Report of the Superintendent of Schools

Ms. Susan Mercier, Chairperson

Martha’s Vineyard Superintendency 

Union #19 School Committee

Dear Ms. Mercier:
In accordance with the laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, it is my distinct honor as Superintendent of Schools to offer this annual report to you and the members of the six school committees of the Martha’s Vineyard Public Schools (MVPS). Again this year, our schools have been busy places with dedicated teachers and support staff, active students and many meaningful activities. In their individual school reports, each of our school principals details many important staff activities - curriculum work, professional development experiences, new programs and strategies developed and day-to-day hard work – as well as a multitude of student outcomes including MCAS results, academic arts and sports awards and drama and music presentations.

As a result, I will focus my comments on the broader island-wide activities and happenings that make Martha’s Vineyard such an exciting place.

This school year brought a new state-mandated evaluation system for all professional educators from the Superintendent to principals and teachers at all levels and in all subjects. While extremely time-consuming, this new approach focuses all our efforts on improving educational practices and improving student achievement. As required, we first met with the teachers’ association to work out every detail of this new system and then began intensive training for all administrators and supervisors who will conduct these evaluations.  Over the next three years, the system will be fully implemented, first with classroom observations, then adding measures of student growth and finally with feedback from a wide range of stakeholders.  This important project was capably spearheaded by Assistant Superintendent Laurie Halt.
In conjunction with this evaluation work, the Martha’s Vineyard Public Schools is working carefully to upgrade its curriculum using the Common Core Standards as adopted by the Commonwealth of Massachusetts. This work has involved teachers at all schools and in all disciplines. Not only will we move to these common standards but we will also begin to put in place common assessments and a more integrated approach to teaching and learning.
At the very same time, we were conducting negotiations with the five bargaining units that comprise our unionized workforce – teachers, ESP’s, custodians, secretaries and cafeteria workers. Three years ago, these discussions took over 22 months, but hopefully we can shorten that timeframe this round. Representing the school committees are members of each committee as well as several additional representatives from the individual towns.  These negotiations will result in not only a salary agreement but also several important language changes.
As many in our community probably already know, long-time Director of Student Services Director Dan Seklecki retired at the end of last year, and we looked long and hard for a suitable replacement. After advertising twice and conducting numerous interviews and site-visits, we settled on a candidate who began on July 1st.  Unfortunately, she quickly decided that doing this job on our little Island was more than she felt she could handle, leaving us without a director as the summer progressed. Thankfully, West Tisbury Assistant Principal Donna Lowell-Bettencourt possessed the required Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) licenses and agreed to serve as interim director. Donna has done a fantastic job of keeping our special programs moving forward while at the same time completing all the work required for our six-year Coordinated Program Review conducted by the DESE. This important work would not have been possible without the dedicated staff from across the Island and especially secretary Kym Cyr and Leah Palmer, ELL Coordinator.. 

Donna and her team have also seen continued growth in the need for our shared services special programs funded through the Superintendent’s Office but serving elementary students from all districts – Project Headway, Bridge and Social Skills. An increasing number of young children are entering our schools, beginning in pre-school at age 3 with significant needs both medical and educational. The staff of the MVPS is committed to developing programs and services that meet the full range of youngster’s needs.. 

The care of and planning for our facilities has consumed a great deal of time this year, especially for School Business Administrator Amy Tierney.   The West Tisbury School, which recently completed a building envelope project, moved forward with a project to transform its small serving kitchen to a true school cafeteria kitchen. This work, done in large part by volunteer labor from the Island community was completed on time and within budget allowing the cafeteria program for Up-Island to finally come to fruition. Also Up-Island, the Town of Chilmark installed a bathroom in the pre-school at the Chilmark School.  Unfortunately as this work was being completed, we did find some issues with the building envelope at this small building that will require work going forward.

The Tisbury School Committee empowered a School Needs Committee to evaluate the needs of the school and develop options to address what was uncovered. The School Committee hired Flansburgh Architects to conduct this work, and the study is complete with several exciting options for moving forward.  The School Committee and the Town will now need to decide on next steps – building a new school or renovating the present structure. At the same time in Vineyard Haven, the Superintendent’s Office Building Committee worked with architects from Keenan and Keeney to conduct a feasibility study of the present Superintendent’s Office.  The result of this work was a proposal to build a new structure on the High School campus to house all the staff and programs presently located in the Pine Street building. The Committee has requested that we look for ways reduce the size and cost of this building and that work is ongoing.  
In closing, I would like to offer my congratulations to a significant group of retiring Island educators. Most impacted this year are Martha’s Vineyard Regional High School, along with the Tisbury School and the West Tisbury School.  At the High School, these changes represent well over a hundred years of service and include both Leo (Business Education Department Head) and Janice (Art) Frame, Fine Arts Department Head Paul Brissette, long-time English Teacher Keith Dodge, TitleI and Language Teacher Jacquie Callahan, Library/Media Specialist Sandra Mott and Special Education Secretary Carol Whitmarsh. The Tisbury School will see Mathematics Teacher Greg Coogan, Title I Teacher Judy Geigler, Nurse Jeanne Dowling and ESP Kate Grillo moving on to other endeavors. West Tisbury will bid farewell to Industrial Technology Teacher Valerie Becker, Grade 5 Teacher Pat Kelly and English/Language Arts Teacher Fran Finnegan.  Rae Carter will leave Oak Bluffs after serving the ELL students for many years. Best wishes to all.

These last eight years serving the Vineyard’s students has shown me once again how special this place is and how lucky I am to be able to work here. While nowhere is perfect, our Island gives everyone the opportunity to live in a place with beautiful beaches, great walking trails, the best of nature and most of all dedicated people working carefully to ensure that every child has the opportunity to learn and grow.
James H. Weiss, EdD

Superintendent of Schools

