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  The Lamplighter 
Official Newsletter of the Vineland Education Association 

September 17, 2021 
 

Welcome back V.E.A. members.  I hope you and yours 

are well and I wish you a belated, happy Labor Day and great 

school year.  We begin without a successor contract and frozen under the terms and salaries 

of the 2018-2021 Agreement which expired June 30th.  We move to state mediation on Sept. 21; please see more on that 

below.  We continue to face challenges due to Covid:  testing or vaccination, maintaining a safe work environment, an 

increased workload, and school dismissal that lasts after the workday.  These are serious issues, but we’ll meet and 
remedy them with your help.  Tragedies struck at least three of our members which put these issues into perspective.  

 Two weeks ago, Ashley Thomas (Mennies) and Renee Leo-VanDine (VHS-S), their families, and their homes 

were seriously affected by the tornado that ripped through Gloucester Co. in the wake of Hurricane Ida.  Ashley’s home is 
destroyed.  Renee and her family lost their roof and upper floor.  Most importantly, no one was seriously harmed, but 

neither family can stay in their home.  We’re organizing a ‘jeans day’ fundraiser for them in the near future.  Please notify 

us if you know of any other member who was forced out of their home due to tornado or storm damage.   

More regrettable was the loss of fellow member Marivel Mikus to Covid in late May.  Marivel worked at 

Transportation/Registration and with the VEA’s Secretarial Committee for many years.  She and her husband David 

contracted covid cases that necessitated medically induced comas, however neither recovered from the worsening impact 

of the virus.  I send our sincere condolences to Marivel’s family and friends.  We’ll never know if Marivel was infected 
on the job - where she was required to report for in-person work with the public - but please honor her memory by taking 

social distancing, disinfecting, vaccination, covid testing and masking very seriously for everyone’s safety and health.   
 

Negotiations Update 
 

     All members and their families are asked 

to attend an outdoor rally to win a fair 

contract at mediation.  Food and free ice 

cream will be available!  Wear red and come 

show the Board and State mediator that you 

care and they’re not just negotiating with a 

dozen committee members - You’re a force of 
over 900 member families!   

When: Tuesday, September 21   4-5 pm 

Where:  Landis Admin. Building,  

Negotiations broke down June 21st when the Board’s 
salary offer was less than the county avg. (2.78%-the 

lowest in NJ) and even less than 3 years ago, when they 

were in a deficit.  Covid decreased costs and created a 

budget surplus!  Plus, the district received tens of millions 

in extra federal and state funding.  When the district has 

more money than at any time in its history, and you 

sacrificed your time, risked your health and re-invented 

(Continued, pg. 2) 

Covid Testing / Masks / Vaccines 

 

     Superintendent Alfonso Llano confirmed that the 

district last week formally opted into the state program to 

receive Covid test kits and funding on September 13.  As a 

result, the weekly testing required by Executive Order 253 

should take place at work, during the workday.  A vendor 

supplied by the state will ensure delivery and processing 

of the results.  This may not be in place for several weeks, 

possibly not until the State’s Oct. 18 date to be vaccinated 
or begin testing.     

     In the meantime, the district elected - as is their right 

under EO 253 - to begin testing early to contain any 

outbreaks prior to Oct. 18.  Dr. Rossi has been cooperative 

and receptive to input from district union leaders and has 

adjusted initial procedures.  A once per week test is all that 

is required (it could be 2).  Rite Aid continues to 

participate in the Federal Pandemic Relief Act 

program and offers free testing through the drive in.  

Many health insurance companies, including ours, are 

refusing to cover the costs despite their ability to file for 

reimbursement from the federal program.  Insurers can 

refuse coverage if the testing is not ordered by a medical 

provider or for your own health maintenance.  
(Cont. pg. 2) 
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Negotiations Update (Continued) 

 teaching and learning on your own in a global pandemic, 

the Board thinks you’re worth less now than you were 

three years ago?!  The only explanation was best said by 

Negotiations Committee member Mil Johnson (Landis; 

also our County President) who said, “They don’t respect 
us.”                                 Negotiations began in late 

December 2020 when our NJEA Field Rep. Lou Randazzo 

and I met with Board Negotiations Chairperson Kim 

Codispoti and Board Labor Attorney Nicole Curio to come 

to figure out how we could negotiate through Covid, but it 

took until March 16, 2021 to finally agree on ground rules.  

The hold up - they weren't willing to negotiate on Zoom, 

even though we were teaching on it and most area 

negotiations were taking place that way.  They were afraid 

of “confidentiality.”  In other words, they were afraid 
you’d learn how little they offered and their other cuts.  

Initial proposals were exchanged on March 22, and we 

met in person on April 12 and May 3 and both sides 

tentatively agreed upon two minor proposal items and two 

editorial changes.  To speed up the process and narrow the 

scope to each side’s priorities, we offered a package 
proposal on May 24 that we believed would put a 

settlement into place before Dr. Gruccio retired.  We 

settled in for a long night of negotiations, but before I 

returned with sandwiches and salads from Eric’s a block 

away, the Board was finished for the night.  They initially 

resisted meeting until after the school year ended, but we 

met on June 21 and the Board responded to our package 

proposal of priorities with a detailed counteroffer.  Each 

side gained and lost some priorities; however, the 

compromise salary offer was lowered by several hundred 

thousand dollars - at a difference of several hundred 

dollars per year to each member.  I sincerely asked the 

Board to reconsider their offer in light of what we did 

during the pandemic, the higher salaries and settlements in 

surrounding districts, and recent raises to central 

administration.  After a short recess they answered that 

their offer stood and they chastised us for our position.  

We had no choice but to file for mediation with the state.  

The N.J. Public Employer Relations Commission (PERC) 

appoints a mediator to meet with both sides separately and 

attempt to broker an agreement.  Mary Beth Hennessy-

Shotter, the Director of Conciliation and Arbitration for 

PERC is the mediator.  The 1st mediation is this Tuesday, 

Sept. 21 - please be there.  The amount of support signals 

to the mediator the seriousness of the Association’s 
positions.  Please be there to give us your support and help 

reach a settlement - it does make a difference.  We know a 

few of you can’t make it, but for the great majority who 
can, it's a small ask and you’re worth it.  Come for an 
hour, wear red, get a snack, and celebrate what we’ve been 
able to do over the last year and a half to hold this district 

and education together!                           

Covid Testing / Masks / Vaccines (Cont.) 
 

If it's for workplace required testing, they can refuse (see 

Q2) to cover it.  It’s recommended that you seek out the 
free testing where and when it's available but keep copies 

of any charges for testing for possible future 

reimbursement.  At the least, these are itemized medical 

deductions for your next federal tax filing.  We hope that 

the State will fund the district to reimburse these costs in 

the short term.  When providing your test result, be sure 

that your name, the date, and the test result is all visible.  

There is no need to provide any further health information. 

     Executive Order 251 

required masking in all of 

NJ’s schools.  Exemptions 
are few and accommodation 

requests under Section 504 

of the A.D.A. for those with 

a health condition that 

makes it impossible to wear 

a mask must be supported by a valid physician’s note.  
The employer has the right to require a second doctor’s 
opinion.  In rare circumstances in which the employee and 

employer’s doctors’ opinions conflict, a third, neutral 
physician is utilized.  We have assisted several members 

with health-related accommodation requests which were 

approved by Dr. Rossi.  If you need assistance with this, 

please contact me.  There are no religious or philosophical 

exemptions known in N.J. case law for public health 

related masking.  

     By now most of you have likely reported your 

vaccination status to Dr. Rossi, however if you have yet to 

do so or if you want a more convenient way to share it 

with any requestor, I recommend that you use the State 

provided and approved ‘Docket’ App available here for 

Android and Apple.  It took less than 3 minutes to 

download, install, find my vaccination record in the state’s 
database, and download a pdf copy on NJ letterhead.   

     If you need a vaccination appointment or are eligible 

for a vaccine booster, you can find locations here. 

 
 

Extra District Funding and Uses: 

 

https://www.cms.gov/files/document/faqs-part-44.pdf
https://nj.gov/infobank/eo/056murphy/pdf/EO-251.pdf
https://www.ada.gov/
https://covid19.nj.gov/pages/vaxrecords?utm_campaign=20210917_nwsltr_a&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://covid19.nj.gov/pages/finder?utm_campaign=20210917_nwsltr_a&utm_medium=email&utm_source=govdelivery
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1M3F66fwDEj6F1BjP41M31VMDKaAGhN9y/view
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    Meeting Schedule – 2021-2022 

Monthly Rep Council Executive Committee 

VEA Office, 4:30 / Zoom 

September 27 September 13 

October 18 October 4 

November 15 November 1 

December 13 December 6 

January 24 January  

February 28 February 7 

March 21 March 7 

April 11 April 4 

May 16 May 2 

June 13 (Location TBD) June 6 

 

Please make an effort to attend each monthly meeting to better  

inform and serve your building’s members.  Every building must have at  

least one representative or alternate attend every Rep Council.   
 

Meetings will begin at 4:30 sharp. 

 

Due to the pandemic meetings will be held via Zoom until further notice.   

Please check your email prior to meetings for the meeting Zoom link.  Only 

Elected Reps. can vote, but any member can attend Rep. Council.  Send an  

Email to vealrusso@gmail.com if you are not a Rep. but want to attend a  

Meeting to obtain information or ask a question.   

 

  

Workload =  

     The imposition of Google Classroom as a 

requirement was raised in August to the 

Superintendent Llano and Asst. Superintendent 

Frey.  Without the extra prep. time we were granted 

last year, and while teaching in-person students for 

a full workday, I see no reason why Google 

Classroom is mandated, rather than negotiated as a 

workload increase.  While it’s understood that 

Google Classroom is an optional learning tool for 

some students and teachers, and would be necessary 

should we go back to virtual or hybrid schedules, 

maintaining it on a daily basis, in addition to writing 

lesson plans on Genesis, as well as other software 

Apps and ‘Week at a Glance’ requirements at some 
schools is a definite increase in workload.   They 

claimed that it was required by statute as a Learning 

Management System (LMS).  I asked for the statute 

and have not received it.  NJEA maintains that there 

is no such statute.  Therefore, we maintain that as a 

term and condition of employment, it’s a negotiable 

item.  For now, please do your best WITHIN THE 

TIME GIVEN during the workday.  Don’t work 
through lunch or feel forced to work off the clock 

(that is always your choice only).  The Negotiations 

Committee will add this to mediation.  It’s simple:  

Extra time deserves extra compensation!   

 
Late Buses: 

Please keep a log of any day and the amount of time 

that you are kept after the end of the workday due to 

late buses.  There is a regional shortage of bus 

drivers.  I have called, emailed, and sent text 

message on your behalf to central administration 

without a response on the issue.  We will take all 

steps to have everyone impacted compensated in 

release time or money for increased workday.  

Reps. should work with their principals to provide 

coverage for members who must leave at the end of 

the workday. Glassboro is dismissing 45 minutes 

earlier.  Keep a log! 

Contact Us: 

Vineland Education Association 

727 E. Elmer St. 

Vineland, NJ. 08360 

856-696-9200 

Vea-njea.org 

 

Lou Russo, President – vealrusso@gmail.com 

Regina Merkel, Vice Pres. – vearmerkel@gmail.com 

Val Carbonara – Treasurer – valcarbo@aol.com 

Megan Greenfield – Secretary – megmoratelli@gmail.com 

Mil Johnson – Membership – miljohn1415@gmail.com 

 

mailto:vealrusso@gmail.com
mailto:vealrusso@gmail.com
mailto:vearmerkel@gmail.com
mailto:valcarbo@aol.com
mailto:megmoratelli@gmail.com
mailto:miljohn1415@gmail.com
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3, 5, 7…Enough to make you sick… 
     During opening day meetings you were likely told that the district has a new policy of 

sending letters or memos when you reach your third, fifth or seventh sick day.  Long standing 

case law explicitly bars the use of an arbitrary number of sick days used as a basis for 

discipline.  Sick day use or misuse must be judged on the merits and facts of each individual 

case.  Taken into consideration is not only the current year’s usage, but usage over your 
career, the health condition causing the illness/absence, and probability of recovery.   

     As always, sick days are an insurance policy to continue your salary when you are ill or 

cannot attend work due to a medical appointment.  They should be used when you are ill and 

cannot work without fear of discipline.  Sick days cannot be used for a family member’s 
illness.  See the Sick Day statutes on the VEA website for more information. 

CAPIZOLA FOR ASSEMBLY IN LD 1! 
     Member John Capizola Jr. (Rossi) is running for the NJ General Assembly for 

Legislative District 1 (Cape May Co, and eastern Cumberland Co., including Vineland 

and Millville).  John was interviewed this summer by a committee of members 

appointed or elected by the Cape May and Cumberland County EAs.  John received 

their recommendation for endorsement and the full NJEA Political Action Committee 

did approve his endorsement.  We can’t fail to appreciate how important it would be for 
a member to win this seat.  The Assembly have budgetary power over school funding 

and of course vote on any law passed in the state.  Please do everything you can to elect 

John.  His campaign website is LD1NJ.COM or find him on Facebook at LD1NJ.   

     Educator Erik Simonsen of Cape May Co. (currently an Athletic Director and 

former NJEA member) also received the screening committee’s recommendation 
and endorsement from NJEA-PAC.  Both were against privatization and private 

school vouchers.  Most important, as they continue to work in public education, 

they know that your voice must be heard in public policy debate regarding 

educational and labor issues.   

     To see all NJEA-PAC endorsed candidates no matter which district you live 

in, please see the NJEA Action Center for the list.  At this time, the VEA has 

taken no position on Vineland Board of Education.  If any candidate seeks our 

endorsement, please have them contact me.  Governor Murphy also earned 

NJEA-PAC endorsement, but we’ll make that case in the next issue. 

Feed the Food Bank 
In August, for the 2nd year in a row, we 

made a major donation of food and bottled 

water to the Vineland Soup Kitchen, run 

by the Spirit and Truth Ministries.  All 

monies previously approved for Pride 

Projects cancelled due to covid, were 

dedicated to helping feed city residents in 

need.  The Soup Kitchen serves dinner 

every day.  Thank you to Stephanie 

Armstrong, Jare Brooks, Jace & Dayna 

Quiles, Kathleen & Ken Heather, Mil 

Johnson, Jean Marciano, and Patti Gibbs 

for helping pick up the order at Shop Rite, 

transporting, and unloading the donation. 

https://vea-njea.org/sick-leave-statutes-njsa-18a/
http://www.pngall.com/sick-png
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
http://ld1nj.com/
https://actioncenter.njea.org/njea-pac-2021-endorsements/
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   ‘The Road Forward’ 
     The latest updates to the NJ Health & Safety Guidelines for schools were 

issued in August.  With the determination that a lack of ‘in-person’ education is 
as much or greater threat to child wellness as the pandemic, you will notice that 

the guidelines were significantly pared back.  The important parts remain:  

masking, 3 feet of social distancing for students, 6 feet for adult staff, frequent 

sanitation, minimize shared items and surfaces, and increased air circulation via 

HVAC and open windows.  “Within classrooms, maintain 3 feet of physical 

distancing to the greatest extent practicable, while offering full-time, in-person 

learning to all students.” 

     Note that for purposes of determining ‘close contacts’ in need of quarantine, it 
does not apply to vaccinated individuals.  Someone must be unvaccinated and 

within 6 ft. of someone who tests positive for at least 15 minutes in a 24-hour 

period.   Exceptions also include students who are: “In the K–12 indoor 

classroom setting, the close contact definition excludes students who were 

within 3 to 6 feet of an infected student (laboratory-confirmed or a clinically 

compatible illness) where both the infected student and the exposed student(s) 

correctly and consistently wore well-fitting masks the entire time. This exception 

does not apply to teachers, staff, or other adults in the indoor classroom 

setting.”  Put safety first in your planning of lessons and activities.  Reach out to 

administration and confirm or get a 2nd opinion from the Association for any 

issues that arise. 

Atlantic City 

Camden 

Cherry Hill 

Deptford 

Pemberton 

Trenton 

Vineland’s UAW (Support Staff) 
-all have full-time release 

Association Presidents with less 

members or schools than we have. 

https://www.nj.gov/education/roadforward/docs/HealthAndSafetyGuidanceSY2122.pdf
https://www.nj.gov/education/roadforward/docs/HealthAndSafetyGuidanceSY2122.pdf

