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1. What is your opinion on early release days?

The School Committee should improve community input and communication about early-release days.  This time is intended to provide professional development, keeping quality of instruction high, which we know is most important to our children’s education.  

I support gathering information on how professional development time is handled in neighboring communities and other high-performing districts.  We should also ask our own teachers for opinions on how best to deliver helpful support.  We can then evaluate alternatives for costs and effectiveness.  Everything should be measured by the real bottom line: the impact in the classroom on our children’s education.

I recognize that early-release days can be burdensome to all parents, especially at the elementary schools.  Many parents are unaware of what the staff does during this time and how it benefits their children, since the school system has not effectively communicated the value of early-release days.  A recent report on professional development provided a great deal of information as to what teacher training happens, though the presentation was cut short.  

As a School Committee member, a key priority for me would be to ensure that communications with parents and the public about critical activities are never cut short or left undone.



2. Do you support academic ability grouping, even if it means that groups of students may move through the curriculum at different speeds?

While Newton already groups students by academic ability, I would like to see more creative ideas across the system and better implementation at the middle-school level.  

At the elementary level, many teachers already use differentiated instruction—grouping students by ability within a class.  Countryside and Peirce elementary schools have proposed a way to group by academic ability across a grade, with the groups being evaluated and re-configured throughout the year, creating a flexible structure that does not “pigeonhole” students at an early age.  This will provide high-quality instruction even with reduced resources, and is an example of the creative thinking I would like to see develop throughout the school system.

Ability grouping at the middle-school level has not always been implemented well.  Parents often override the staff’s recommendations for math placement, creating problems for all the students.  I support differentiated instruction for math in the middle schools, but believe there should be a stronger system in place, and would also like to see it extended to English Language Arts.

Our high schools do group students by ability in some subject areas, and in general this seems to work quite well.  I would support keeping this as it currently is.  



3.  Have you read the Citizen Advisory Group's School Cost Structure Report?  If so, how would you see School Leaders and the School Committee creating "a blue print that clearly outlines what is essential to maintaining a high quality educational system"?  According to the CAG this blue print would require leaders to "make difficult decisions about the desirable and the essential."  Would you support student user fees to maintain access to "desirable" school services?

A blueprint for the future of Newton schools requires discussion of community values and a long-range financial plan to ensure we can reach our goals.  I have read all the CAG reports and attended most of the presentations.  The report refers to the trade-offs we must make between reduced resources and very high expectations for education in our schools.  The School Committee must lead the process of making these strategic choices, and it will require improved and increased communication with the public as well as long-range financial planning.

Discussions about our community values will lead to identification of what we feel is essential to a high-quality education and what is desirable if resources are available.  A long-range financial plan will help us determine how to afford what is essential and as many of the desirable elements as possible.  However, the numbers should not be the driving factor in what our education system looks like—our values need to lead the way.  A financial plan will help us achieve our goals but should not determine them.

Armed with the structure to evaluate different cost increases, the School Committee can develop a budget strategy that can be tweaked over time, but should not drastically change from year to year.  In particular, we will need to take a clear look at what costs are driving the annual increases, determine what Newton can afford and how we can best meet the needs (the “essential” elements) of all our students.  The biggest cost drivers include health care and special education.  We should also be sure to look at the large costs of functions not directly related to education, such as the lunch program and transportation costs.  Creating a Chief Financial Officer (CFO) position would help this whole process develop quickly.  

After the financial planning is done, I might be willing to support a fee depending on what is deemed “desirable” but not “essential.”  I believe that any fee structure we impose should always include an allowance for those who cannot afford the fee but still want to participate.  We need to be careful that we don’t turn our school system into two tiers: one for those who can afford the fees and a different “stripped-down” version for those who cannot.  

For more information on my views of a variety of school issues, including long-range financial planning, please visit www.sueflicop.com.
