
Ward 1 School Committee 

Parents have many concerns that reading 

services in the Newton Public Schools for 

students with dyslexia are not state of the 

art. What will you do to improve programs 

for dyslexia? 

Bridget Ray-Canada:  I want to ensure that 

each child becomes a competent, efficient 

reader and writer. Newton uses proven 

evidence-based programs/tools (i.e. Orton-

Gillingham, Wilson reading, etc.) to improve 

student’s reading and writing skills, but can do 

more. Early diagnosis and intervention is 

important for a child at risk for dyslexia to 

thrive in school. The school district is currently 

reviewing the reading programs to determine 

areas that need improvement. As a school 

committee member, I would focus on the 

identified areas of concern and compare our 

program to other state of the art reading 

programs for children with dyslexia. 

Kathy Marchi:  As a member of the 

school committee, it would be within my role to 

ensure that our SPED Department has the 

resources and expertise to provide the most 

effective programs to meet our students’ 

needs. We have come a long way but we still 

have work to do in this area. It is crucial that we 

increase our teachers’ understanding of 

dyslexia and increase their skills in supporting 

students who have dyslexia. I would work to 

support efforts to improve our programs for 

dyslexia as well as other special needs. 

Please comment on whether you would 

support hiring a special education 

ombudsman for NPS. This position would 

offer families a way to resolve conflicts in 

a non-confrontational manner, and would 

create an equitable situation to families 

who cannot afford to hire advocates or 

attorneys. Please also comment on 

whether you support a member of the 

SEPAC having a seat at the table during 

School Committee meetings, similar to the 

Student Representatives. 

Bridget Ray-Canada:  Parents want a fair and 

affordable process when advocating for their 

child and the cost of hiring an advocate or 

lawyer can be a barrier for some families. It is 

best for all parties if issues between the school 

and parents can be resolved fairly at the school 

level. However, contact with Student Services 

may be necessary to find a compromise or 

resolution. Another resource for parents is 

FCSN’s training programs for parents to learn 

how to advocate for their child. I would like to 

learn more about various models for conflict 

resolution and would like to learn more about 

how a district ombudsman position would 

function. The SEPAC provides essential input 

to the School Committee about how well it is 

serving students with special needs. I would 

suggest a periodic review with the School 

Committee to allow SEPAC to report the 

strengths, areas of improvement, and program 

effectiveness. 

Kathy Marchi:  I believe in the 

importance of the SEPAC as a valuable forum 

for family engagement and support, and as a 

source of collaboration with the school system. 

As a parent of a child who benefited from 

additional supports and assistance, I 

personally understand the passion parents 

have regarding their child(ren)’s education. The 

relationship between NPS and our families 

should be one of partnership and collaboration. 

Whenever possible, special education services 

should be addressed at the school building 

level and with the Assistant Supt. for Student 

Services, rising only to the school committee 

when an ongoing issue is unresolved. I am 

pleased that our special education services, 

programs, and facilities have recently been 

reviewed and I look forward to working with the 

department on the findings. Student 

representatives are state-mandated and are ex-

officio, with no voting rights. 

Many candidates speak about 

transparency and clear communication. 

Please comment on whether you would 



consider any of the following: Holding 

monthly office hours where the community 

can bring you their concerns, allocating 

funds for a School Committee blog so that 

families know what is being worked on, 

what topics are coming up, how and when 

input would be accepted, and meeting with 

special education parents to hear feedback 

on what programs are working well and 

what still needs improvement. 

Bridget Ray-Canada: I will consider holding 

monthly office or virtual meeting hours to listen 

to the concerns of the community. I will also 

consider having a monthly meeting with my 

ward councilors as well to share concerns or 

successes that may affect the school budget. 

There is currently the NPS website includes 

district news and highlights ongoing initiatives. 

As far as a blog, SC can further discuss 

engaging the communications specialist to 

determine the best forum for sharing 

information so that we can keep the community 

abreast of topics/subjects on the agenda. 

Kathy Marchi:  The School Committee 

values the input of the SEPAC and assigns a 

representative to the SEPAC in order for 

communication to be expedited, interactive, 

personal and accurate. I believe this is an 

important opportunity for a school committee 

member and that the relationship between the 

two committees is very important. As a school 

committee member I would welcome outreach 

from families regarding their concerns. I would 

be available and responsive to calls and emails 

as well as face-to-face conversations. As the 

MA DESE guidance on SEPACs recommends, I 

would like to see the SEPAC work with the 

school system by providing data gathered from 

Newton families to better understand their 

needs. SEPAC can be a valuable resource to 

the School Committee by spotting trends or 

ongoing issues. 

The City of Newton is planning to increase 

the housing stock and is including several 

projects of high density units. The existing 

school buildings, including new schools, 

are designed to meet the current student 

growth trends, but do not address a large 

influx of students that will accompany the 

future high density buildings. Both high 

schools are at their largest student 

population ever, class sizes are increasing, 

and no new staff was added due to the 

budget shortage. There is no additional 

capacity at the middle schools. Do you 

have a plan on how to expand school 

capacity, and where will the funding come 

from? How will these huge expenses 

impact special education funding? 

Bridget Ray-Canada: I understand the 

community’s concern that high-density 

housing projects will bring more students to 

already crowded schools. The school 

department considers student population 

increases in its long-range facility planning. 

The current capital improvement plan (CIP) 

outlines plans for accommodating student 

capacity from FY18 to FY23. I will continue to 

monitor the progress of the CIP and advocate 

for fully funding projects that address student 

capacity issues. At this point, the CIP is 

focused on elementary school expansion but 

middle and high school space needs to be 

included in long range planning as well. 

Additional funding from MSBA, the city, and an 

override will be needed to support school 

expansions. The funding of special education 

should not be affected by school expansion, as 

the budget includes a special education 

reserve to cover unexpected expenses. 

Kathy Marchi:  As a leading school 

district in MA, Newton will continue to face the 

challenge of a growing student population. It is 

our legal, moral and ethical responsibility to 

provide every student in our district with an 

education that graduates them college- and 

career-ready. I will work with the Mayor, City 

Council and School Committee to determine 

how to enhance city revenues, to maintain the 

financial allocation needed to achieve school 

excellence, and to find efficiencies and savings 

within our school budget. While our committee 

doesn't vote for an override, I will support one 



if it becomes clear that these various efforts are 

insufficient to prevent the erosion of the 

education we provide for all of our students. 

Also, Newton must keep advancing our capital 

improvement plan to ensure that school 

facilities continue to be upgraded for both 

regular and special education students. 

As a candidate, what do you believe about 

inclusion in the public schools? Do you 

think there may be a trade off from full 

inclusion? Do you support total inclusion, 

or do you believe there are some situations 

where segregated groupings of special 

education students with specialized 

instruction might be appropriate?  

Bridget Ray-Canada:  Inclusion has its benefits 

for both general and special education 

students. • It builds understanding and 

acceptance of students with disabilities. • It 

allows every student to have access to the 

entire faculty and provide full access to the 

curriculum for all students. • It allows the 

school district with the opportunity to build the 

talent pool so that more teachers can educate 

all learners effectively. • It reduces duplicate 

systems and resources that are costly for the 

school district. However, one size does not fit 

all students’ needs. Full inclusion may not be 

the right approach for every child because it is 

essential that each student’s needs be 

addressed so that she or he can be successful, 

challenged, and learn. In such cases, 

specialized programs may be appropriate or 

necessary. 

Kathy Marchi:  We are required by 

federal law to support all students in the least 

restrictive environment possible while 

providing the same standard of education as 

for typically developing students. Full inclusion 

achieves this for many but not all Newton 

students. Where it is more suited to a student’s 

individual need, substantially separate 

instruction should be considered. Our 

Superintendent and Assistant Superintendent 

for Student Services are studying our service 

models and I am committed to working with 

them and my school committee colleagues to 

find the optimal range of constructs for Newton 

students. 

 

Ward 2 School Committee 

Parents have many concerns that reading 

services in the Newton Public Schools for 

students with dyslexia are not state of the 

art. What will you do to improve programs 

for dyslexia? 

Margaret Albright: Teaching kids with dyslexia 

well is an issue for many school districts as 

evidenced by the bill filed by Rep. Peisch and 

Senator L’Italien. I understand that bill has not 

been acted on, but the fact that it has been filed 

is certainly a testament to the fact that most 

teachers and school districts are not well 

equipped to teach students with dyslexia. 

There is so much research going on into 

dyslexia - Dr. Nadine Gaab at Children’s 

Hospital, John Gabrieli at MIT and MaryAnn 

Wolf at Tufts. This research is helping us 

understand how dyslexic children learn and 

what we can do to help them. As a school 

committee member I will encourage PD for our 

literacy specialists and early grades teachers 

about what we are learning about dyslexia and 

would also encourage additional training and 

support on how to better use tools like Lexia 

and Rave-O in the classroom. 

Cyrus Vaghar:  Ten years ago, I was a 

student at Cabot elementary school, and during 

that time, believe it or not, I took a number of 

special education classes. By high school, 

those classes were long forgotten, but the 

majority of my peers who started with me in 

those classes still remained, which is ok. Here 

is my point: I searched dyslexia education in 

the NPS on the web, and the first three hits 

were lawsuits and complaints from parents. In 

fact, it took quite a bit of searching to find the 

contact information for the Assistant Director 

of Elementary Special Education’s email. The 

homepage of their section on the NPS website 

has one post containing their welcome back 

letter, from the beginning of September. 

Communication wise, that is unacceptable. I 



have exceeded my character limit, so I will end 

on saying that improvements can and will 

come. Quite possibly a bit faster if I am elected. 

Please comment on whether you would 

support hiring a special education 

ombudsman for NPS. This position would 

offer families a way to resolve conflicts in 

a non-confrontational manner, and would 

create an equitable situation to families 

who cannot afford to hire advocates or 

attorneys. Please also comment on 

whether you support a member of the 

SEPAC having a seat at the table during 

School Committee meetings, similar to the 

Student Representatives. 

Margaret Albright: The Student Advisory 

Committee (SAC) law (MGL Chapter 71) 

designates at least one SAC member as ex 

officio member of the school committee. DESE 

calls for SEPACs to “participate in the 

planning, development, and evaluation of the 

school district's special education programs” 

with the special education administrator as 

primary contact. It’s the school committee’s 

responsibility to be aware of how that 

relationship is functioning and foster 

cooperation I understand the desire for an 

ombudsman. The relationship between parents 

and the district can become very adversarial 

which isn’t good for families, the district or 

students. With a new administrator there is an 

opportunity for a reset, and I’d encourage the 

SEPAC to do regular needs assessments and 

coordinate better with principals and School 

Councils. I also would like to see an annual 

written report from the SEPAC to the 

committee. 

Cyrus Vaghar:  The thought of having a 

special education ombudsman is 

promising. Due to the fact that I am not 

yet on the School Committee, I cannot 

comment on the logistics of getting 

one, or more, implemented, but I very 

much support looking into this idea. 

Many families in Newton, including 

those in the middle class, would 

struggle financially to hire a lawyer for 

issues that could potentially be handed 

in a less ‘aggressive’ and more direct 

manner. Although generally I would not 

like to see an organization that is not a 

non-profit have a seat at a School 

Committee meeting, SEPAC has proven 

itself to be an invaluable member of the 

community. I would be happy to 

explore this option. I feel the School 

Committee meetings need more 

representation from members of the 

public, including teachers, parents and 

yes, students! That is why I, as a 

former student and NNHS graduate, am 

in this race. 

Many candidates speak about 

transparency and clear communication. 

Please comment on whether you would 

consider any of the following: Holding 

monthly office hours where the community 

can bring you their concerns, allocating 

funds for a School Committee blog so that 

families know what is being worked on, 

what topics are coming up, how and when 

input would be accepted, and meeting with 

special education parents to hear feedback 

on what programs are working well and 

what still needs improvement. 

Margaret Albright:  I think better communication 

can be achieved by using DESE guidance and 

exploring what is working well in other 

districts. We held office hours at least once and 

just a handful of people attended. I talk with 

and meet with people all the time and am 

always happy to take a phone call or meet to 

chat about issues. I think feedback is important 

and that is why I would like to see us 

collaborate with the SEPAC on regular needs 

assessments, reports and surveys. I want 

parents to be able to communicate with the 

committee in a way that is comfortable and 

preserves student confidentiality. Blogs can be 

a difficult issue. As a school committee we 

have to be very careful about electronic 

communication and open meeting laws. School 

committee members in other communities who 



have blogged, even as individuals, about 

school committee issues have run up against 

violations of the open meeting law. 

Cyrus Vaghar:  Absolutely.   Holding 

monthly office hours should be the bare 

minimum expectation put on all elected 

officials (School Committee, City Council, 

and Mayor) in The Garden City.   It is 

important to remember that any office 

hours should be held at a time when 

both parents and students can meet 

with politicians in the city. A blog 

would be smart, but without strong 

discipline it could easily become run 

down. As a young person who is 

somewhat web-savvy, I am confident I 

could build one easily, but getting 

commitment from other School 

Committee members to participate on a 

consistent basis could be tough. 

Nonetheless, the School Committee 

should enter the 21st century with a 

strong digital presence. I would be 

willing and honored to meet with 

special education parents to hear 

feedback, on what programs are 

working well and what still needs 

improvement, on a regular basis.   

The City of Newton is planning to increase 

the housing stock and is including several 

projects of high density units. The existing 

school buildings, including new schools, 

are designed to meet the current student 

growth trends, but do not address a large 

influx of students that will accompany the 

future high density buildings. Both high 

schools are at their largest student 

population ever, class sizes are increasing, 

and no new staff was added due to the 

budget shortage. There is no additional 

capacity at the middle schools. Do you 

have a plan on how to expand school 

capacity, and where will the funding come 

from? How will these huge expenses 

impact special education funding? 

Margaret Albright:  Building projects are 

financed through bonding or through Mass 

School Building Authority (MSBA). The MSBA 

requires a community to have dedicated 

funding source for the match - bond, debt 

exclusion override or a combination thereof 

which must come through the mayor and city 

council. Newton isn’t alone in facing this. I 

meet regularly with a group of school 

committee members from other districts with 

growing student population. We recognize 

there is not enough MSBA funding to go 

around and are trying to come up with some 

requests/suggestions for the legislature. We 

also recognize the state funding pie is 

shrinking, that there is more competition for 

MSBA funds. This problem is not easily solved 

and will take creativity and collaboration at the 

state level and in Newton. I look forward to 

working with the mayor and city council to try 

to come up with a reasonable and achievable 

plan. 

Cyrus Vaghar:  If you look at what is 

happening in surrounding towns, like 

Brookline, where schools have five 

lunch periods starting at 10:30am, it is 

clear that we must proactively prepare 

NOW for the future of housing in 

Newton, with more liberal student 

populations than predicted. As a 

licensed Realtor, Newton is benefiting 

nicely from the real estate market, but 

at what cost? While the School 

Committee cannot directly influence 

this conundrum, there are significant 

areas to save money in the schools. 

For example, according to the 2017 city 

budget, a former Day Principal was 

recently forced out of the school after 

numerous anti-Semitic graffiti 

incidents, only to land a cushy job at 

the education center. Recent chats with 

teachers, including campaign 

supporter G. Bower, a former veteran 

English teacher at Newton North, have 

led me to believe that Newton is top-

heavy with administrators. 

As a candidate, what do you believe about 

inclusion in the public schools? Do you 



think there may be a trade off from full 

inclusion? Do you support total inclusion, 

or do you believe there are some situations 

where segregated groupings of special 

education students with specialized 

instruction might be appropriate?  

Margaret Albright:  I support inclusion and 

educating a student in the least restrictive 

environment. But full inclusion itself shouldn’t 

be the goal. I think, too often, Newton has often 

focused on the inputs and compliance with the 

law obscuring our real goal which is to ensure 

that students leave our system college or 

career ready. For me inclusion means that 

academic supports are available to all students 

whether or not they are on an IEP. I believe that 

when families request an out-of-district 

placement that means inclusion isn’t working 

for their child. I believe doing a regular needs 

assessments with the SEPAC will help us strike 

the balance we need of academic supports, 

inclusive programs and special programs to 

serve the varying needs of students. One size 

does not fit all and it’s important to 

acknowledge that and then figure out how to 

make the system work for all kids. 

 Cyrus Vaghar:  While there are obvious 

disadvantages of full inclusion especially for 

the most promising students being held back, 

valuable life lessons trump anything that could 

be gained from any sort of separation of 

students. However, this is an area where I 

would not make any decision before speaking 

to parents, educators or experts in the field, as 

the consequences of a rushed choice could be 

devastating. 

 

Ward 3 School Committee 

Parents have many concerns that reading 

services in the Newton Public Schools for 

students with dyslexia are not state of the 

art. What will you do to improve programs 

for dyslexia? 

Eileen Sandberg: Current research supports 

that dyslexia should be diagnosed and treated 

as early as possible. NPS screens for reading 

issues in grades K-2, and follows with RTI 

reading interventions not designed for 

dyslexia. Children may be close to the point 

where “learning to read” shifts to “reading to 

learn” before being diagnosed and beginning 

treatment, and these students are at risk of not 

making progress in subjects that require 

reading fluency. Most reading specialists in 

Newton are trained in the Wilson method, but 

some students with dyslexia will need more 

intensive, daily 1:1 work with the Orton-

Gillingham method, which is not widely used in 

Newton. I believe that we need a review of 

whether our screening strategies are 

consistent with best practices, and whether we 

have the capacity to respond flexibly to 

students whose needs may require more 

intensive interventions. 

Anping Shen: Reading and literacy are 

core foundations of our children's school 

learning process.  As an English teacher and 

a parent of an ADHD child, I acquired the 

critical importance of reading skills 

throughout my professional life.  I advocated 

to strengthen reading programs while 

serving on the Lincoln-Eliot School Council 

when I noted the lackluster reading portion 

of the MCAS ELA test results.  If elected, I 

will try to understand the parents concerns 

that reading services are not state of the art 

for students with dyslexia.  I will encourage 

that school and district staff conduct data 

analysis to first assess the current status to 

see how and why parents have concerns.  If 

these concerns are confirmed, then I will 

strongly advocate to strengthen reading 

programs and teacher training, particularly at 

the elementary school level, where the 

intervention will have the most impact. 

Please comment on whether you would 

support hiring a special education 

ombudsman for NPS. This position would 

offer families a way to resolve conflicts in 

a non-confrontational manner, and would 



create an equitable situation to families 

who cannot afford to hire advocates or 

attorneys. Please also comment on 

whether you support a member of the 

SEPAC having a seat at the table during 

School Committee meetings, similar to the 

Student Representatives. 

Eileen Sandberg: Equity in access to the 

appeals process is a serious issue in special 

education. I would need to know more about 

the role of the Ombudsman, who could not 

overrule the legally mandated IEP team 

process. One role may be as an IEP team 

facilitator who could help teams reach mutually 

agreeable solutions and improve consistency 

across the district. The role of the SEPAC in 

state law is to advise the School Committee on 

matters related to special education including 

program design, planning and evaluation. I 

strongly support making this role more formal, 

but I don’t think that a seat at the table is the 

most effective solution. Rather, I think that the 

SEPAC chairs should be welcome to come to 

the presenter’s table, to comment and have a 

dialogue with the School Committee whenever 

special education matters are on the agenda at 

School Committee meetings, without the 3 

minute comment limit. 

Anping Shen: One of my campaign 

priorities is to "strengthen 

communication between schools and 

families" I think the addition of an 

ombudsman position/role fits my 

priority very well.  Based on my 

experience and knowledge, there is a 

district wide need to promote 

effective communication and contact 

between families and schools.  If 

elected, I would certainly advocate 

for this position.  I will also 

respectfully suggest that this 

position should expand to include the 

role of advocating for effective 

communication, support and conflict-

resolution for other programs, 

including ESL and METCO families.  

Many of those families have 

language, cultural and logistical 

barriers and challenges in advocating 

for their children.  In the light of this 

spirit and rationale, I will support a 

member (ideally in a role of family 

liaison) to have a seat at the School 

Committee table. 

Many candidates speak about 

transparency and clear communication. 

Please comment on whether you would 

consider any of the following: Holding 

monthly office hours where the community 

can bring you their concerns, allocating 

funds for a School Committee blog so that 

families know what is being worked on, 

what topics are coming up, how and when 

input would be accepted, and meeting with 

special education parents to hear feedback 

on what programs are working well and 

what still needs improvement. 

Eileen Sandberg: Communication with the 

public is an area where the School Committee 

can improve. The process of public comment at 

School Committee meetings can be frustrating, 

and parents may also feel that a televised 

comment violates their child's privacy. I will 

hold monthly office hours, and I would also be 

willing to talk with individuals and groups. I 

support the idea of a newsletter or blog . While 

some School Committee matters must remain 

confidential, most business should be 

accessible to the public. It would be helpful to 

explore linking the NewTV recordings of School 

Committee meetings to the NPS website, and 

possibly separating them by topic to make it 

easier for viewers to find topics of interest. The 

Newton SEPAC is the legally mandated group 

for advising the School Committee on special 

education issues, and I support increasing the 

access of the SEPAC to advise the School 

Committee. 

Anping Shen: I totally agree that 

transparency and clear communication is 

paramount in ensuring excellent education in 

the Newton Public Schools.  After all, 

families and parents are the critical 



stakeholders of this public school education.  

Yes, if elected, I will seriously consider 

holding monthly office hours so that I can 

better listen and understand parent and 

community concerns.  I will also support 

allocating funds for direct communication 

among the district, schools, families and the 

community, which could include a School 

Committee and/or district central office blog 

and other appropriate and effective online 

platforms and tools to promote interactions 

and communication. 

 

The City of Newton is planning to increase 

the housing stock and is including several 

projects of high density units. The existing 

school buildings, including new schools, 

are designed to meet the current student 

growth trends, but do not address a large 

influx of students that will accompany the 

future high density buildings. Both high 

schools are at their largest student 

population ever, class sizes are increasing, 

and no new staff was added due to the 

budget shortage. There is no additional 

capacity at the middle schools. Do you 

have a plan on how to expand school 

capacity, and where will the funding come 

from? How will these huge expenses 

impact special education funding? 

Eileen Sandberg: School capacity needs to be 

part of every development question, because a 

large influx of new students may require 

expansion of our current schools. We would 

fund expansions and/or new construction first 

by working with the city and the state, and if 

necessary using a targeted debt exclusion 

override. NPS must commit to high quality, 

efficient special education programming 

regardless of increases in other areas. The 

likely impact of development projects on 

special education would be limited, because 

school operating expenses are funded through 

different mechanisms than school building 

projects, and many special education expenses 

are subject to state mandate. The School 

Committee allocated a $470,000 reserve for 

special education in FY2018 which will buffer 

against unexpected expenses. 

Anping Shen: This is a complicated 
issue related to a wide range of 
factors, many of which are beyond 
the School Committee's purview.  As 
an immigrant family deciding to settle 
in Newton for its excellent public 
school education and quality 
community, I am certainly aware of 
the huge demand for housing stock 
in Newton. I don't think that the 
School Committee has much impact 
on this issue.  If elected, I would seek 
input from a broad community 
perspective, with an awareness that 
market force plays a great role in our 
student population expansion.  I think 
the School Committee has to seek 
consensus and collaborate with the 
City Council/Mayoral leadership, and 
proactively plan for meeting this 
challenge.  I pledge to be involved in 
tough decisions like those we have 
been facing for several years.  
Working together, I have confidence 
that our whole community will meet 
the challenges posed by new 
housing. 

As a candidate, what do you believe about 

inclusion in the public schools? Do you 

think there may be a trade off from full 

inclusion? Do you support total inclusion, 

or do you believe there are some situations 

where segregated groupings of special 

education students with specialized 

instruction might be appropriate?  

Eileen Sandberg: I strongly support effective 

inclusion whenever possible. Special education 

law requires free and appropriate education in 

the least restrictive environment, and we 

achieve this in Newton for many students. 

However, in some cases a student may not 

make progress in the mainstream class even 

with all available supports. We need to focus 

on the needs of the individual child above the 

principle of inclusion, and not place the least 

restrictive environment above appropriate 

education in a setting that allows the child to 



make effective progress. I support a thoughtful 

review of our student population to examine 

whether students who are not progressing 

might be better served in a small group 

environment. We have effective middle school 

programs that are outside of the mainstream 

classroom, and should consider whether this 

approach at the elementary level would benefit 

certain students. 

Anping Shen: As an education 

professional, I understand that there 

is no one (educational) model that 

fits all special education 

programming.  There are many 

different models between inclusion 

and separated (segregated) 

programs.  When my son was 

diagnosed with ADHD, we 

emphasized that he should never be 

pulled from his classroom.  My wife 

served as a Sped/bilingual aide in K-1 

classrooms and she noted the 

considerable progress that her 

students made in the mainstream 

classrooms academically and 

socially.  To a lesser degree, a similar 

trend has been observed among ELL 

students.  Nevertheless, there are 

many separate programs designed 

specifically for students with 

special/severe 

learning/cognitive/physiological 

disabilities.  There may be programs 

where inclusion can only be 

partially/minimally implemented.  I do 

believe that there are some unique 

situations where separate groupings 

are appropriate. 

 

Ward 7 School Committee 

Parents have many concerns that reading 

services in the Newton Public Schools for 

students with dyslexia are not state of the 

art. What will you do to improve programs 

for dyslexia? 

Kathleen Burdette Shields:  I do not have a 

thorough understanding of how state of the art 

dyslexia education is currently used or being 

piloted in Newton. However, I support early 

assessment and intervention programs to get 

students the reading assistance they need as 

quickly as possible before reading issues 

cause students frustration and impact other 

areas of their academic performance. This is an 

area where the PAC’s advisory role on the 

quality of special education programs is very 

valuable - by collecting information from 

parents, consulting with the Assistant 

Superintendent for Student Services and her 

staff, and making a recommendation that the 

School Committee prioritize funding for 

particular changes to the services currently 

available to dyslexic students. Then, the School 

Committee will have the needed background to 

include funding for these services in its budget 

priorities. 

Please comment on whether you would 

support hiring a special education 

ombudsman for NPS. This position would 

offer families a way to resolve conflicts in 

a non-confrontational manner, and would 

create an equitable situation to families 

who cannot afford to hire advocates or 

attorneys. Please also comment on 

whether you support a member of the 

SEPAC having a seat at the table during 

School Committee meetings, similar to the 

Student Representatives. 

Kathleen Burdette Shields:  I would support the 

hiring of a special education ombudsman. As 

an attorney, I understand the difficulty that 

many people feel when trying to represent 

themselves in an unfamiliar forum that feels 

adversarial, compounded by the level of 

emotion associated with feeling your child is 

not being given the educational tools she 

needs to succeed. Providing ombudsman 

services will help ensure equity among our 

district’s families and hopefully benefit both 

families and teachers by creating a more 

collaborative atmosphere for resolving conflict. 

My understanding is that Massachusetts law 



treats PAC’s and Student Representatives 

differently and current statutes do not 

contemplate treating a PAC representative as a 

non-voting School Committee member. There 

are many ways that the PAC’s input can be 

provided through increased communication in 

other ways. 

Many candidates speak about 

transparency and clear communication. 

Please comment on whether you would 

consider any of the following: Holding 

monthly office hours where the community 

can bring you their concerns, allocating 

funds for a School Committee blog so that 

families know what is being worked on, 

what topics are coming up, how and when 

input would be accepted, and meeting with 

special education parents to hear feedback 

on what programs are working well and 

what still needs improvement. 

Kathleen Burdette Shields:  I think there are 

definitely opportunities to improve the outward 

flow of communication from the School 

Committee to NPS parents. While the School 

Committee’s agenda is available on its website, 

a push of that information out to parents (rather 

than relying on parents to pull that information 

themselves) may result in more interaction on 

hot topics. That “push” could come either in 

the form of a monthly email newsletter that the 

School Committee members take turns writing, 

or blog entries to which parents can subscribe 

or to which each school’s weekly newsletters 

can link. While I am always happy to hear from 

parents who have feedback on any school-

related subject, it seems that the most efficient 

way to collect group responses is to have 

School Committee members periodically attend 

PAC meetings. That way, parents will have 

advance notice of the chance to express their 

views. 

The City of Newton is planning to increase 

the housing stock and is including several 

projects of high density units. The existing 

school buildings, including new schools, 

are designed to meet the current student 

growth trends, but do not address a large 

influx of students that will accompany the 

future high density buildings. Both high 

schools are at their largest student 

population ever, class sizes are increasing, 

and no new staff was added due to the 

budget shortage. There is no additional 

capacity at the middle schools. Do you 

have a plan on how to expand school 

capacity, and where will the funding come 

from? How will these huge expenses 

impact special education funding? 

Kathleen Burdette Shields:  Part of the 

necessary interaction between the City and the 

School Committee is in planning proactively to 

accommodate future housing projects and how 

to assign potential new student populations to 

our schools. Having a city-wide plan for where 

new development should occur will allow 

increased enrollment to be factored into our 

planning for capacity needs as we renovate our 

school buildings. The School Committee’s 

student population forecasting tools are very 

sophisticated and can assess in detail the 

impact of boundary changes to offset 

population shifts. Proactive planning also 

allows coordination with the schools’ long-term 

capital improvement plan so that more space 

can be added as necessary. Like much of the 

funding for capital improvements, money for 

new school spaces needs the support of the 

city and Newton’s voters. 

As a candidate, what do you believe about 

inclusion in the public schools? Do you 

think there may be a trade off from full 

inclusion? Do you support total inclusion, 

or do you believe there are some situations 

where segregated groupings of special 

education students with specialized 

instruction might be appropriate?  

Kathleen Burdette Shields:  Inclusion does not 

seem to me to be an “all or nothing” 

proposition. While Newton’s model promotes 

full inclusion when possible, there are students 

for whom that is not beneficial, and there are 



already a variety of programs targeted at 

cohorts of students with similar special needs 

that combine the benefits of inclusion in a 

comprehensive school environment with 

instructional time that is geared to those 

students’ learning needs. It strikes me that the 

schools should have the flexibility to tailor 

programs to the needs of the current groups of 

students, which means that the size and focus 

of those special programs would and should 

change over time. I also think it is valuable to 

evaluate the outcomes of the cohort-focused 

programs to guide future choices about which 

programs to replicate. 

 

Ward 8 School Committee 

Parents have many concerns that reading 

services in the Newton Public Schools for 

students with dyslexia are not state of the 

art. What will you do to improve programs 

for dyslexia? 

Matthew Miller: The School Committee does not 

have the authority to choose curriculum. But as 

a parent with two children diagnosed with 

Dyslexia and Dysgraphia, I would advocate for 

NPS to use a program that fully meets our 

students’ needs. 

Gail Spector: My role as a School Committee 

Member will be to understand the overall 

strengths and weaknesses of Student Services 

and to understand how the School Department 

will address the problems. I know there are 

concerns about reading services, and those 

concerns must be addressed in the context of 

the full range of issues and problems. I believe 

School Committee members will only be 

effective in bringing change if they review and 

approve an overall plan to address all issues. 

Please comment on whether you would 

support hiring a special education 

ombudsman for NPS. This position would 

offer families a way to resolve conflicts in 

a non-confrontational manner, and would 

create an equitable situation to families 

who cannot afford to hire advocates or 

attorneys. Please also comment on 

whether you support a member of the 

SEPAC having a seat at the table during 

School Committee meetings, similar to the 

Student Representatives. 

Matthew Miller: The IEP process can be 

intimidating and anxiety-provoking since 

parents want the best for their children but may 

not be familiar with all of the issues. I am 

interested in exploring the idea of an 

ombudsman and I am eager to learn more 

about it from SEPAC members I do not think 

the SEPAC should have a seat at the table 

during School Committee meetings. The goal of 

the School Committee is to create an excellent 

experience and education for ALL students, 

special education being a crucial part of that 

whole. A seat for SEPAC would not lead to 

equitable representation because many other 

parent groups would also want a seat if SEPAC 

got one. Instead of having a seat, I believe the 

public should look to elect School Committee 

Members who can be the voice they need, and 

be in regular communication with them. The 

SEPAC should also continue their ongoing 

engagement with the school department. 

Gail Spector: I have heard the views of some 

parents with respect to a special education 

ombudsman. I believe that this is part of a 

larger issue for the School Department: What is 

being done to enable parents to work most 

cooperatively and painlessly with the School 

Department when it comes to special education 

issues? I will want to hear other perspectives 

before having a position on the most effective 

way to address this larger issue. As for the 

“seat at the table," I would want to hear all 

perspectives on this issue before making a 

decision. However, my initial instinct, based on 

attending and covering (as a journalist) School 

Committee meetings for years, I believe there 

may be more effective ways to serve the 

interests of SEPAC or parents of children with 

special education needs than having a seat at 

the table. 



Many candidates speak about 

transparency and clear communication. 

Please comment on whether you would 

consider any of the following: Holding 

monthly office hours where the community 

can bring you their concerns, allocating 

funds for a School Committee blog so that 

families know what is being worked on, 

what topics are coming up, how and when 

input would be accepted, and meeting with 

special education parents to hear feedback 

on what programs are working well and 

what still needs improvement. 

Matthew Miller: I have been and will continue to 

be a huge supporter of transparency and clear 

communication. I am interested in hosting 

monthly office hours as I feel it is critical to 

ensure not only that the public has a voice, but 

that the voice is being heard. I am also 

considering hosting virtual office sessions that 

would take place in real time and that could be 

watched at home for working parents/citizens. 

At virtual sessions I would not only discuss 

what is being worked on and what topics are 

coming up, but I would invite an ongoing and 

thoughtful conversation that would raise 

awareness and increase public involvement. I 

would like the School Committee to have 1-2 

liaisons to the SEPAC who consistently interact 

with SEPAC throughout the year to exchange 

ideas and concerns. If elected, I would be 

happy to serve as a SEPAC liaison. 

Gail Spector: As a communications 

professional, I am very committed to 

transparency and clear communication. I would 

be eager to start a School Committee blog to 

improve communication with families. Blogs do 

not require much money to launch and 

maintain, but they require a commitment to 

keep them informative, up-to-date, and active. I 

have a great deal of blogging experience, as 

the editor of the Newton TAB and its 

WickedLocal blog, and as a Village 14 blogger 

for five years, where I share news about 

Newton schools, government and politics. I 

have devoted my career as a journalist to 

talking to people about their experiences in 

Newton and in the Newton schools. As a 

School Committee member, I would continue 

doing so. 

The City of Newton is planning to increase 

the housing stock and is including several 

projects of high density units. The existing 

school buildings, including new schools, 

are designed to meet the current student 

growth trends, but do not address a large 

influx of students that will accompany the 

future high density buildings. Both high 

schools are at their largest student 

population ever, class sizes are increasing, 

and no new staff was added due to the 

budget shortage. There is no additional 

capacity at the middle schools. Do you 

have a plan on how to expand school 

capacity, and where will the funding come 

from? How will these huge expenses 

impact special education funding? 

Matthew Miller: Potential enrollment impacts of 

proposed large-scale developments need to be 

a consideration when the City Council is 

discussing special permits. In recent years, 

Newton Public Schools has significantly 

improved their enrollment projections. After 

years of neglect, we are now making significant 

progress with improving our school buildings 

via the long-range facilities plan. Ideally, we will 

partner with the Massachusetts School 

Building Authority (MSBA) to get partial 

reimbursement for future projects. We may also 

need a debt-exclusion override. Asking 

taxpayers for additional funds is a decision I do 

not take lightly. I would only propose this if 

absolutely necessary. We must ensure that our 

students have appropriate space in every 

school building, which includes not just regular 

classroom space, but also smaller learning 

spaces for special education services. 

Gail Spector: NPS enrollment projections for 

the next five years account for residential 

developments that have reached the approved 

permit stage, and the existing facilities plan 

builds excess capacity into our school 

buildings. As other developments are approved 



and come online, enrollment may increase and 

the city’s Capital Improvement Plan should 

continue to address school capacity as well as 

school conditions. I commit to studying 

projections and plans from both NPS and City 

Hall to best determine how to meet the needs of 

all students. I would not support any plan that 

reduces special education funding in order to 

build or expand schools. 

As a candidate, what do you believe about 

inclusion in the public schools? Do you 

think there may be a trade off from full 

inclusion? Do you support total inclusion, 

or do you believe there are some situations 

where segregated groupings of special 

education students with specialized 

instruction might be appropriate?  

Matthew Miller: :  I believe in Newton’s 

inclusion program. Inclusion has been proven 

to improve academics and social-emotional 

wellness. While I do think that inclusion should 

be as fully incorporated in our schools as 

possible, I do feel there are certain groups of 

students with which specialized instruction 

would be appropriate. For example, a child on 

the autism spectrum might have sensory needs 

that prevents her from being in a room with 

more than a few students. Newton has a wide 

diversity of learners and it’s crucial to offer a 

range of programs so we can meet the needs of 

all learners. As the founder of Newton’s 

Destination Imagination chapter, I have always 

required Destination Imagination teams to be 

inclusive of children with special needs. 

Gail Spector: This is a complex issue without a 

simple answer. There is not agreement among 

parents or experts in the field and I am not 

comfortable trying to articulate a point of view 

in a short answer. As a School Committee 

member, my role is to understand the broad 

strategy and support the plan that is best for 

Newton’s students. I am committed to 

providing a top-quality education for each and 

every Newton student, and I will support a 

special education strategy that will provide the 

best possible education and outcomes for 

students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Mayoral Candidates 

Parents have many concerns that reading 

services in the Newton Public Schools for 

students with dyslexia are not state of the 

art. What will you do to improve programs 

for dyslexia? 

Ruthanne Fuller:   As a parent, this is near to 

my heart; one of my boys has struggled with 

severe dyslexia. I have learned that early 

identification and intervention and on-going 

access to services is essential. As Mayor, my 

top priority will be providing funds to ensure 

that programs for dyslexia and all school 

programs reflect the best available practices, 

and are based not on what’s easiest for our 

finances, but on what’s best for our students. 

As an ex officio School Committee member, a 

top priority for me will be to ensure our system 

wide goals focus on continuous improvement 

of dyslexia programs. Our understanding of 

dyslexia continues to grow so our curriculum 

and teacher training must evolve. As an 

activist, I’ll also advocate that our Asst. 

Superintendent for Student Services review 

and continuously improve dyslexia programs. 

In her, I know we have a ready ally. 

Scott Lennon:   It is important the curriculum 

that is used in our schools is properly teaching 

students with dyslexia. While we do have great 

services for children who have language based 

learning disabilities, I would like to see that 

these services are driven from education plans 

and are targeted and tailored for each student. 

One of my priorities as Mayor would be to sit 

with some of the families to understand their 

concerns about how we are teaching their 

children in this area. I would then use that 

information to work with our School Committee 

and our teachers to ensure more training for 

innovative approaches on curriculum and 

methods which better serve students with 

dyslexia. Our educational system should 

embed across the board the words of Ivar 

Lovaas, the father of modern ABA: "If they 

don't learn the way we teach, we will teach to 

the way they learn". 

Please comment on whether you would 

support hiring a special education 

ombudsman for NPS. This position would 

offer families a way to resolve conflicts in 

a non-confrontational manner, and would 

create an equitable situation to families 

who cannot afford to hire advocates or 

attorneys. Please also comment on 

whether you support a member of the 

SEPAC having a seat at the table during 

School Committee meetings, similar to the 

Student Representatives. 

Ruthanne Fuller:   I support non-confrontational 

conflict resolution offered equitably to all 

parents. The services students receive ought to 

depend not on who their advocate is but on 

what their needs are. If children are not 

receiving needed services granted to them by 

statute because they can’t afford an advocate, 

it’s unfair. Having an ombudsman is one way to 

right this wrong. NPS needs a person whom 

parents feel they can approach collaboratively. 

I am hopeful that our new Asst. Superintendent 

for Student Services can fulfill that role; if not, 

we should consider an ombudsman. Let’s 

consult SEPAC, parents, the Superintendent, 

the Asst. Superintendent and our legal 

department about an ombudsman or other 

avenues to achieve equitable, non-

confrontational decision making. Student reps 

are on the School Committee by law but I’m 

open to exploring ways to achieve greater 

engagement and communication with SEPAC. 

Scott Lennon:   I would strongly support hiring 

a special education ombudsman for NPS. 

Under the current system, only those who can 

afford to spend thousands of dollars in legal 

fees can effectively dispute the services their 

children receive. This is not the system I 

envision and want to have in Newton. It creates 

an unfair two-tier system, and hostile situation 

where many disagreements in the schools are 

resolved through litigation. Hiring an 

ombudsman would allow the efficient and 

effective resolution of many of these conflicts 

and avoid litigation. It would also create parity 

in opportunity among all students in the 



system. There is also a need of increasing 

awareness of the other advocacy services 

available to parents. 

Many candidates speak about 

transparency and clear communication. 

Please comment on whether you would 

consider any of the following: Holding 

monthly office hours where the community 

can bring you their concerns, allocating 

funds for a School Committee blog so that 

families know what is being worked on, 

what topics are coming up, how and when 

input would be accepted, and meeting with 

special education parents to hear feedback 

on what programs are working well and 

what still needs improvement. 

Ruthanne Fuller:   Monthly office hours? Yes! 

Blog - SC and NPS have been broadening two-

way communication with parents and the 

public for several years. I support this. I am 

strongly in favor of fostering more extensive 

conversations between the School Committee 

and the public and believe a blog can be useful 

in achieving this (as long as we’re careful about 

open meeting laws). Meeting with SPED 

parents – SPED parents have an important 

perspective and as Mayor I want to hear it. I’ll 

gladly meet with SEPAC on a regular basis and 

with individuals as well to hear their feedback 

and to work to ensure concerns are addressed. 

Ch. 73B Sec 3 empowers the PAC to “Advise 

the School Committee on Safety and 

Educational, matters… and participate in the 

planning of the School’s SPED program.” As a 

member of the School Committee, I’ll work to 

ensure SEPAC has the opportunity to fulfill this 

responsibility. 

Scott Lennon:  Yes to all! Improving 

communication with the Mayor and City Hall 

will be one of the priorities of my 

administration. I take great pride in being a 

responsive resource to residents as a 

Councilor and I will bring that same approach 

to the Mayor’s Office. I will be consistently 

visible in our community with office hours and 

Meet and Greets for residents to voice their 

concerns. I will be visible in the schools for 

students, parents, and educators to work with 

and bring concerns and suggestions to. I also 

think we need to become more creative with 

how we communicate with constituents in the 

21st Century. It is unreasonable to expect 

residents with concerns to attend a full 

committee meeting. Ideas like blogs, online 

press conferences, live chats and podcasts will 

be used by my administration. As Mayor, I will 

ensure that City Hall will listen and City Hall will 

respond! 

The City of Newton is planning to increase 

the housing stock and is including several 

projects of high density units. The existing 

school buildings, including new schools, 

are designed to meet the current student 

growth trends, but do not address a large 

influx of students that will accompany the 

future high density buildings. Both high 

schools are at their largest student 

population ever, class sizes are increasing, 

and no new staff was added due to the 

budget shortage. There is no additional 

capacity at the middle schools. Do you 

have a plan on how to expand school 

capacity, and where will the funding come 

from? How will these huge expenses 

impact special education funding? 

Ruthanne Fuller:   Rising school enrollment 

underscores the need for the village by village 

planning that as Mayor I’ll implement, so we 

can assess the impact of new proposals on our 

schools and proactively fashion a strategy 

ensuring we have the space and staff if 

enrollment grows. I used my expertise in 

finance to develop a fiscal plan for the city in 

2009. As a Councilor, I used that skill to 

safeguard our bond rating. As Mayor, I’ll use it 

to ensure we fund our schools properly. NPS 

updates enrollment annually, studying trend 

lines closely. Given our housing stock and the 

trend to smaller families, our student 

population might decrease in coming years, 

providing space for additional students. 

Excellence in SPED services is a strong 

community value and a strong personal value 



of mine. Regardless of school population size, 

I’m committed to appropriate levels of SPED 

funding even in times of austerity. 

Scott Lennon:  The number of students in our 

schools has been steadily increasing in recent 

years, and we should expect that trend to 

continue. With each new development that 

increases our housing stock, the City Council 

examines the mix of bedrooms to determine an 

approximation of what the impact on the 

schools will be. The new school construction 

that took place at Zervas and Angier did build 

in more capacity in anticipation of an increase 

in students. That same approach of building in 

capacity should continue with all of our school 

construction projects moving forward. We will 

continue to apply for funding available from the 

MA School Building Authority and continue to 

explore the option of debt exclusion overrides 

to fund school construction. I would also look 

to closely analyze planning and use funds in 

both the school and city budgets to ensure we 

do not impact our needed levels of SPED 

funding. 

As a candidate, what do you believe about 

inclusion in the public schools? Do you 

think there may be a trade off from full 

inclusion? Do you support total inclusion, 

or do you believe there are some situations 

where segregated groupings of special 

education students with specialized 

instruction might be appropriate?  

Ruthanne Fuller:  Inclusion in Newton Public 

Schools is not only a strong community and 

personal value, it’s a right. The law requires 

students to be served in the least restrictive 

setting. At the same time, we know that for 

some students separate programs are best. 

While I defer to the Superintendent and staff on 

individual placements and when substantially 

separate groups of special education students 

with specialized instruction are best, on one 

thing I will not defer. As matter of policy, the 

decision on the form of inclusion or separate 

cohort or out of district placement must be 

based on what’s best for the student, not 

what’s most convenient or least expensive for 

the schools. Also, as our understanding of 

certain special needs conditions deepens, I will 

encourage our staff to be ever watchful for new 

programs and approaches that may better 

serve our students. 

Scott Lennon:  As the parent of a 1st-grader, 

our children’s education is personal to me. 

Ultimately, I want and support what is best for 

each child. I support inclusion as much as 

possible. With an increase in funding for aides 

to support specialized instruction within the 

classroom, I believe inclusion benefits all 

students and families. There is a legal 

requirement of a Least Restrictive Environment 

that we promote inclusion as much as possible. 

However, there may be cases where total 

inclusion is not possible. The law, IDEA, 

requires us to provide free and appropriate 

public education. Inclusion is one way to 

deliver this, as long as the “Free” and 

“Appropriate” aspects are maintained. Simply 

being physically present in a classroom should 

come secondary to what is working best for a 

child. If there are significant needs for 

specialized instruction, that should take 

precedent. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 


