correia (“Correia”), failed to track spending on an ongoing basis and compare
that spending to the budget approved by the School Committee. It is a fundamental accounting
principle that, to build a budget, you must consider what was spent in the prior year. And it is
also basic that an organization must track spending during the year relative to the approved
budget. The Finance Department also failed to report on school spending. As such, the School
Committee, the Superintendent, the Mayor, and the City CFO could not assess how expenses were
tracking to the amounts budgeted. Without proper expense tracking, City and School Department
finance professionals also failed to understand what was spent in each budget category the prior
year as they were preparing and seeking approval for the next year’s budget. And the budget
submitted to the School Committee was overly broad, and lacked detail and transparency.

4. The School Department was led by Superintendent Michael Thomas (“Thomas™)
who had no financial background or rudimentary understanding of budgeting and no experience
managing a two hundred-million-dollar budget. Although the Superintendent was the School
Department’s CEO, by his own admission, he was “not a numbers guy,” and was wholly reliant
on the School Finance Department. Nevertheless, Thomas made critical decisions unilaterally
and without any consideration of the budgetary impacts of those decisions.

5. Thomas claimed that his focus was all about the students, which is laudatory, but
his leadership was guided by gut instinct, force of personality, and a commitment to people who
viewed the world his way and did not question his decision making. With no tolerance for dissent,
Thomas led with an “iron fist” and made spending decisions regardless of cost, existing policies,

or good business judgment. Thomas kept people happy, and as a result, people generally “did
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what Mike wanted,” including members of the School Committee, who were supposed to be
asking the tough questions.

6. As Superintendent, Thomas was steadfast that there would be no personnel layoffs
in FY23. Prior to Thomas’s tenure, BPS experienced years of back-to-back layoffs. Job
instability crushed teacher morale and good teachers left Brockton for other school districts.
Thomas vowed that layoffs would end under his leadership, and he would bring a sense of stability
back to BPS. This unyielding commitment to maintaining staffing levels - - even without the
funds to do so - - was a significant factor that led to the FY23 deficit.

7. The COVID-19 pandemic seriously impacted BPS and its students. FY23
followed two very tumultuous years for students and faculty. After the pandemic started, federal
and state funds poured into school districts to combat the challenges the pandemic posed. With
increased government funding, the School Department was temporarily flush with cash, which
led to hundreds of additional employees being hired and retained without the necessary funds to
pay for them in future years.

8. Because Thomas was “not a numbers guy,” he relied upon Petronio and Correia in
all financial matters. As a twenty-five-year employee of the City, Petronio was a reservoir of
historical information and did things the same way for decades. He was well liked and admired.
But, in reality, Petronio’s financial practices, business skills, and methods were substandard,
antiquated, and lacked transparency.

9. Our investigation revealed that Petronio was largely a “one man show” responsible
for nearly a quarter of a billion dollars. He was a consummate team player and loyal to Thomas.
Petronio developed a personal friendship with Thomas and often yielded to Thomas’s spending

demands with an attitude that he would figure out how to pay for things later. To accomplish this,
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Petronio used “fancy accounting” in developing the FY23 Budget. And, with Thomas’s lack of

business skills, Petronio had complete autonomy to manage school funds. The Mayor, the City

CFO, and the School Committee likewise deferred to Petronio on school finance issues. As one

School Committee member put it: “he has the best interests of Brockton at heart,” and she “just
assumed [Petronio] monitored the budget.”

10. The FY23 Budget that Petronio and Correia prepared and presented to the School
Committee was misleading and failed to include all BPS expenses. Although the budget appeared
balanced “on paper,” millions of dollars in anticipated expenses were left out of the budget,
including over two hundred staff positions, with no concrete plan to reduce those expenses in the
coming year. In short, Petronio omitted BPS expenses from the budget submitted to the School
Committee, which then approved the budget because its members trusted Petronio.

11.  We also found that the School Committee - - whose mandate was to oversee the
School Department - - was inept, inexperienced, and collectively lacked rudimentary finance
skills. Our review of the School Committee meetings revealed that it was not an engaged overseer
of the School Department’s finances. We found little evidence of the School Committee asking
questions about what was actually spent in any given year for any budget category. Nor did the
School Committee ask probative questions throughout the budget process. When approving a
budget, the Committee did not have the data to determine whether a line item should be increased
or decreased based upon actual spending in the prior year. Nor did they ask for the data. And,
during the fiscal year, the School Committee was never provided with current information to show
how actual spending compared to the budgeted amounts the Committee had approved for FY23.

12. The FY23 deficit did not become a serious concern until March/April 2023, when

it was too late to avert a financial crisis. In March 2023, Deputy CFO Correia started projecting

5
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the costs of paying teachers throughout the summer and realized - - for the first time - - that BPS

was heading for a massive deficit. At Correia’s urging, Thomas issued a district-wide freeze on

hiring and overtime and ordered a stop on all discretionary spending. By then, it was too late. As

of early April 2023, Correia determined BPS was facing an $8 million to $19 million deficit. And

because the School Finance Department did not accurately track actual spending relative to the
budget, Correia could only provide rough estimates of the projected deficit.

13. Given its hands off approach, the School Committee was in the dark about the
looming deficit. The City CFO and Mayor, however, were not. Thomas, Petronio, and Correia
relayed concerns about the school budget to the Mayor and the City CFO in March/April of FY23
that should have prompted tough questions and an action plan to address the deficit. Yet no
meaningful steps were taken during FY23 to confront and mitigate the looming financial crisis.

14. Between March and August 2023, Thomas, Petronio, Correia, City CFO Clarkson,
and the Mayor ignored clear warning signs that showed BPS was going to end FY23 with a
significant deficit. Thomas, Petronio, and Correia expected the City to do something, and the
Mayor and City CFO expected the School Department to manage their own problems.

15. Our investigation revealed that there was an over adherence to a dividing line
between the City and the School Department. Under M.G.L. c. 71, § 34, the School Committee
has exclusive authority to make policy decisions about the School Department’s spending. After
Brockton’s 1990 financial crisis, however, the City CFO is legally responsible for overseeing the
School Department’s finances. In addition, the Mayor, who served as both CEO of the City and
Chair of the School Committee, had a hands-off approach to the School Department. The failure
of City leadership to supervise and foster collaboration between the City and School Department

was a major structural flaw that exacerbated the School Department’s financial problems.
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INDEPENDENCE, SCOPE, AND INVESTIGATION METHODOLOGY

On August 31, 2023, Mayor Sullivan announced that BPS ended FY23 with a budget
deficit of approximately $14 million. This sent shockwaves through the Brockton community
and raised innumerable questions regarding what happened. Thereafter, the City engaged
Nystrom Beckman & Paris LLP (“NBP”’), a Boston-based litigation boutique law firm, to conduct
an independent investigation into the causes of the shortfall. NBP was specifically charged with
investigating three questions concerning the FY23 deficit: (1) what happened; (2) why did it
happen; and (3) how can Brockton ensure that it does not happen again.

NBP reviewed and analyzed millions of pages of information, including emails, text
messages, calendars, budgets, notes, spreadsheets, reports, and a variety of other documents
provided by witnesses. We also reviewed extensive financial data maintained in BPS’s
accounting system, Munis. To assist its effort, NBP engaged the national forensic accounting
firm, Baker Tilly, to extract, review, and analyze the financial data maintained in Munis. We
further reviewed publicly available information, including recordings of Brockton School
Committee and City Council meetings, as well as materials and financial reports published on
BPS’s website, DESE’s website, and relevant news reports. With this information, NBP
conducted more than thirty (30) witness interviews, including with City and BPS employees,
ranging from finance professionals to the Mayor, BPS Superintendent, and School Committee
members. Some witnesses were interviewed over multiple days.

This Report sets forth our factual findings and the conclusions of our investigation. The
Report is confidential and protected by the attorney-client privilege unless and until the Mayor
and/or the City Council elects to waive the attorney-client privilege and release the Report to the

public.
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Our Report is comprised of seven principal sections. Section I provides an historical
overview and relevant background on the City of Brockton, its demographics, and fiscal
management. Section I also explains how BPS fits within the City’s government structure, and
how the School Department’s budget is prepared, funded, and approved. Section II provides an
overview of some of the key players in the FY23 Budget process and their roles and
responsibilities with respect to the budget. Section III addresses the scope of the FY23 deficit.
We include in this Section the findings of Baker Tilly, who confirmed the amount of the deficit
(approximately $18 million) and made other key finding that supported the conclusions we
reached based on generally accepted accounting principles and sound budgeting practices.
Section IV addresses the deficiencies in the School Department’s financial management. These
deficiencies include the failure of the School Department’s finance officials to properly budget
and track expenses, which were substantial factors leading to the deficit. Section V addresses the
specific components of overspending, as well as the facts, decisions, and conditions that led to
the overspending. Section VI addresses the root causes of the FY23 deficit. We address in this
section systemic failures in oversight by a number of responsible parties, including the BPS
Finance Department, the Superintendent, the Brockton School Committee, the City CFO, and the
Mayor. Finally, Section VII sets forth our recommendations for BPS and the City to avoid similar
problems in the future.
A. Independence
From the outset, the City, through Mayor Sullivan, agreed to provide NBP with full
autonomy and discretion to follow the facts and evidence wherever they led. He and the City
fully delivered on this commitment. We were provided unrestricted access to documents,

information, and current and former employees. No party has influenced or attempted to
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influence our investigation or the findings in this Report. We have not shared our findings with
anyone (other than Baker Tilly) prior to the release of this Report. The findings discussed below
are based on NBP’s independent investigation, analysis, and conclusions.
B. Scope
Given the breadth of our mandate, NBP was charged with not only investigating the FY23
deficit and the facts leading to the deficit, but also its root causes, including any systemic
deficiencies and conditions that enabled BPS to incur a deficit of this magnitude. NBP was
afforded broad latitude to question employees, practices, processes, and systems across both BPS
and the City to inform our understanding of the facts and contributing causes. Based on the
findings and conclusions of our investigation, the City asked NBP to issue recommendations for
the City and BPS geared toward ensuring that a deficit or similar financial crisis does not recur.
While the investigation was broad, it was not boundless. We were not asked to investigate
or render conclusions about the City’s financial management practices, aside from its relationship
to the School Department. We therefore reviewed certain City financial information only to aid
our understanding of pertinent facts but did not review or analyze separately the City’s finances
or accounting systems.’
We also were not tasked with investigating any BPS practices that did not relate to the

causes of the deficit. Where we identified a potentially problematic practice in the course of

investigating the deficit, we pursued it to the extent necessary to understand its impact on the

! We likewise did not independently analyze the Brockton Educational Foundation, Inc. (“BEF”), a non-profit
organization created to manage funds for BPS students. The BEF “serves as the point of contact for many
businesses and private citizens who wish to donate to our schools.” When money is donated by private citizens,
businesses, or fundraising efforts, those funds are deposited in the BEF bank account located at a local credit union.
Those funds are kept separate from BPS’s budget in Munis and were not part of BPS’s FY23 Budget deficit. See
Brockton Educational Foundation, Inc., Articles of Organization and Bylaws, 2001 ; Brockton Education
Foundation, (https://www.bpsma.org/community/brockton-education-foundation).
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deficit. That a potentially problematic or unlawful practice is discussed in this Report should not

be interpreted as an indication that we have investigated the issue fully or are offering any opinion

regarding the propriety or impropriety of that practice. Our investigation, and the findings

summarized in this Report, focused on the specific causes of the deficit and structural failures
within the budgeting and spending process that enabled the deficit to occur.

C. Methodology

Our investigation involved a comprehensive review of documents and electronically
stored information (“ESI”) as well as witness interviews of key BPS and City employees with
relevant information about the budget and causes of the deficit. We collected over one million
electronic records from BPS and City employee email accounts, cell phones, and desktop
computers. Several witnesses also provided NBP with documents and reports upon request. To
support our factual findings with financial data, we were granted access to Munis and reviewed
extensive data maintained in that system. In the course of our investigation, we also conducted
over thirty (30) witness interviews of individuals who had varying roles at BPS and the City.
Witnesses were generally cooperative, candid, and expressed no hesitation about providing
fulsome answers to our questions.

To provide expert accounting guidance, we engaged Baker Tilly to conduct a forensic
analysis of Munis. Baker Tilly evaluated all BPS revenue and expenses to verify the total amount
of the deficit. Soon after our investigation began, we noticed clear discrepancies between BPS’s
budgeting documents and reports generated from Munis. Believing this to be a problem, we asked
Baker Tilly to review Munis data as compared to the budget, and to investigate and verify our

observations. We discuss Baker Tilly’s findings in Section III.
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Our investigation was thorough, but not every issue was pursued. This Report does not
address every fact, witness statement, or document gathered during the investigation, but focuses
on key information. We have endeavored to discover the facts, verify prior public accounts, and
ascertain root causes of the deficit. Our recommendations are based upon our discussions with

witnesses and experts, and consideration of best practices.

THE INVESTIGATION

I. THE HISTORY, BACKGROUND, AND BUDGET PROCESS OF
THE CITY OF BROCKTON AND ITS SCHOOL DEPARTMENT

The City of Brockton (“City” or “Brockton”)? is home to over 100,000 residents and is
among the ten largest cities in Massachusetts.® Brockton prides itself on its diverse population.*
The City’s residents hail from a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds and cultures. According to
U.S. Census data from 2020, Brockton is the only New England city with a majority Black
population.® A significant portion of Brockton’s residents are foreign-born and emigrated from
Cape Verde and Haiti.5 Brockton has one of the largest Cape Verdean populations in the United
States.’

Brockton has long welcomed immigrants and, in recent years, Brockton’s foreign-born

2 City of Brockton, About Brockton, MA (https://brockton.ma.us/residents/about-brockton/).

3 Kristen Carney, Massachusetts Cities By Population (2024) (https://www.massachusetts-
demographics.com/cities_by_population).

4 City of Brockton, About Brockton, MA (https://brockton.ma.us/residents/about-brockton/).

5 Ben Berke, Brockton is now majority Black, for first time in city s history, The Enterprise (Oct. 23, 2020)
(https://www.enterprisenews.com/story/news/local/2020/10/23/brockton-is-now-majority-black-for-first-time-in-
citys-139-year-history/114467122/).

® Ben Berke, Report spotlights racial transformation in Brockton since 1990, The Enterprise (May 13, 2019)
(https://www.enterprisenews.com/story/news/2019/05/13/report-spotlights-racial-transformation-in/5173818007/);
Rita Kiki Edozie, et. al., Changing Faces of Greater Boston, A Report From Boston Indicators, the Boston
Foundation, UMass Boston, and the UMass Donahue Institute (May 2019)
(https://www.umb.edu/media/umassboston/editor-uploads/trotter-institute/documents/Changing-Faces-of-Greater-
Boston.pdf); Adria Watson, Cape Verde president visits Brockton High School, The Enterprise (Apr. 3, 2023)
(https://www.bostonglobe.com/2023/04/03/metro/cape-verde-president-visits-brockton-high-school/).

" Adria Watson, Cape Verde president visits Brockton High School, The Enterprise (Apr. 3, 2023)
(https://www.bostonglobe.com/2023/04/03/metro/cape-verde-president-visits-brockton-high-school/).
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population has continued to grow.® As of 2022, 32.3% of Brockton residents were born outside

of the United States.® Migration to Brockton is largely due to its “relative affordability within

Greater Boston, where economic growth has raised housing costs far faster than wages, pushing

poor and working people further from downtown Boston.”*® Brockton’s poverty rate is 15.3%,
approximately 1.5 times the poverty rate across Massachusetts.

While Brockton historically has been a hub of culture, diversity, and commerce, the City
has struggled with financial management. As Brockton’s population grew, its “operating budget,
which is funded with a combination of property taxes, state aid, local receipts and other reserves,
increased to accommodate the needs of its residents.”*? During the 1980’s, Brockton was forced
to reduce its tax levy by over $15 million over four years to comply with Proposition 25.13 “By
the end of the decade, the city and state were in a recession, which resulted in smaller increases
in state aid.”** Brockton adopted a budget that underfunded appropriations for FY1990, and by

the end of that fiscal year “had a significant operating deficit and did not have sufficient resources

to cover the deficit and balance its FY1991 budget.”'® The City was heading for insolvency.

8 Data USA: Brockton, MA (https://datausa.io/profile/geo/brockton-ma/); Rita Kiki Edozie, et. al., Changing Faces
of Greater Boston, A Report From Boston Indicators, the Boston Foundation, UMass Boston, and the UMass
Donahue Institute (May 2019) (https://www.umb.edu/media/umassboston/editor-uploads/trotter-
institute/documents/Changing-Faces-of-Greater-Boston.pdf).

9 Data USA: Brockton, MA (https://datausa.io/profile/geo/brockton-ma/).

10 Ben Berke, Brockton is now majority Black, for first time in city s history, The Enterprise (Oct. 23, 2020)
(https://www.enterprisenews.com/story/news/local/2020/10/23/brockton-is-now-majority-black-for-first-time-in-
citys-139-year-history/114467122/).

11U.S. Census Bureau, Brockton, MA (2022)

(https://data.census.gov/profile/Brockton_city, Massachusetts?g=160XX00US2509000#income-and-poverty).

12 Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services, City of Brockton Financial Management

Review (Nov. 2012) (https://www.mass.gov/doc/brockton-financial-management-review-Nov.-2012/download).
13 Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services, City of Brockton Financial Management

Review (Nov. 2012) (https://www.mass.gov/doc/brockton-financial-management-review-Nov.-2012/download).
14 Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services, City of Brockton Financial Management
Review (Nov. 2012) (https://www.mass.gov/doc/brockton-financial-management-review-Nov.-2012/download).
15 Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services, City of Brockton Financial Management
Review (Nov. 2012) (https://www.mass.gov/doc/brockton-financial-management-review-Nov.-2012/download).
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As aresult, the Massachusetts General Court approved special legislation, Chapter 324 of

the Acts of 1990 (“Chapter 324”), which authorized the City to issue bonds to fund its operating
deficit but, in turn, instituted a Financial Control Board to oversee the City’s finances.'® Chapter
324 also created a City finance department “responsible for the overall budgetary and financial
administration” of the City under the charge and control of the City’s Chief Financial Officer

(“CFO”).1" Chapter 324 imposed specific budgetary and administrative responsibilities on the

CFO for all City departments, including the School Department.’® Under the direction of the

CFO at the time, Brockton achieved financial stability heading into FY1994, and the Financial
Control Board voted itself out of existence in June 1993.2° Five years later, in 1998, the Brockton
City Council and School Committee voted to consolidate the budgetary and financial functions
of the School Department with the City’s, creating one finance department under the control of
the City CFO.?°

Pursuant to Chapter 324, the City CFO is appointed by and reports to the Mayor.?! The
Mayor is the Chief Executive Officer (“CEO”) of the City.?2 An eleven-person City Council

serves as the legislative body.?® In Brockton, the Mayor is also the Chair of the seven-member

16 Chapter 324 of the Acts of 1990; Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services, City of
Brockton Financial Management Review (Nov. 2012) (https://www.mass.gov/doc/brockton-financial-management-
review-Nov.-2012/download).

17 Chapter 324, Section 4.

18 Chapter 324, Section 4.

19 Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services, City of Brockton Financial Management
Review (Nov. 2012) (https://www.mass.gov/doc/brockton-financial-management-review-Nov.-2012/download).

2 Brockton City Council Order (Jan. 12, 1998); Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local
Services, City of Brockton Financial Management Review (Nov. 2012) (https://www.mass.gov/doc/brockton-
financial-management-review-Nov.-2012/download).

2L Chapter 324, Section 4.

22 Brockton, Mass., Rev. Ordinances, Part I, § 58 (Nov. 25, 2019).

2 Brockton, Mass., Rev. Ordinances, Part I, § 59 (Nov. 25, 2019); Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division
of Local Services, City of Brockton Financial Management Review (Nov. 2012)
(https://www.mass.gov/doc/brockton-financial-management-review-Nov.-2012/download).
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School Committee.?* The School Committee serves as the legislative body overseeing the School
Department.?® BPS is one of the largest school districts in Massachusetts and currently serves
14,954 students.?® Brockton High School is the largest high school in the Commonwealth.?’
According to DESE:
1. 84% of Brockton’s student population is considered “high needs;”
2. 74% qualifies as “low-income;” and
3. 49% of students’ first language is not English.?
Given the size and needs of the student population, the School Department makes up a significant
portion of the City’s annual budget.?® In FY23, nearly half of the City’s total annual budget
funded the School Department.*
As required by M.G.L. c. 70 (““Chapter 70”), the School Department is funded through a
combination of local and state funding.! Chapter 70 was enacted as part of the Massachusetts

Education Reform Act of 1993.32 To rectify disparities in public education among municipalities

due to substantial reliance on property taxes, Chapter 70 changed the funding landscape for school

24 Brockton, Mass., Rev. Ordinances, Part I, § 31 (Nov. 25, 2019); Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division
of Local Services, City of Brockton Financial Management Review (Nov. 2012)
(https://www.mass.gov/doc/brockton-financial-management-review-Nov.-2012/download).

2 BPS School Committee Policy, School Committee Operational Goals
(https://resources.finalsite.net/images/v1616708924/brockton/b 1 hjvx9yur8fico5zovd/SECTIONBAPOLICY.pdf).
% Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (“DESE”), 2023-23 Enrollment by Grande
Report (District) (Feb. 22, 2024) (https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/statereport/enrollmentbygrade.aspx).

27 City of Brockton, Schools (https://brockton.ma.us/city-departments/public-
schools/#:~:text=Brockton%?20is%20among%20the%20largest.4%2C300%2Dstudent%20Brockton%20High%20S
chool); Deanna Pan, Brockton High School was once a model for the nation. So what went wrong?, The Boston
Globe (Mar. 18, 2024) (https://www.bostonglobe.com/2024/03/18/metro/brockton-high-school/).

28 DESE, School and District Profiles, Brockton (2024) (https://profiles.doe.mass.edu/
general/general.aspx?topNavID=1&leftNavld=100&orgcode=00440000&orgtypecode=5).

2 Troy Clarkson Interviews (“Clarkson Interviews”).

%0 City of Brockton FY2023 Budget.

SIM.G.L.c. 70, § 2.

32 Commissioner Mitchell D. Chester, DESE, Building on 20 Years of Massachusetts Education Reform (Nov.
2014) (https://www.doe.mass.edu/commissioner/buildingonreform.pdf).
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districts.®® It established an annual “net school spending” requirement for each Massachusetts

school district, which is the minimum amount a district must spend on public education each

year.®* Under Chapter 70, the Commonwealth funds a portion of each district’s net school

spending requirement and establishes the minimum amount that each municipality must
contribute; this is referred to as local funding.®

BPS has both a “Net Budget” and a “Non-Net Budget” that make up its overall annual

budget.®® The City funds each in different ways.®” The “Net Budget” is governed by Chapter 70

and funds the School Department’s education expenses.®® Each year, the City of Brockton

contributes local funding at or above the minimum amount established by Chapter 70.>° The

“Non-Net Budget” funds non-education related expenses such as transportation and community

programs.*

With the exception of certain special education transportation costs that the
Commonwealth funds, the Non-Net Budget is fully funded by the City.*!

In May or June of each school year, the Superintendent presents a proposed School
Department budget to the School Committee with recommended amounts for the Net Budget and

the Non-Net Budget.*> The School Committee then votes to approve the proposed budget, and

requests from the Mayor two appropriations - - one for the Net Budget and one for the Non-Net

3 M.G.L. c. 70, § 1; Commissioner Mitchell D. Chester, DESE, Building on 20 Years of Massachusetts Education
Reform (Nov. 2014) (https://www.doe.mass.edu/commissioner/buildingonreform.pdf).

3 M.G.L. c. 70, § 2; Commissioner Mitchell D. Chester, DESE, Building on 20 Years of Massachusetts Education
Reform (Nov. 2014) (https://www.doe.mass.edu/commissioner/buildingonreform.pdf).

B M.G.L. c. 70, § 2; DESE, Chapter 70 (Last Updated: July 29, 2024).
(https://www.doe.mass.edu/finance/chapter70/default.html).

3 FY2023 Brockton Public Schools Budget, Net School Spending and Non-Net School Spending (collectively,
“BPS FY23 Budget”).

37 City of Brockton FY2023 Budget; Clarkson Interviews; Michael Thomas Interviews (“Thomas Interviews”);
M.G.L. c. 70, § 2.

3 BPS FY23 Net Budget; M.G.L. c. 70, § 2.

3 M.G.L. c. 70, § 2; Clarkson Interviews.

40 BPS FY23 Non-Net Budget; M.G.L. c. 70, § 2.

41 BPS FY23 Non-Net Budget; Clarkson Interviews; Thomas Interviews

42 BPS FY23 Budget; Thomas Interviews; Aldo Petronio Interviews (“Petronio Interviews”).
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Budget.*® After receiving the School Committee’s request, the Mayor then makes a
recommendation to the City Council.** Subject to the minimum requirements established by
Chapter 70, the Mayor may recommend a different amount than requested by the School
Committee.*® The City Council then votes on the Mayor’s request.*® The City Council has the
option to approve, reduce, or reject the Mayor’s recommendation, but may not increase the
amount of the appropriation requested for the School Department.*” While the City Council’s
vote establishes the total appropriation for BPS, the Council may not limit the authority of the
School Committee to determine how that money is spent.*® Once the City Council votes to
approve the budget, the school budget becomes final unless the School Department requests a
supplemental appropriation.*® The budget goes into effect at the beginning of each fiscal year on

July 1 and closes on the following June 30 (e.g., FY23 ran from July 1, 2022 through June 30,

2023).%0

43 Special School Committee Meeting Minutes (May 24, 2022) (https://www.bpsma.org/about/school-
committee/post/~board/minutes/post/may-24-2022-public-hearing-school-budget-1677249227002); Sullivan
Interview; Emergency Special School Committee Meeting, (Sept. 14, 2023).
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?time continue=3261&v=tw12y7l 10E&embeds_referring_euri=https%3A%2F
%2Fcivicsearch.org%2F&source_ve path=MzY4NDIsM]M4NTE).

4 Special School Committee Meeting Minutes (May 24, 2022) (https://www.bpsma.org/about/school-
committee/post/~board/minutes/post/may-24-2022-public-hearing-school-budget-1677249227002; Mayor Robert
Sullivan Interview (“Mayor Sullivan Interview”).

45 Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services, A4 Guide to Financial Management for Town
Officials (https://www.mass.gov/doc/a-guide-to-financial-management-for-town-officials/download).

46 Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services, City Budget Process Frequently Asked
Questions (Mar. 2019) (https://www.mass.gov/doc/city-budget-process-fags/download).

47 Massachusetts Department of Revenue, Division of Local Services, City Budget Process Frequently Asked
Questions (Mar. 2019) (https:/www.mass.gov/doc/city-budget-process-faqs/download); Brockton Finance
Committee Meeting (Oct. 30, 2023) (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wvOmaFWkhPA&t=5281s); M.G.L. c.
44, § 32; Chapter 329 of the Acts of 1987.

®M.G.L.c. 71, § 34.

49 Petronio Interviews; Clarkson Interviews.

%0 City of Brockton FY2023 Budget.
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IL. THE KEY PLAYERS IN THE BUDGET PROCESS

Before we delve into the details of the deficit, it is important to introduce the people who
played a major role in what transpired in FY23. This is in no way an exhaustive list, but rather a
high-level overview of the key actors in the budget process and their roles and responsibilities
over the School Department’s budget.

A. The Superintendent of Schools is Responsible
for Preparing and Administering the Budget

Michael Thomas was the Superintendent of the BPS in FY23. Born and raised in
Brockton, Thomas began his career as a health and wellness teacher in the Brockton schools.>
For nearly thirty years, he rose through the ranks and held many leadership roles.? In January
2020, Thomas was named Superintendent by the Brockton School Committee.>® Prior to his
appointment, Thomas did not have extensive experience leading an organization of BPS’s size,
had no experience managing a school budget, and did not have a financial or accounting
background.> Admittedly, Thomas is not “a numbers guy.”*

As Superintendent, Thomas was the CEO of BPS with a wide range of responsibilities,
including preparation and administration of the annual budget.®® Under Brockton School

Committee Policies, the Superintendent has overall responsibility for the planning, preparation,

and presentation of the annual budget to the School Committee, and may delegate aspects of the

5! Thomas Interviews.

52 Thomas Interviews.

53 Thomas Interviews.

5 Thomas Interviews.

%5 Thomas Interviews.

%6 DESE, Advisory of School Governance (Nov.
1995).(https://www.doe.mass.edu/lawsregs/advisory/cm1115gov.html); Massachusetts Association of School
Committees (“MASC”), Roles & Responsibilities for School Committees and Superintendents
(https://www.masc.org/resources/roles-and-responsibilities/).
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budget planning, preparation, and presentation to the CFO of the School Department.>’ By law,
the School Department is required to prepare an annual balanced budget.®® Following the
approval of the budget, the Superintendent is legally responsible for ensuring that school spending
remains within the limits of BPS’s budget.>® The Superintendent may not knowingly spend or
cause to be expended sums in excess of the School Department’s annual budget appropriation.

Violating this mandate subjects the Superintendent to removal for cause.®

B. The BPS CFO is Responsible for Budgeting
and for Monitoring School Expenditures

Aldo Petronio was the CFO of BPS in FY23.5! By this time, Petronio had been head of
school finances for sixteen years.®? Before that, Petronio worked for nearly a decade in the City
Finance Department.%® After twenty-five years of service to the City, Petronio was revered by the
community.?* He was well liked, and School Committee members and BPS employees
considered him the backbone of the BPS Finance Department.®® Both the School Committee and

Superintendent relied on and trusted Petronio to budget and manage BPS’s finances.%®

57 BPS School Committee Policies, Policy on Budget Planning, Preparation and Scheduling
(https://resources.finalsite.net/images/v1650472870/brockton/t3dkq8qaktvvgqwSp6bl/dbe.pdf).

%8 Thomas Interviews; Comprehensive Financial Management Policies for the City of Brockton, City of Brockton
FY2023 Budget; M.G.L. c.44, §31.

%9 Chapter 324, Section 9.

80 Chapter 324, Section 9.

81 Petronio Interviews.

62 Petronio Interviews; Executive Summary by Aldo Petronio, Mar. 15, 2024.

8 Petronio Interviews; Executive Summary by Aldo Petronio, Mar. 15, 2024.

64 Executive Summary by Aldo Petronio, Mar. 15, 2024; Thomas Interviews; Kathleen Ehlers Interview (“Ehlers
Interview”); Judy Sullivan Interview (“J. Sullivan Interview”); Joyce Asack Interview (“Asack Interview”).

8 Executive Summary by Aldo Petronio, Mar. 15, 2024; Thomas Interviews; Ehlers Interview; Asack Interview.
% Executive Summary by Aldo Petronio, Mar. 15, 2024; Thomas Interviews; Ehlers Interview; J. Sullivan
Interview; Asack Interview; Tony Rodrigues Interview (“Rodrigues Interview’); Timothy Sullivan Interview (“T.
Sullivan Interview”).
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As the FY23 budget process began, Petronio became ill and went on extended medical
leave.®” In Petronio’s absence, Thomas appointed Petronio’s deputy, Chris Correia, as Interim
CFO in early January 2022.%8 At the time, Correia had worked under Petronio for over twenty
years.®® Correia was a behind-the-scenes Finance Department employee, and his work focused on
auditing and accounting.”® Before his appointment as Interim CFO, Correia had no experience
preparing the BPS budget.”" Both Correia and Thomas led the FY23 Budget presentations to the
School Committee, while Petronio prepared the FY23 Budget from home during his medical
leave.”? Correia oversaw the Finance Department for approximately six months (from January to
June 2022) during Petronio’s absence.”® When Petronio returned, Thomas appointed Correia to
the position of Deputy CFO, and Correia held that title throughout FY23.7
As CFO, Petronio (or Correia, in Petronio’s absence) was responsible for the planning,
preparation, and presentation of the budget to the School Committee as delegated by the

Superintendent.”

According to the Massachusetts Department of Revenue Division (“DOR”) of
Local Services’” (“DLS”) Guide to Financial Management for Town Officials, school CFOs are

generally responsible for working “with the superintendent in the day-to-day administration of

87 Petronio Interviews; Executive Summary by Aldo Petronio, Mar. 15, 2024; Christopher Correia Interviews
(“Correia Interviews”).

8 Correia Interviews; Thomas Email to BPS Staff, Jan. 11, 2022; Addendum to Employment Agreement of
Christopher Correia, Jan. 3, 2022.

8 Correia Interviews; Petronio Interviews; Correia Email to Petronio, Apr. 1, 2023.

0 Correia Interviews; J. Sullivan Interview; Rodrigues Interview; Clarkson Interviews; Mayor Sullivan Interview.
"1 Correia Interviews; Petronio Interviews.

2 BPS School Committee Finance Subcommittee Meetings Mar. 22
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dof3C7prOnc&t=365s), Mar. 29
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GcyDwsrOmZg&t=1247s), Apr. 26
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DSJecnHc81ZU&t=577s), May 3
(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LjHZYzylseU&t=1s) May 17,
2022.(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccM2J5SmFWrl); Petronio and Bandis Email String, Feb. 7, 2022.
78 Correia Interviews; Petronio Interviews; Executive Summary by Aldo Petronio, Mar. 15, 2024.

4 Christopher Correia, Employment Contract, July 1, 2022 to June 30, 2024.

5 BPS School Committee Policies, Policy on Budget Planning, Preparation and Scheduling
(https://resources.finalsite.net/images/v1650472870/brockton/t3dkq8qaktvvgqwSp6bl/dbe.pdf).
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schools.”’® 7" These responsibilities include “participation in the preparation of the annual school
budget, monitoring expenditures from the school budget, making financial reports and having

responsibility for preparation of the school payroll and purchasing orders.”’® According to DLS,

“one of the primary functions of [the school CFO] is to monitor expenditures and advise the

superintendent and the school committee when expenditures are exceeding appropriations and

other available funds.”"®

C. The Brockton School Committee Has a Fiduciary
Responsibility to Oversee the Budget and Expenditure of School Funds

By ordinance, the Brockton School Committee includes the Mayor, who serves as the
Chair of the Committee, and seven members elected from each ward in the City.®® In FY23,
Mayor Sullivan served as the Chair, and the seven elected members were: Kathleen A. Ehlers
(Ward One), Cynthia Rivas-Mendes (Ward Two), Jared A. Homer (Ward Three), Tony A.
Rodrigues (Ward Four), Judy A. Sullivan (Ward Five), Joyce J. Asack (Ward Six), and Timothy
J. Sullivan (Ward Seven).®! During FY23, Asack served as the Vice-Chair of the School
Committee until January 2023, after which Ehlers served as Vice-Chair following a majority vote
of the members.%

The School Committee has a fiduciary responsibility to oversee school finances and to

ensure that public funds are spent transparently and in the public’s best interest.®® This fiduciary

6 Mass