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Milton School Committee 

Regular Meeting 

Milton High School Auditorium 

January 23, 2007 

Minutes 

 

Meeting called to order at 7:00 p.m. 

       

Committee Present:  Paul Hogan, Chairman, Beirne Lovely, Vice-Chair, Chris Huban, 
   Laurie Stillman, Mary Kelly and Lynda Lee Sheridan 
  
Staff Present:   Dr. Magdalene Giffune, Superintendent; Mary Gormley, Assistant Superintendent for 

Curriculum & Personnel; Paul Hilton, Assistant Superintendent for Business 
 

Prior to Citizens Speak, Mr. Hogan gave the audience the option of either speaking at Citizens Speak or 

after the presentation on leveling. 

 

1. Citizens Speak (Policy BEDH-Residents may speak for up to 3 minutes) 

 

Rea Killeen, Steve Morash, Karen Friedman-Hanna, Laura Conway, Philip Stanley, Jim Comber, Janet 
Evans, Kristen Bagley-Jones, Terry Dsida and Tom Goltz all spoke out against the elimination of 
leveling in the 6th grade and the process and communication. 
 
Earl Fay voiced the concern of the Milton Special Education Parent Advisory Council as to how special 
education is brought into these discussions.  
 
Ann Madigan, a grandparent of three Milton students, is concerned over the busing guidelines and urged 
the Committee to take a look at safety.  She also feels paying for a school bus is the School 
Department’s responsibility. 
 

2. Approval of Minutes 

 

 December 5, 2007                Accepted 
           X     Accepted as amended 
 
 Move:    C. Huban 
 Second:  B. Lovely 
 Vote:  6-0-0 
 
 January 9, 2007                  Accepted 
           X      Accepted as amended   
 
 Move:   C. Huban 
 Second:  B. Lovely 
 Vote:  6-0-0 
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3.   Superintendent’s Report 

 

A presentation regarding leveling was given by Ms. Gormley accompanied by staff members from 
various schools.  Members of this panel included Dr. John Drottar, John Phelan, Stephanie Nephew, 
Paul Ajemian, Anne Murphy, Karen Borde, Noa Lai and Rebecca Warner.  Ms. Gormley stressed that 
the only change being made is the elimination of leveling in 6th grade for English and Math.  No changes 
are being made to 7th or 8th grade, and this will not impact High School classes.  The primary goal is to 
narrow the achievement gap and raise expectations for all students in the Milton Public Schools.  Ms. 
Gormley went over a chart showing the percentage of students in Above Level and On Level Math at 
Pierce Middle School.  This chart was broken down into White/Non-White students grades 6-8.   After 
reviewing these results, it is felt that eliminating leveling may bring these percentages into balance.  Per 
Ms. Gormley, the goal of differentiated instruction in a mixed ability classroom is to teach all students in 
a heterogeneous setting and to maximize the potential of each child.  She emphasized that children will 
be taught to the highest standard, not to the middle and explained that there will be flexible grouping 
within the class and assessments will be done on a continual basis by the teacher.  All panel members 
spoke and it was the general consensus that eliminating leveling in 6th grade along with differentiated 
instruction can be successful as long as teachers are provided adequate training through Professional 
Development, proper resources to challenge all students, continued use of common planning time and 
support from Administration. 
 
Mr. Lovely wondered why we were changing the system and questioned what we would achieve by 
doing so.  He asked if differentiated instruction within levels would work better for us, and are we 
convinced that all children will benefit. The concern of parents with students at the higher level must 
also be addressed.  Ms. Nephew replied that the goal is to have differentiated instruction.  Regardless of 
the amount of levels, it is good teaching to make sure that materials are presented in many ways to cover 
all learning styles.  Mr. Ajemian had mentioned that eliminating leveling will get rid of the stigma.  Mr. 
Lovely posed the question that if the stigma is removed by eliminating leveling, why we advocate it in 
7th and 8th grades and at the High School.  Dr. Giffune replied that there is a divergence in content in the 
7th grade curriculum.  This is more about equal access to the curriculum for all students and keeping the 
doors open for as many children for as long as possible.  Ms.Gormley stated that this situation is similar 
to when we opened up AP classes at the High School.   
 
Per Ms. Kelly’s request, Mr. Phelan explained the difference between on level and above level classes.  
Ms. Kelly asked as a part of the work on this issue, have we set our expectations for success?  How can 
we assure parents of both lower and higher achievers?  How do we assure that the highs will be high and 
the lows will be higher?  Mr. Phelan responded to this question by stating that grades and common 
assessments will tell us.  Ms Kelly added this seems to be very sudden and suggested we look at the 
history.  Look at the new students coming in, many of which are 6th grade students who have not had 
exposure to our type of curriculum.  Per Ms. Kelly, perhaps we should keep leveling and work on 
differentiated instruction within a leveled environment and our techniques for teaching.   
 
Ms. Stillman asked if this has been explored with top performing districts in the state, many of which are 
not leveling.  Ms. Gormley replied that Administration and staff will make site visits to districts that 
have made similar changes.  Although eliminating levels may improve the achievement gap, Ms. 
Stillman also stated there are gifted and talented children in the 6th grade and asked how we guarantee 



 3 

the higher level will be challenged.  In response to this Mr. Ajemian said they already have the resources 
with Math.  The textbooks have tiered lessons and go toward problem based learning.   
 
Per Mr. Hogan’s request, Mr. Phelan explained the process for determining levels at the 5th grade level.  
He and his staff meet with both students and parents to explain expectations.  A leveling sheet is sent 
home to 5th grade parents which states the teacher’s recommended level.  It is ultimately the decision of 
the parent.   If a student wanted to move up a level, staff would look at the scheduling and see what the 
student needs to get up to par.  Teachers will move students at any time, but they try to plan it at good 
times throughout the year.  Teachers will also meet with the students before or after school, at lunch, 
etc., and books are available to students for summer work to help them get to the level desired, etc.   
 
Mr. Lovely asked if we have sufficient Professional Development committed to the grade 6 teachers 
along with resources and materials needed and, if not, what do we need?  Ms. Murphy replied that she 
recommends teachers make site visits to other classrooms where differentiated instruction is being done.  
Some additional supplies will be needed to challenge all students.  She feels the Math Club enriches 
higher students, and stated they will also be looking into other programs.  On the subject of materials 
needed, Mr. Ajemian suggested putting Smart Boards in all math classrooms at the Middle School.  He 
will get the cost of this and submit it to Administration for review. 
 
At this point Mr. Huban requested that Dr. Giffune give a summary.  Dr. Giffune reinforced that this 
was neither a quick decision nor an individual decision.  Although it is easy to attribute actions or 
motivations to the person who delivers the information, that is not an accurate assessment.  The plan was 
based on MCAS results, the achievement gap, and she has been talking to Principals over the last two 
years regarding this subject.    Although it is easy to point to the leader, Dr. Giffune stressed that every 
decision she makes is always in the best interest for every single child.  Had Mr. Phelan had the 
opportunity to present this as originally planned, the anxiety may have been less.  This was unfortunate, 
and Dr. Giffune apologized for any misstep or angst caused.   
 
As mentioned previously, Mr. Hogan had given the option for people to speak before or after the 
leveling presentation.  Ms. Christine Scordato, a Milton parent, spoke at this point.  She stated that we 
need to work together on behalf of our children.  It is the responsibility of Administration to pull more 
parents together the same as is being done with the Student Assignment Committee 
 
Ms Kelly realizes this decision is not within the jurisdiction of the School Committee; however, she 
feels they can show their support or lack of support on this issue.   Therefore, Ms. Kelly made the 
following motion: 
 

Motion was made that the School Committee does not support the elimination of leveling for 

Pierce Middle School 6
th

 grade at this time.  However, we do support the continued work on 

differentiated instruction in all Milton Public Schools.  The Administration will develop a plan for 

continued work on differentiated instruction with timetables, responsibilities and measures of 

success and present that to the School Committee before June 15
th

 of this year. 

 
Move:  M. Kelly 
Second: B. Lovely 
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Mr. Lovely is also troubled that we are truly ready.  He would like to know where we are 3 months from 
now.   He is concerned that we would be reaching all levels, in particular challenging the higher level 
that is ready to excel, and that we have the proper resources to implement this change. If he had to vote 
now, he would be in favor of this motion. 
 
Ms. Sheridan pointed out that this process started earlier in the year with Professional Development on 
differentiated instruction.  She feels teachers are committed and we are not expecting them to try 
something new without a lot of support (common planning time, Professional Development, etc.).  The 
safety nets are in place to make this successful and the time is now to raise the bar for all children.   
 
Ms. Stillman doesn’t like the idea of voting on this right now and believes this politicizes a school issue.  
She would like the School Committee to be informed over the coming year and over the budgetary 
process as to how this was coming along.  She stated that she would abstain from voting at this time. 
 
Mr. Huban stated his initial reaction was one of dismay that this had not been brought to the School 
Committee before.  However, after listening to many well respected representatives at this evening’s 
presentation, he will be voting against the motion and in support of the Administration.   
 
A vote was then taken with regard to the above motion made by Ms. Kelly. 
 

Vote:  2-3-1 

(L. Sheridan, C. Huban, P. Hogan) 
 
Student Assignment – Kathy Fagan-Bauer gave an overview of the recently held Student Assignment 
Committee meeting (minutes can be found on the website).  Ms. Fagan-Bauer stated the Committee is 
putting everything on the table for discussion and looking at the pros and cons for all plans.  Email 
surveys will be sent out within the next few weeks to get more parental input and paper surveys will be 
going to families of Kindergarten children being screened. In order to reach families who may not have 
children in the school system yet, it was suggested putting an ad in the Milton Times, Patriot Ledger and 
on the Milton Cable channel stating that we will be conducting a survey if they would like to participate.  
The Finance Subcommittee will discuss this further.   
 
Ms. Kelly voiced concern that since we are in flux with regard to student assignment, Kindergarten 
parents and potential homebuyers will not know where their children will attend school.  Per Mr. 
Lovely, this information is included in the minutes of the Student Assignment meeting of 1/12/07 which 
are posted on the website.  These minutes explain that we are going through this process and that no one 
is authorized to tell potential homebuyers what school their children would attend.  He suggested we 
send a letter out explaining this to all local real estate companies.  Ms. Kelly suggested putting this same 
information on Cable TV. 
 
Mr. Hogan also attended the Student Assignment meeting and realizes everything is in the mix.  
However, he voiced that it is his personal opinion that it would be unfair for Cunningham and Collicot 
students who have waited so long not to be allowed to attend these new schools 
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Motion was made for this meeting to go past 11:00 p.m. 

 

Move:     B. Lovely 
Second:  M. Kelly 
Vote: 6-0-0 
 
Dr. Giffune announced that we had received approval for the $30,000 Planning Grant for full day 
Kindergarten.  She thanked Tucker Principal, Drew Echelson and Ada Rosmarin for all their efforts.    
Kindergarten registration was held last week, and there are currently 261 students registered to be 
screened.  Dr. Giffune made a public announcement regarding Kindergarten screening and also 
informed the public that tomorrow night is First Grade Orientation at the HS Auditorium.  The ad for the 
new principal is out, and five applications have been received.  The public hearing for the budget will be 
held January 30, 2007, at 7:00 p.m.  
 

4. Chairman’s Report 

 

School Building Report – Ms Sheridan reported the date for the School Committee’s walk through of 
the Cunningham/Collicot will be February 10, 2007, at 9:00 a.m.  Work is moving along on these 
buildings – roof leaks have been repaired, the front entrance at Cunningham is wrapped so they can do 
inside work, etc. 
 
FYO8 Budget – Ms. Sheridan stated she would like to see us go forward with full day Kindergarten on 
a trial basis, especially after receiving the planning grant.  Although the Committee previously voted 
against the implementation of the full day Kindergarten, that decision was more from a budget 
viewpoint.   This matter will be put on the agenda for further discussion.  Regarding the position for a 
Grant Writer, Ms. Sheridan stated that she would like to talk to the Foundation for Education about 
making a proposal for the this position to be funded by the Foundation. 
 

5. New Business 
 
Ms. Kelly mentioned that the Legislature is now entertaining new laws.   She would like to discuss this 
issue with the Legislative Subcommittee (Mr. Hogan).  A meeting will be arranged. 

 

6. Unfinished Business 

 

a.  School Committee Schedule – It was suggested we incorporate topics for discussion in to the 
schedule.  
 
b. Communication Subcommittee – Mr. Lovely proposed that a Communication Subcommittee be 
formed.  The purpose of this committee would be to try to improve communications coming out of the 
school department and provide constructive suggestions.  Mr. Lovely suggested that the Chair designate 
the members for this Committee. 
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Motion was made to form a Communication Subcommittee to explore the methods we use as a 

school department to communicate to the various constituencies in the town. 

 

Move:    B. Lovely 
Second:  L. Sheridan 
Vote:  6-0-0 
 
c.  Letter to School Building Committee regarding remaining issues- it was decided to re-establish 
issues on that list.  Communicate with the School Building Committee that the School Committee has 
not allocated any money after 6/30/07 for the 1909 building. 
 
d.  Edline posting of FY08 Revised Budget Assumptions and FY08 Budget items- Dr. Giffune will 
verify all required information is on the website as soon as possible in preparation for next Tuesday’s 
budget hearing. 
 
e.  Residency Policy Report/Review including affidavit proposal for adult responsibility (non-

parent/guardian) – (legal opinion) –This will remain on the unfinished business list. 
 
f.  Letter to Warrant Committee regarding School Funding- It was decided to put this on the Finance 
Subcommittee agenda and leave it on the unfinished business list.   
 
g. Time Line for Student Assignment Sub-Committee – complete 
 
h. Policy Subcommittee- (nurse to screen and sign off on health issues regarding visits to countries 
visited by school related trips).  Margaret Gibbons was asked to review this and stated that she would 
not be comfortable researching the countries being traveled to and certifying whether or not they are 
healthy.  There is a website for health advisories (CDC) for families to check.  This information should 
be included in the information provided by the tour company.  It was also suggested that the exact name 
of this website be added on to the permission slip which parents must sign telling them to check the 
CDC website.  – Resolved 
 
i.  Medicaid Revolving Account – Ms. Stillman referenced having to go to Town Meeting every year to 
get Medicaid money transferred from the general fund.  She has been informed by the Mass. Association 
of School Committees there is no way around this.  With a new governor, she suggested we do some 
advocacy.  The Legislative Subcommittee can get involved with this.  
 

Motion was made to adjourn this meeting.   Due to the late hour, Executive Session was postponed 

until after the January 30, 2007 School Committee Meeting. 

 
Move:    C. Huban 
Second:  B. Lovely 
Vote: 6-0-0 
 

The meeting adjourned at 11:45 p.m. 

 
 


