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Harmony	
  and	
  Improvisation
by John DÕAuria

I had the good fortune of attending the Canton High School Winter Concert last Wednesday with CHS principal, 

Dr. Dias.  We both entered the auditorium,  after a long day, a little low in energy.   We left the concert feeling 

renewed, rejuvenated, and with a bit of a bounce in our step.  The power of the arts to invigorate the soul and 

infuse positive energy into the human spirit cannot be sufficiently quantified or described.

The audience that night was treated to the musicianship of three different choruses and three different bands.  

Part of the reason why a variety of performing groups has emerged is in response to the complex schedules and 

busy lives of our students and the varying degrees of passion and interest that are represented within our school 

community.  Some students attend choral or band classes nearly every day while others have class every other 

day.  For certain students, the only place they can engage in this work is after school.  The Performing Arts De-

partment has responded to this variance by developing a number of groups that allow interested students to 

strengthen their skills and pursue their interests within a niche that hopefully supports the many other ways they  

want to stretch themselves.
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There were so many positive aspects of the concert.  The richness and variety of the repertoires; the clear and 

palpable excitement of the band director, Mr. Brian Thomas, and the choral director, Ms. Sarah Collmer; the joy 

expressed in the faces of our students and the beauty of the sounds our student musicians created.   As I took in 

the musical feast, there were two additional qualities that grabbed my attention that evening.  One was the ex-

traordinary ability of our choral students to harmonize.  Our student singers, besides being skillful musicians 

demonstrated very acute listening skills and the ability to add complimentary sounds.  I also was delighted to 

see members of our jazz band perform improvised solos.  The ability to improvise requires deep musical knowl-

edge, careful listening of the musical context, and the ability to think on oneÕs feet.  With improvisation, the 

identical song is never played exactly the same way.

I believe that the skills involved in harmonizing and improvising are valuable in many parts of life-not just in 

the world of music.   These skills, however, outside of a musical context sometimes are called by different 

names.  Here is a sample of those other names: effective communication skills, collaboration, creative thinking, 

empathy, and teamwork.  While few have studied the correlation between the ability to flourish artistically with 

job success, I have no doubt that the student musicians I observed that night will be able to transfer their musi-

cal skills to many other aspects of their lives.

There are no statewide-standardized tests to gauge oneÕs ability to harmonize and improvise and for that I am 

grateful.  We donÕt need more tests; we need more opportunities for students to learn these skills in a supportive 

and demanding environment.  The concert was an authentic assessment of the hard work of our students and the 

skillfulness of their teachers.  Bravo!

School Committee Notes 12/17/09

SuperintendentÕs Report:

Acknowledgements

Sarah Collmer and Brian Thomas for conducting an outstanding winter concert, featuring three different high 

school bands and three distinct choral groups.  The musicianship of the students and the diversity of the musical 

selections were simply outstanding. 
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Jim Duncan, for his extensive and ongoing technological support in implementing a new program entitled 

NovaNet at Canton High School. NovaNet will provide opportunities for students to recover credit for work 

completed online.  The main goal of the program is to improve graduation rates and reduce the drop out rate.

The Hansen School for their work in the Safe Routes to School Program. The Hansen School has received noti-

fication that they are eligible for $178,000 from MassHighway for this program. This funding will allow for the 

improvement of roads and sidewalks near the school neighborhood which in turn will encourage more students 

to walk to school. This project was spearheaded by former principal, Bill Griffin and it will be continued under 

the direction of the current principal, John Maxwell.

Personnel Update

The Superintendent acknowledged the resignation of middle school math department advisor and sixth grade 

teacher, Brenda Olson.  Ms. Olson has moved out of state with her family and resigned her post effective De-

cember 4.  Dr. DÕAuria acknowledged Ms. OlsonÕs effective leadership, dedicated teaching, and energetic ap-

proach to her work.  The Superintendent also welcomed Mr. Matthew Gaitane,  who has stepped into Ms. Ol-

sonÕs position.  Mr. Gaitane has over ten years of math teaching experience and has recently completed his Mas-

ters Degree in Educational Leadership from Boston University. 

Dr. DÕAuria also acknowledged the retirement of Mr. Alan Dewey effective September 1, 2010.  Mr. Dewey has 

been an extremely effective and creative Director of Student Services and Assistant Superintendent in Canton.  

Mr. Dewey has been an administrator in Canton since July, 2002.  Under his leadership, the Student Services 

Department has expanded to meet the diverse special needs of our student body as well as the vital emotional, 

social, psychological, medical, and therapeutic services that support academic learning.  Dr. DÕAuria will be 

leading the search process to hire a new director of student services to join the Canton faculty on August 1, pro-

viding important transitional time for Mr. Dewey to work with the new director.

Professional Development

Dr. DÕAuria provided the Committee with a brief overview of the activities that occurred on Tuesday, December 

8 when the staff had an opportunity to participate in a wide range of professional development activities.  The 

Superintendent sketched out the 20+ study groups that took place at the elementary level on topics related to 
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strengthening the writing curriculum to expanding strategies for working with students with communication 

disorders.  Staff were involved in lively discussions, analytical research, and hands on projects to improve their 

pedagogy, their understanding of differences in learners, and their ability to utilize technology to strengthen 

communication, instruction, and learning.  At the secondary level, the faculty was involved in work related to 

differentiated instruction, improving school climate, the use of blogging as a potential tool to enhance writing 

and communication, math text book research, responding to students in crisis, and developing common study 

skills.  Additionally, members of the Wellness Department worked with the staff at the Mass Hospital School to 

discuss ways to improve instructional approaches for students who have physical challenges. 

Captial Budget FYÕ11

The Committee voted its final recommendations for the FYÕ11 Capital Budget.  In its Cash Capital Budget, the 

Committee voted to support the acquisition of a new data management system that will allow teachers and ad-

ministrators to have timely access to important academic and health related information on students.   The 

Committee also  voted to purchased Language Arts texts for the elementary grades and a math text for the mid-

dle school through a bonding process that will spread the cost of these materials over five years.  In order to 

make room for these significant projects and stay within budget, the Committee reduced the number of student 

replacement computers at the elementary schools and postponed the replacement of an aging pick up truck for 

the maintenance department.

In its Long Term Debt Capital Budget, the School Committee voted to support funding for a four room addition 

for the JFK Elementary School to help alleviate crowding in the elementary schools.  The administration has 

requested that the Massachusetts School Building Authority (MSBA) provide reimbursement for part of the cost 

of this project.  It will be several months before the School Department hears whether or not MSBA will support 

this project.  Additionally, the Committee voted funds for a boiler replacement at the Rodman Building and 

lighting upgrades throughout the system as a means of reducing utility costs.   Both of these projects could po-

tentially be completed through a  Òperformance contractÓ that will allow the District to extend its ability to ad-

dress major capital needs such as the conversion of the Rodman BuildingÕs aging heating system from steam to 

hot water through the savings that will accrue from energy conversation and upgrades.

Superintendent Search Process
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The Committee discussed upcoming steps in the search for a new superintendent.  On Monday evening, January  

11 from 7:00 PM to 8:30 PM, Dr. Charles Ferris, who is assisting the School Committee with the search proc-

ess, will conduct a focus group to hear ideas from members of the community about goals that should shape the 

agenda for the next superintendent  as well as important qualities that a candidate must possess.  The focus 

group will take place in the Distant Learning Lab (room 300) on the second floor of Canton High School.  Citi-

zens as well as employees of the Canton Public Schools are encouraged to attend.  

Electricity Usage

Mr. Ken Leon presented a brief report to the Committee regarding our efforts to date to conserve energy and 

reduce our utility costs.  The table below illustrates the modest gains, under the leadership of our energy man-

ager, Mr. Carlos Alsono-Niemeyer that have been achieved in reducing electricity usage throughout the District.
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