
1 

UNION #28 JOINT SUPERVISORY COMMITTEE 

Monday, January 11, 2021 

Final Minutes 
 

Present: Kip Fonsh, Jennifer Eichorn, Craig Cohen, Jen Malcolm Brown, Gene Stamell, Beth Erviti, Erik Semb, Johanna 

Bartlett, Dan Hayes, Carla Halpern, Members; Lauren Thomas-Paquin, Chair; Principals of U#28 Schools; Bruce Turner, 

Director of Finance and Operations; Prudence Marsh, Director of Student Support Services; Jennifer Culkeen, 

Superintendent; Public Guests. 

 

 

1. Meeting Called to Order by Lauren at 6:35 P.M. 
 

2. Public Hearings: None. 
 

3. Approval of the Minutes from November 16, 2020: 
 

DAN MOVED TO APPROVE THE MINUTES OF NOVEMBER 16, 2020. CRAIG SECONDED. UNANIMOUS.  

 

4. New Business: 
 

1. MCAS Resolution Letter: 

 

Jennifer explained that school committees all across the Commonwealth to ask the Commissioner, the Governor, 

and the Legislature to consider a moratorium on MCAS this year in light of the difficulties we’ve faced during the 

pandemic as well as the difficulties we would face in administering it. The amount of testing in Grades 3-8 has 

been reduced by about half, but so far MCAS is still going forward. School committees making their voices heard 

can certainly have an impact on this. 

 

Gene said he thought it was absurd to allow MCAS to continue this year and even next year. Johanna agreed. Kip 

noted that exercising a right shouldn’t have consequences; parents have the right to pull their kids out of this 

testing, so let them do that. He agrees with Gene and Johanna: it’s not fair to anyone to force kids to do this. But 

are there going to be consequences for saying no, and what are those consequences? Gene noted the inequity of 

some kids being kept home because of personal family choice, alone, should be reason enough to abandon MCAS 

this year. Erik asked if every school committee has the right to refuse MCAS; Jennifer said no, since we get 

funding from the state. Parents can have their children opt out of the test. Erik said that EES teachers feel they’re 

doing a great job virtually, so he’s willing to compromise as long as the state cuts back on the testing. Johanna 

noted that many parents don’t realize they have the option. If enough kids opt out, the schools do suffer 

consequences. But we have the power to make that right clearer to parents. Dan said each school committee can 

pass a resolution themselves. We can use the Amherst outline, or one from MASC. It seems to him that we’re in 

fairly strong agreement that we should postpone testing, so should we move the resolution forward? Dan read out a 

resolution statement to be discussed and voted upon. EES Principal Candito noted one of her teachers penned a 

beautifully written local op-ed saying this year is not the year for MCAS, and she agrees. 

 

JOHANN MOVED TO ADOPT THE RESOLUTION READ BY DAN, WHICH REQUESTS THAT THE STATE 

NOT CONTINUE WITH MCAS TESTING THIS YEAR. GENE SECONDED. UNANIMOUS. 

 

5. Old Business: None. 

 

6. Budget and Personnel Committee: No report. 

 

7. Superintendent Report: 
 

Jennifer reported back in November, DESE surveyed school across the Commonwealth to see if they were meeting 

student learning time requirements. Minimum levels of live instruction for remote and hybrid learning were 

established that go into effect January 19. Students must have at least 35 hours of live instruction over 10 school 

days for the hybrid model, and students must have the opportunity to interact with educators every school day, and 
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for remote learning models, there needs to be 40 hours of live instruction over 10 school days. Swift River is 

meeting these requirements already, and the other U#28 schools were within 6-12 minutes of the requirements, so 

each school is in the process of adjusting instruction to meet the requirements as well. 

 

Jennifer said that a message about the events in D.C. went out to our communities that emphasized acting with 

kindness. Both DESE and the Department of Public Health are introducing a pooled COVID testing strategy for 

students and teachers. This increases the number of individuals who can be tested with each testing process. If 

we’re interested in participating, we need to complete a brief survey and have the option of attending an 

informational webinar where we can speak with other school leaders who are using the pooled testing. Positive 

tests means all individuals in the pool must quarantine until retested. We’ll get materials and software at no cost, 

but after 6 weeks, we’ll have to purchase materials from a statewide contract. Most of the School Nurses are 

attending the webinar. 

 

Jennifer said that she’ll be attending an equity seminar soon; she’s interested to hear what they have to say. She 

wrapped up her report by praising her Leadership Team for their unparalleled kindness and intelligence, and for 

their ability to plan and work together. They are wonderful colleagues as well as friends; they’re totally awesome. 

One of the lessons of COVID is that kindness goes a long way. 

 

SES Principal Mendonsa said that U#28 school administrations have been having to do more and more reporting 

over the years, and it would be good if the schools could come up with ways to share information and reporting in 

order to alleviate the burden on each individual school district. Lauren appreciated that message; there are more 

and more layers of work and pressure on school administrators as well as on the members who serve on the school 

committees. She’d like this conversation to continue. Pru noted that the state is leading this efficiency charge, in a 

way. The Principal’s job is the hardest job, never more so than during this pandemic, but the state is starting to 

treat us like a supervisory union in some ways. Bruce noted that the schools have been very fortunate to work with 

their individual Towns to get some relief funding, but there was a deadline of Dec.31, which put significant 

pressure on our districts to spend what they could before then. Our Accounts Payable staff did a terrific job 

working with the Principals and the Towns to get that all processed. It would have been better if we could have 

made all that purchasing more streamlined, but he wanted to thank everyone who’s worked to make it all happen. 

 

JSC members discussed how the schools could accomplish this. Jackie noted that one of the biggest missing pieces 

is collaborating more using staff and spaces for shared events or programs across the schools. Figuring out how to 

pay for such programs is a complicated aspect. Jennifer supports continued discussion because finding these 

efficiencies would be great for all our schools. Lauren said some of this needs to be driven by the Leadership 

Team, so it’s more work, but it will be worth it. 

 

8. Director of Finance and Operations Report: 

 

Bruce reported that Central Office has purchased a new phone system that ties in with our personal cell phones so 

that we can use a U#28 number to accept and transmit calls. We’re through the first round of budgets with each of 

the districts at this point. We’re continuing to work with each Town on these as we move forward through the 

pandemic. 

 

9. U#28 Policy SubCommittee: No report. 

 

10. News/Updates from Each School and Union #28: 
 

Wendell/New Salem: SRS Principal Sullivan reported that the school is still in remote learning with several 

students coming in for special educational services. We’re hoping to bring students back with a phased-in approach 

March 1 after teachers have been vaccinated. We had a great singalong recently and everything’s going well 

otherwise. 

 

Leverett: Craig said that remote learning is working for a lot of families, but also not working for a lot. We’re 

prioritizing getting the lower grades back into the building as quickly as possible. 

 

Shutesbury: No update. 
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Erving: EES Principal Candito reported that the school is fully remote right now, but we hope numbers will allow 

us to return to the hybrid model Jan. 19. We have about 80 students in school MF mornings, with no lunch in the 

building. We hope that our staff and students remain safe. She shared details of their process at Gene’s request. 

 

Jennifer said that U#28 will be posting for a new Director of Student Support Services, as Pru is retiring in June. 

 

11. Future Items to Discuss: 

 

● Next Meeting Date: Monday, March 15, 2021 

● Budget & Personnel Committee - TBD 

 

12. Adjournment at 7:46: 

 

LAUREN MOVED TO ADJOURN. ERIK SECONDED. UNANIMOUS. 


