January 13, 2010

 

Dr. V. James Marini

Superintendent of Schools

Newton Public Schools

100 Walnut Street, Room 212

Newton, MA  02460

 

 

Dear Superintendent Marini,

 

We are writing because we are concerned about class sizes at Lincoln Eliot this year and are anxious to provide you with our input as you make decisions for the upcoming school year.  As you know, Lincoln Eliot is unique in Newton in a number of ways. The population of our school is widely diverse, which enriches our community and also presents unique challenges.  We believe, therefore, that Lincoln Eliot is more significantly impacted by large classes than other Newton schools.   Our main concern, for the last 3 years of our advocacy on this issue, has been that equal allocation of resources does not mean equal opportunity for students, given the demographic differences among Newton elementary schools.
 

We are well aware of the budget constraints for the coming year and the growing class sizes across the city. We realize that resources are scarce.  But we fear that if Lincoln Eliot continues to have the same large class sizes that it has currently, the students and teachers will suffer disproportionately to other schools in our city.

 

Here are some relevant facts about our current student body:

 

-  15% of our students have Limited English Proficiency, compared to 5.6% in the whole district.

 

-  33.5% of our students do not have English as their 1st language, compared to 18.9% in the whole district.

 

     -  22% of our students are low income, compared with 7% in the whole district.

 

 - 16.9% of our students require Special Education, while not greater than the 19.1% in the whole district, still a significantly high percentage considering our other challenges. 

 

The School Committee stated in its Budget Guidelines that the target class size for K– 2 is 22 students (up from a target number of 20).  This year Lincoln-Eliot has two kindergarten classes of 24, class sizes of 23 and 21 in 1st grade, as well as class sizes of 26 and 24 in 4th grade. We are very concerned that this increased target number will allow our class sizes to grow even further in the coming year.[1]
 

Our teachers hope to use differentiated instruction with three or more groups for reading, math and writing, including one-to-one conferencing as needed.  Our teachers tell us that this type of instruction is possible with classes of up to 22 children.  Additional children make this teaching practice extremely difficult to carry out and all children are not able to work to their potential.  In our view, no amount of professional development can overcome these challenges without straining students, parents and teachers.

 

Lincoln-Eliot has historically lagged behind most other elementary schools in Newton.  We are aware of  Newton’s stated goal to narrow the achievement gap among all students.  We feel that additional resources focused on our children at this early stage in their education would yield huge results as they progress through the system.  Either smaller class sizes or additional creative staffing resources would allow our exemplary faculty to bring all the children up to the level of their peers across Newton.

 

Additionally, we believe that large class sizes in an environment such as Lincoln-Eliot make it very difficult to attract and retain the most qualified teachers.  We are deeply concerned that if our teachers continue to face the extraordinary challenges that Lincoln-Eliot presents, without the tools to succeed, they will be unable to maintain their current level of dedication, excellence and commitment and we will be unable to attract the best teachers in the future.

 

Lastly, while many of our students struggle to meet benchmarks, Lincoln-Eliot also has students who are poised to excel if given the opportunity.  We are concerned that our teachers must expend so much of their time and energy on our most acutely needy students, that there will be no resources left to fully challenge advanced students.

 

We wish to request a meeting with you to further discuss these concerns.  We know that you understand Lincoln-Eliot’s special qualities and challenges and we greatly appreciate all the work you do for the children of Newton.

 

Please respond to our group of concerned parents c/o Miriam Alandydy, mealandydy@comcast.net or at 781-424-7340 to set up a time for us to meet.

 

Thank you for your consideration,

 

Concerned Lincoln Eliot Parents

[1] At the beginning of the year, many parents were concerned that the situation of a single teacher teaching 24 kindergarteners was simply unsafe.  We welcomed the addition of a part-time aide to be split between both kindergarten classes, which have mitigated some of the difficulties in those classes.  However, the situation remains far from ideal.
 
