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Keeping Our Balance
by John DÕAuria

If you have any involvement with schools these days it feels like you are in the midst of an edu-

cational revolution. Within a short period of time, we have seen major reform movements slowly 

take root within state and local boundaries.  We have witnessed the birth of charter schools, state 

wide high stakes tests, ÒRace To the TopÓ initiatives, calls for significant changes in teacher 

training and certification requirements, and most recently, proposals that link student achieve-

ment to job performance.  As an educator, I view these changes with cautious optimism and high 

anxiety.  It is both an exciting and exasperating time to be in this field.  The changes point to po-

tential improvement.  The exasperation comes from the rapid rate that educational ideas are ap-

pearing and the pressure that educators feel to both bring about significant change and improve-

ment while still offering all aspects of a traditional quality education.  As one colleague com-

mented, ÒWeÕre trying to remodel the 747 while itÕs sill in the air.Ó  
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As a parent, I was much more pragmatic.  Despite national reports and international compari-

sons, I simply wondered, ÒIs my childÕs overall experience in school a good one?Ó  For many 

parents that question brings into focus concerns about skill development, interest in learning, and 

preparation for the future.  For example, I wanted my childÕs writing and math skills to be stead-

ily improving.  I wanted evidence of interest and excitement in learning-at least some of the time.  

I want my child to be adequately prepared for the next phase of schooling.  

Educators might be contemplating significant reforms to better prepare students for the 21st cen-

tury but the concerns of parents are often centered near the present time-reflecting upon the re-

cent past and looking ahead to the near future.  Parents remember clearly those skills they 

learned while at grade school: diagramming sentences (am I dating myself?), math facts, states 

and capitals, and essay writing.  Some also worry about SAT scores and being accepted to a good 

college.   These factors produce a healthy skepticism in parents about change.

Educators meanwhile, who have developed repertoires of instructional strategies from years of 

experience and schooling, are now grappling with entirely new paradigms.  Technology is but 

one very visible symbol of the shifting world of education.  So is the way we look at assess-

ments, standards, the dynamics of inclusion which call for the education of students with signifi-

cant special needs within the regular classroom, and learning experiences which are much more 

open-ended and dynamic than the ones we experienced either as students or as teachers-in- train-

ing.

These prevailing forces sometimes leave educators feeling pulled in different directions. Increas-

ing pressures from state and Federal mandates, reforms grounded in current educational research, 

and the perspective of teachers and administrators are rarely in alignment.  From the vantage 

point of superintendent, I have tried to chart a course that represents a balanced view. By bal-

anced, I mean that learning requires an equilibrium between the tradition of discipline and skill 

development and opportunities to creatively engage oneÕs imagination and mind.  Balanced for 
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me also means that we must never lose sight of the fact that we are working with children.  That 

work is non-linear, unpredictable, and messy.  The best lesson plans and the most rigorous cur-

riculum sometimes run smack against a stomach ache, the emotional fall out of an unpleasant 

exchange in the lunch room, daydreams, an infectious case of the giggles, tears from an argu-

ment with a friend, embarrassment about a pimple, and the simple delight in whatÕs going on 

outside the window.  These are factors that are daily occurrences with children that neither can be 

ignored nor allowed to become the dominant focus.  Teachers work hard at acknowledging these 

other factors while maintaining focus on their lesson plans.  Finally, balanced for me also means 

that while we must keep a careful eye on new technologies, changing emotional and social 

needs, and the latest findings from university research, we cannot lose sight of the idea that the 

quality of our childrenÕs learning experience is directly linked to the skillfulness of their teachers 

and the effectiveness of those educational leaders whose job it is to recruit, hire, support and help 

develop the teaching staff.    

Those who do not spend long periods of time with children sometimes lose sight of the challenge 

of this balancing act.  Not losing our balance is particularly challenging when there are sizeable 

political and economic pressures.  Remembering what it means to work with children, keeping 

our sights on the importance of quality teaching and effective leadership, working steadily to in-

corporate lessons from research into our daily work, and insuring that educators have the neces-

sary time and support are the stabilizing forces that will guide us through this complex and chal-

lenging time.

School Committee Notes 1/21/10

SuperintendentÕs Report:

Acknowledgements

Robin Billing, Yvonne Gunzburger, Jean Silva, Jim Spillane,  and Marilyn Roache  for helping to 
write a successful K-12 Literacy Grant.  Canton was recently awarded $13,325 from the Massa-
chusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education to implement this literacy grant.  
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Nineteen teachers will be part of a reading course instructed by Yvonne Gunzburger as a result of 
this effort.

Becky Smart, Canton Elementary School music teacher for her ongoing energy and efforts in or-
ganizing and "growing" the JFK XYLO group each year with fifth grade students.  Their music 
is a delight to hear!

Jennifer Tower who directed the Luce band and chorus and Annelise Lesser who directed the 
Luce 4th grade strings and 5th grade strings.  Over 100 students performed!  This is particularly 
exciting because of the addition of 5th grade chorus in school and the string classes at Luce.  

The Rodman Family  for their continued support for bringing art education to our students.  The 
Rodman's donated tickets and bus transportation to two special event trips.  On Decemeber 18th 
45 GMS students and chaperones, led by LesleyAnne Newsted, went to see the Nutcracker.  On 
January 14, Stephanie Shapiro and Sarah Gardener Collmer took 43 students to see the musical 
"In the Heights" at the Boston Opera House.  The opportunity to see and hear professional live 
performances was inspiring and awesome for our young performers!

Colleen McCarthy-for her skillful and generous efforts in working with middle school and high 
school departments to integrate technology into teaching and learning and help develop depart-
mental websites. 

Katey Swanson, for being invited to present at the Massachusetts Alliance of Health, Physical 
Education, Recreation and Dance (MAHPERD) at their State Convention this spring. The title of 
her presentation is ÒUsing Technology to Teach Parenting and Child Development.Ó

Kevin Wilcoxen, Brendan Rogers, and the GMS Focus Team for raising $1092 for the Red Cross 
relief effort in Haiti.

2010-2011 School Calendar

Dr. DÕAuria shared an outline of next yearÕs school calendar.  Committee members discussed the 

various pros and cons of a number of potential start dates.  From the discussion, Committee 

members expressed support for the draft calendar that had Tuesday, September 7 as the first day 

of school for students and Wednesday, September 1, as the first day for teachers.  This calendar 

would have the last day of school (without any snow days) as Monday, June 20, 2011.  The 

Committee will vote final approval of next yearÕs school calendar at their next meeting on 

Thursday, February 4.
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FYÕ11 Operating Budget

Mr. Ken Leon, Business Administrator for the Canton Public Schools, provided a general over-

view of the contents of the 192 page binder that each School Committee received to help them 

prepare for their FY11 Budget deliberations. The School Department is still awaiting  more solid 

numbers  from the State and from the TownÕs Revenue Committee in order to build its budget for 

next year.  The Superintendent hopes to have more detailed revenue forecasts by the next School 

Committee meeting.   In examining some of the trends that have emerged in the school budgets 

spanning FY2003-FY2010, several members noted that  in FYÔ2003 the SchoolsÕ Operating 

Budget was 22.5 million dollars.  Seven years later, in FYÔ2010 it was 31 million.  During that 

same period of time, mandated special education education expenses went from 4 million to 8.3 

million accounting for nearly 50% of the operating budget increase.  The graphs below illustrate 

the impact of this trend on major budget classifications.
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 2010 MAJOR BUDGET CLASSIFICATIONS
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Superintendent Search Process

Mrs. Cindy Thomas,  Chair of the Superintendent Search Committee announced the names of the 

members of the Search Committee that is charged with selecting a number of candidates to be 

interviewed by the School Committee.   From these finalists, the School Committee hopes to ap-

point a new superintendent by early April. 

Canton Public School Staff:

Robin Billing, Director of Curriculum, Instruction, and Technology

Barbara Carbone, JFK teacher

Doug Dias, CHS principal

Jennifer Henderson, JFK principal

Ken Leon, Business Administrator
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Ann Muse, GMS Speech Therapist

Katey Swanson, CHS teacher, CTA representative

Kaitlyn Wroblewski, Luce Teacher

Canton Student:

Sara Teague, CHS Junior

Canton Community Members:

Bob Burr, member of the Board of Selectman

Heather Cahill, JFK/GMS parent

Michelle Dixon, Luce parent

Shari Goldstein, Hansen parent

Bob McCarthy, BRC

Cindy Thomas, School Committee

7


