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School district smartly cut its losses with

1N MY OFINION

As bad as 1t has been for tle Forz
Worth schioal district Intely, board
{ruslees understood the painful rmuth
last week: Things could be warse,
much warse

Imagine Superintendent Thomas
Tocco suing the distsier for defzming
his charzcter or withhiolding money
thar was stipulated in his contract.

Imagine the deposition schedules
and discovery requests for adminis-
frazars, trustess and 1enchers
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The Fort Warth

school board
resolved the superintandent essis
the right way: with a friendly
divorce.

Letagine the legal fees.

frru‘_':_{l:l.ﬂ' sl sk2letans that Tecco
could drag out of the closet zfier [0
yuarsat the top of such 3 pelitical
onnizatien

Timagine 3 new board, with z now
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superintendent, still dopged by the
Toeeo dispute vers o mow

And 2l for whatt To send the mes-
sape that Tocco must pay — and pay
a Jot — [or what went wrons al the
Fort Worth school district.

Forget about it That price was (oo
lskeh i both rezl money and poten-
tial monay, s the boand did jus the
right thing oue week ago: It settied on
a fricndly divorce.

Moz an EHEUREMAN o BC




SCHNURMAN

fonlined fmm I

Maybe it paid more than it had to — a bit more
= but it got what it wanted. Tocco is essentially
gone, and the school district can start to move for-
ward.

Tocen was fatally tainted by a $10 million kick-
back scherme because he failed to prevent it, and
he failed to act decisively after learning about it.
There's been no evidence that Tocco was directly
involved, but as the top man in the onganization,
he had to take the fall; the only question was how
hard.

Tocco agreed to step down after the school
vear and be reassigned until December, through
the end of his contract. And the board agreed to
let him collect his usual salary, most of his acerued
vacation and sick pay, and his full retirement pack-

That sounds like 2 smart compromise to me.
But it bothers many people, including my col-
leagues on the Star-Telegram editorial beard, who
criticized the deal. Many folks wanted to throw
the book at Tocceo, to admonish him publicly, to
hold back every penny allowed under his contract.

That's understandable, but it’s bad business,
The district may have ssved about $37.000, but it
may have invited a lawsuit, too. That's tricky terri-
tory at best.

Even if the district won the case, it would lose
— lose more money than it stood to gain in legal
fees alone, and in embarrassing revelations. If it
lost the suit, the damages could really hurt.

The board already has plenty of bad business
decisions to deal with: Tocco's generous contrct,
for example, protected him from being fired for
mere incompetence. It would have been wrong-
headed to saddle the next generation of leadership
with more of the same.

With a settlement, we can turn the page and
get on with the future, start preparing for the
board elections in May and the recruitment of a
new superintendent.

One board member wanted to go further than
¢utting Tocoo's salary by 25 percent, the maxi-
mum allowed under the contract, TAL Sims, the
only board member to vote against the deal, want-
ed to limit the sick pay that Tocco had claimed
and force him to go to court for it

“When little people come before us, we're not

afrard to well them that theyre going o have o
sue,” Sims said. "The same ought to apply to the
superintendent, too.”

As a theory, that sounds right. But it's a high-
stakes gamble, with more downside than up. Busi-
nesspeople know that it's dangerous to let your
money get mad, and that could have easily hap-
pened in this siniation.

“There's a significant price to be paid o make
an example out of an employee,” said Rogge
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L T always munselpenple 1o step back from
thal emotional response”

Consider two parallel cases involving Michael
Eisner, lhechl =f executive of Wall Disney Co. He's
been under sicge recently by shareholders,
because of Disnev's faltering performance and his
mixed record with senior executives.

Two of his worst moves at Disney involved
Michael Ovitz, his No. 2, and Jeffrev Katzenberg,
his third in command. Eisner brought in Ovitz
from Creative Artists, a big talent agency, but
Owitz struggled from the beginning.

After 14 months, Eisner cut him free and gave

“him a $90 million severance package. It was outra-

zeous, and shareholders later sued over the
expense, but at least Ovilz left quietly,

Fisner went a different route with Eatzenberg.
After Katzenberg was passed over for the No. 2
spot, he left Disney and claimed that he was owed
hundreds of millions in film rovalties.

Eisner refused, saving Katzenberg had rwo
vears remaining on his contract. The case eventu-
ally went before a mediator, where it homed ugly
for Disney:

On the stand, Fisner conceded that he may
have said about Katzenberg, “1 hate the litle

Soon after, Disnev settled the case, with
Katzenberg reportedly getting 5250 million to
$280 million.

Five vears earlier, when the dispute began,
Katzenberg had been willing to sertle for about
3100 million, according to press reports.

Such huge numbers have nothing in commeon
with Tocco and the Fort Worth school district. But
the lesson on risks and rewards fits.

A friendly divorce might cost more than you
want to pay. Compared with the alternative, it can
be worth it
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