Report of the Up-Island Regional School District (2009)

ADVANCE \d4Fellow Up-Island Citizens,
The UIRSC was chastened by the great financial meltdown of the American economy during 2009. With more than our usual concern for costs, we regularly looked over our shoulders at the warnings from the up-island towns’ finance committees while striving to maintain the excellent academic programs in the two elementary schools which serve the three towns that constitute our school district. 

ADVANCE \d4
However intense the new financial constraints, we could reiterate the sentiment voiced in our 2008 report, when we demonstrated how we regularly overcame inter-town rivalries  to emerge with a budget that was consistent with the values of our regional agreement and which the three towns subsequently supported.
The results of this support, filtered through the classroom efforts of our able teachers and staff members in both of our buildings, in Chilmark and in West Tisbury, surely are reflected in the outstanding performances of our students on a variety of measures, including statewide standardized measures. (Of course, blessed as we are, with Lake Woebegon-like children (all above average) in our schools, including the children who come from other parts of the island as school-choice pupils, the teachers must share their pride of accomplishment with the children themselves and their parents.

More than ever in the recent past, this past year we were in continuing contact with our Aquinnah constituency, holding regular discussions with the Wampanoag Educational Director and conducting what we expect will be an annual, regularly scheduled, UIRSC meeting in Aquinnah. This year our meeting was well attended by residents, many of whom voiced concerns, expressed support, or told us of instances of cultural insensitivities from the past when they were students and, it must be noted, from the present, as experienced by their offspring, currently in school.

In the Chilmark School, following a thorough, very open and public process of advertising for and interviewing numerous applicants to replace the retiring (only in one sense) Diane Gandy as Head of School, the community welcomed Susan Stevens to that position. She moved right in and has been an active participant in our UIRSC meetings throughout the school year. More to the point, she has demonstrated by her active yet highly consultative leadership on site that she can shepherd that unique K-5 primary school on a steady course. This is so despite the fact that when we reluctantly said “Goodbye and Thank You” to Diane Gandy, she had to leave behind (equally reluctantly, we think) the building’s seemingly unending series of maintenance and repair problems. Susan copes, aided competently by Orlaith Estes and an enthusiastic faculty.

At the West Tisbury School, building problems were also as present as ever, the most serious (and expensive) being leaks from the roofs and rotting, insect- infested, windows, with Assistant Principal Bob Lane seemingly engaged constantly in efforts to remedy those situations. Progress was made. But much remains to be done.  On the academic front, with Principal Michael Halt back on the job following his 2007-2008 call up to military service in Iraq, the students shown brightly in predictable ways, in the classroom, on tests, in artistic public performances, on field trips and, for the older students,  the annual exchange with peers from England.  

One of the initiatives undertaken by the UIRSC for the West Tisbury School was to explore placing a wind turbine on school grounds. The initiative, originally begun by the late Shelton Bank and later headed up by Sander Shapiro, working closely with Superintendent Weiss’s office, came to naught late in 2009 when it ran afoul of a Massachusetts Commonwealth regulation concerning sound levels emanating from turbines, measured as the increment over the ambient sound level in the vicinity.  It turned out that the turbine was rather quiet, but compared with the noise (or the lack thereof) made by our school kids, the increment was too big.

So, should we compliment our students for their decorum, while regretting the loss of the potential savings in utility bills that the turbine would have given us?

Turning back to the vicissitudes of Principal Halt’s tenure, we learned late in the calendar year 2009 that Michael had been called up again, this time for a 13-month assignment in Afghanistan. Wishing him the very best, and sensing the pride and sense of duty he must feel surrounding the centrality of his new assignment in the management of a very complicated mission, we, the UIRSC, the faculty, and the students, reluctantly are prepared to carry on without him. In this regard, we are grateful to have the help of Ed Jerome, who has once more stepped into the breech. This time, however, Ed’s service to the West Tisbury School is limited in time, so Superintendent Weiss is conducting a search for a temporary replacement for Michael Halt.

As the year ended, we tried to produce a certified budget for the regional school district, in order to submit it to the respective towns. As noted at the outset of this report, our job is harder than ever, as we confront frequent updates from the Commonwealth concerning revenue fluctuations.

We thank Jim Weiss, Laurie Halt, Amy Tierney and the entire staff at the Superintendent’s office for helping us and bearing with us as we queried them, took (or sometimes rejected) suggestions from them, always with the knowledge that we are all working toward the same goal, to provide the best possible education for our children at the most reasonable cost possible.  
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