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TOLLAND BOARD OF EDUCATION 
ZOOM Meeting 

 
REGULAR MEETING – October 28, 2020 
      
Members Present:  Ashley Lundgren, Chair; Christina Plourd, Vice Chair; Tony Holt, Secretary; Renie 
Besaw, Christine Griffin, Kate Howard-Bender (left 10:50 PM), Jacob Marie, Karen Moran, Dana Philbin 
(arrived at 9:25 PM)  
Members Absent: none 
Administrators Present:  Dr. Walter Willett, Superintendent of Schools 
 
A. CALL TO ORDER, PLEDGE OF ALLEGIANCE 

Ms. Lundgren called the meeting to order at 7:32 p.m.  The Pledge of Allegiance was recited.   
A moment of silence was observed in honor of Mr. Bob Lynch and Sgt. Stephen Bresciano. 
 

B. APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA  
Ms. Howard-Bender motioned to add item H.5 to the agenda, Discussion:  Making Zoom 
participation available to residents going forward on a permanent basis. 
Ms. Moran seconded the motion. 
Discussion:   
Ms. Lundgren requested clarification.  Ms. Howard-Bender explained that because of the 
increased accessibility for residents she motioned to add H.5 to the agenda, a discussion of 
making Zoom participation a permanent fixture even after the Board moves out of the 
pandemic status.  Ms. Plourd commented that she believes this is a discussion for the Policy 
Committee before it goes the Board and would likely not vote to add it to the agenda this 
evening.  Ms. Besaw asked if the proposal is to have Zoom always on even if they return to 
Council Chambers.  Ms. Howard-Bender responded that this is correct.  
A roll call vote was taken. 

 Yay Nay Abstain 
Lundgren x   
Plourd  x  
Holt x   
Besaw   x 
Griffin  x  
Howard-Bender x   
Marie x   
Moran x   

Motion passed. 
 
C. APPROVAL OF MINUTES  

• October 14, 2020 
Ms. Howard-Bender motioned to approve the minutes of the October 14, 2020 meeting.   
Ms. Plourd seconded the motion.   
Change:  item K1, last paragraph (after motion), replace, "Ms. Plourd requested that Dr. 
Willett have a discussion with the town about the lift it already has. Ms. Moran asked if 
Ms. Plourd knows that the town has one. Ms. Plourd responded that she believes so 
based on Dr. Willett's comment." with "Ms. Griffin requested that Dr. Willett have a 
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discussion with the town about the lift it already has. Ms. Moran asked if Ms. Griffin 
knows that the town has one. Ms. Griffin responded that she believes so based on Dr. 
Willett's comment."  
A roll call vote was taken.   

 Yay Nay Abstain 
Lundgren x   
Plourd x   
Holt   x 
Besaw x   
Griffin x   
Howard-Bender x   
Marie x   
Moran x   

Motion passed. 
     

D. PUBLIC PARTICIPATION  
Peter McCann, 30 Holly Road, commented that he e-mailed many members of the Board 
including Dr. Willett about the back to school full time plan starting on Monday.  He would like 
to understand why the current hybrid option is no longer an option.  He believes it has been 
good for his kids.  He has a 6th grader and an 8th grader who attend TMS and they feel 
comfortable and safe.  He believes his son's homeroom class has 17 kids right now so they are 
required to wear a face shield as well as a mask but it is the only class that he is asked to wear 
the face shield and the mask.  In the rest of his classes he is able to just wear a mask.  Mr. 
McCann's daughter does not have any classes where she has to wear the face shield but he is 
guessing with the full-in that this will be more of a requirement.  With safety obviously being the 
number one concern he is confused why an option that many parents and the community are 
happy with is no longer an option.  He recalls completing a Google survey where he praised the 
Board and the Superintendent because hybrid is working.  His kids get to see their teachers and 
can work from home.  He explained that it is not a perfect scenario but believes it is asking 
parents to put their kids in a difficult position.  They either have to say "no" which the kids will 
hate them for to look out for their safety or they have to send them to school and God forbid 
they get sick they have to live with that and the repercussions.  Mr. McCann added that he 
knows that not many kids are getting sick but there are kids that are and he would like to hear 
the rationale from the Board. 

 
E. CORRESPONDENCE  

• E-mail advocating continuing partial in-person; writer is concerned that this period coming 
up includes both the Thanksgiving holiday and the Halloween holiday and families will be 
gathering 

• E-mail concerned with the loss of lunches with the middle school and high school schedule; 
author asks for Board consideration with the shortening of school days in an attempt to 
have full in-person classes 

• E-mail from a parent upset that the PIP option was being removed 
• E-mail requesting that the Board be "sincere in their planned upcoming priority setting" 
• E-mail concerned with the removal of the PIP given the potential effect of the upcoming 

holidays  
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F. POINTS OF INFORMATION  
• Dr. Willett responded to Mr. McCann's question.  He explained that for each of the 

education option periods they sit with a number of stakeholders and look at a lot of 
information.  They take into account considerations from the Eastern Highlands Health 
District (EHHD), the Department of Public Health (DPH), facilities, staff, teachers, 
paraprofessionals, transportation personnel, and others.  They try to provide the best 
possible options within what they can logistically manage.  Safety is of primary importance 
as well as students' social, emotional, and academic health.  Executing and providing a 
quality educational experience is important as well.  One reason they do not offer a 
multitude of options is because logistically, when working with staff, it would be difficult to 
have too many different modalities.  If they are overwhelmed by the logistics they cannot 
focus as well on the safety and execution of the programs.  The program is being offered 
with the advice and input from the stakeholders.  The 4 day option provides the benefit of 
getting kids in front of their teachers many more days while still retaining the remote 
learning Wednesday which provides extra cleaning time and a break in exposure.  Regarding 
the 6th – 12th graders, having the modified schedule provides those students an opportunity 
and time to be together with teachers and others such as counselors while mitigating and 
minimizing the risk as much as possible.   Based on data the district is in a good place to 
provide 4 day in-person education which is beneficial for students.  Dr. Willett reviewed how 
beneficial it has been for grades K-5 to attend school in person.  He respects every family's 
decision. In reviewing the information it became clear what could be executed responsibly 
and what would be most beneficial for students at this time given the prevalence of the 
virus in the county and schools.   

• Ms. Howard-Bender commented that she is in agreement with correspondence from a 
resident.  She asked Board leadership if they are planning to hold any Board meetings in the 
middle or high school classrooms.  She believes it would help to the members understand 
what being all-in would be like.  She recommended holding the November 11th meeting in a 
classroom. 

• Mr. Holt thanked Dr. Willett, the Board members, and parents.  For the past 3 months he 
was working in Australia and returned home late Monday.  While he attempted to attend as 
many meetings as possible and do his duties as a Board member, a few things had to be 
picked up by others and he would like to take this opportunity to voice his appreciation for 
the help that was provided. 

• Ms. Lundgren addressed Ms. Howard-Bender's question.  Ms. Lundgren spoke with Dr. 
Willett and the problem is that with FOIA if you do not have enough space for the public 
that attends it becomes an issue in terms of not having the public allowed into the session.  
This is why the Board held a meeting in the THS library where the space was available.  If 
they were to hold a hybrid meeting it would need to be held in a large space to avoid being 
in violation.    

 
G. STUDENT REPRESENTATIVES' REPORT – Alexandra Costa & Simar Grewal 

• Student Council held Mental Health Week this week and it is continuing into next week to 
increase participation; the school is decorated and gift baskets have been made where 
students can pay up to $5 to purchase the baskets; the money collected will be donated to 
the National Alliance on Mental Health 
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• Comment:  Some THS classes have 30 students so there will not be a lot of social distancing 
so students would like to see a plan regarding how they will sanitize areas and ensure 
safety.   

• PSAT will be administered tomorrow to freshmen, sophomores, and juniors; everyone 
wishes them luck; seniors will work from home 

• Clubs – they are considering ways to hold meetings in-person  
• Question:  Will there be more cleaning measures in place for the new pandemic period? 

 
Dr. Willett explained that the Tolland Public Schools Pandemic Continuity of Learning Plan 
describes operations and how issues are being addressed.  In regard to cleaning, the plan allows 
more opportunity for cleaning and keeping students socially distant in places such as the 
cafeteria.  The DPH has provided guidelines and with PPE and tracking efforts they are able to 
provide a safe educational environment.   The plan is consistent with DPH guidance and has 
EHHD support. 
 

H. SUPERINTENDENT'S REPORT 
H.1  COVID Update 

Dr. Willett reviewed attachment H.1. 
Dr. Willett noted that the information provided is as of Friday.  He explained that the 
DPH is finding that outside contacts, rather than within schools, is what is affecting most 
of the impacted school systems.  The cooperation of families and the community has 
been wonderful in keeping everyone safe.  The county has a threshold of 10/100,000 on 
a 7 to 14 day rotation to move to the hybrid model and they are not at that at this time 
with respect to the county.  They are in a good place right now.  Dr. Willett provides 
updated data weekly on the blog.  Dr. Willett reviewed the data on remote learners in 
the district per school.   
 
Ms. Griffin commented that she believes it is important for students to have as much 
face time as possible.  She expressed concern about the asynchronous Wednesdays and 
asked if there is a way for grades 6-12, or more specifically for grades 9-12, to have 
more synchronous learning with teachers in the buildings on Wednesdays via live 
streaming their classes.  What additional resources would the cleaning crew need in 
order to be able to maybe get this done from 11:00 AM on so that the deep cleaning can 
be done?  She reiterated that she is especially concerned with the high school students 
because their classes will be over in the third week of January and they have lost a fair 
amount of instruction time. 
 
Dr. Willett explained that he spoke with the administrative unit and they are doing an 
overview of the Google classrooms and evaluating the remote/asynchronous 
Wednesdays.  He expects to have the results in about 10 days.  In terms of having 
cleaning crews start at 11AM, the district would not have the resources to do the 
cleaning that is expected and in keeping within the expected guidelines.  While they 
would not necessarily need additional material resources, they would need to increase 
staff by up to 100%.  It is a constantly evolving process and they are always looking for 
ways to make things more engaging while keeping the structure that is keeping 
everyone safe.   
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Ms. Griffin asked if an option may be to hire some of the student part time workers, the 
summer custodians.  Dr. Willett responded that they have added to LTS custodians, 
similar to subs, and are continuing to look at other options to increase efficiency while 
watching the bottom line.  Ms. Griffin noted that this would be a good case for the 
COVID emergency fund. 
 
Mr. Marie thanked everyone for following the guidelines and keeping the school district 
as healthy as it is.  He asked Dr. Willett to elaborate on the DPH and the red zones and 
trends.  Dr. Willett explained that the State of Connecticut has identified a new 
methodology where it will add a new review of conditions at the town level and has re-
released Addendum 4.  They are using the proportion of new cases per population over 
14 days in towns to identify whether they feel there is a problem in a specific town.  A 
red alert for a town, if it reaches a certain level of prevalence for its population, would 
result in the recommendation that more protective measures be taken in the 
municipality and an adjustment of phases and sector rules.  He added that schools 
within such towns are still provided with more leeway because of the plans in place.   
 
Ms. Lundgren asked how the decision would be made if the district were to return to 
the hybrid or remote option.  Dr. Willett explained that it can happen due to a variety of 
factors such as exceeding the level of 10 in every 100,000 in a 7 to 14 day rotation or 
average, although he believe the average is increasing to a greater number of days.  He 
explained that the recommendations are for 10-25 that a district consider more hybrid 
and over 25 that a district go remote.  He noted that he would consult with the EHHD 
and as the Superintendent would likely never go against their recommendations.  Dr. 
Willett added that if there is a population within a school that is COVID positive or there 
are a number of close contacts this could send a large population of the district out on 
quarantine.    
 
Ms. Plourd commented that in TRAC over the summer the primary indicator was a 10-25 
threshold for the county.  She asked if this has been changed with the red alert to now 
go by town rather than by county.  Dr. Willett responded that it is now both but they 
give more leeway to school systems within a town.   A new layer has been added rather 
than the taking away of prevalence indicators.    
 
Ms. Howard-Bender commented that the Wednesday planning day or the asynchronous 
learning is one of the primary reasons that the district has been able to stay open.  Both 
of her children have had multiple meetings and synchronous learning activities and 
opportunities on Wednesdays.  She added that as the Board they should be asking how 
to support teachers, staff, and students to improve the quality of virtual learning and 
increase student engagement and not asking for more in-person time.  Hiring more 
cleaning staff will be pointless if an outbreak occurs.  Wearing masks and shields all day 
is exhausting for teachers and students and it is a challenge to balance the technological 
requirements of providing for in-person students and remote learners.  Wednesdays 
give everybody a little breathing room.  She is worried the middle and high school 
students will not be able to maintain the necessary social distance given the size of 
classrooms and the number of students returning to school 4 days a week.  She added 
that schools that have been fully in-person have been able to stay open because 20%- 
30% of the student population elected to stay remote.  Dr. Willett's data indicates an 
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average class size of 22-23 students and this worries her.  She asked if the DPH has 
considered testing wastewater for indicators.  Dr. Willett responded that he does not 
know about the wastewater testing.  The DPH and EHHD talk about a series of 
mitigation strategies.  The rationale is that if a series of these strategies are in place and 
there is an inability to social distance up to 6' per person, other mitigations can help 
with the balance.   Many factors put students at a significant risk level for many things 
when they are not in school.  This is what is being balanced, and the DPH and EHHD are 
saying that right now much of the seasonal illness will not be COVID.  Thus, it makes 
sense to mitigate the impacts of students not being in school.  The decision has to be 
regarding what is more perilous for the student population.  Right now, and for this 
region, the greater risk is not having students in school.   
 
Ms. Howard-Bender asked if there are any plans to do COVID testing in the schools.  Dr. 
Willett provided information on antigen rapid testing and noted that it is not as accurate 
as PCR testing.  He does not believe it would be made available to Tolland in the short 
term and would want to see how it is working in other places in considering how to 
approach it here.  They are following the DPH and EHHD guidelines which include that if 
someone shows COVID-like symptoms a PCR test can be administered, or an alternative 
diagnosis from a doctor is provided, or a student and/or staff member remains out of 
school for 14 days.   
 
Ms. Moran commented that she appreciates Dr. Willett's slow, measured, and data-
driven approach to the reopening efforts.  She explained that she is concerned about 
the high school and middle school class sizes.  She appreciates the Wednesday remote 
cleaning day.  She asked if there are still staffing challenges in filling positions and added 
that she is not in favor of using students for cheap labor.   Dr. Willett responded that in 
terms of staffing they are in a better place and are constantly working on this.   
 
Ms. Besaw thanked Dr. Willett for all he is doing to come up with the best solution.  She 
likes that students will have more face time with the teachers but is still concerned 
about loss of instruction time.  She understands what Ms. Griffin noted about 
Wednesdays and has heard residents comment that Wednesdays have not been as 
great as they could be.  Ms. Besaw supports the measures Dr. Willett is taking to 
evaluate this and if students cannot do synchronous learning for a couple of hours in the 
morning what can be done to make it more enriching? 
 
Mr. Holt asked if the numbers stay the same if the plan is to stay at 4 days indefinitely or 
if there is another level.  Dr. Willett responded that the Tolland Public Schools Pandemic 
Continuity of Learning Plan has another level which is 5 days.  In order to reach that 
level there would need to be some significant shifts in the surrounding districts and 
Tolland's prevalence to stay at least the same for a span of time.   The Wednesday 
would be lost as a remote and cleaning day.  He added that the availability of a vaccine 
could send the district to the 5 day level.  Mr. Holt noted that he is in support of the 4 
day plan but wanted to understand the entire picture. 
 
Ms. Plourd commented that she has spoken to many people about the Wednesdays and 
as a working parent of a kindergarten student she likes the asynchronous Wednesdays.  
It gives her student the opportunity to attend his daycare which is in their inner circle so 
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they are not increasing their risk by going elsewhere.  Ms. Plourd explained that the 
struggle is that if there is synchronous learning then her student is not screen-free.  She 
added that in another district one teacher is doing synchronous teaching from home 
and holds online office hours.  Perhaps this could be done at the higher grades if people 
feel there is a disconnect.  She believes Wednesdays have been part of the district's 
success but agrees that there has been a loss of learning time.  She added that if 
students were hired to clean the schools she would entirely trust them. 
 
Ms. Howard-Bender asked if Dr. Willett has any feedback from school administration, 
students, and teachers about how Wednesdays are going. She commented that 
anecdotal and random screening sampling from people is being cited and she would like 
to know if there is any evidence.   Dr. Willett responded that he speaks to administrators 
about this and they are always evaluating programming.  In reports he has received, 
administrators are not reporting that they have received many complaints about the 
asynchronous remote Wednesdays.  The information he got back was that they were 
fairly positively received.  He added that there are feelings about asynchronous as well 
and some families feel these are needed and appreciated.  Ms. Howard-Bender 
commented that she wanted to remind the Board members that they should be asking 
how to support and improve the quality of virtual learning and increase student 
engagement, not passively pushing for more in-person time. She added that she is 
annoyed that they are not listening to the teachers and administrators. 
 
Ms. Griffin clarified that she is not looking to have in-person Wednesdays.  She is strictly 
asking Dr. Willett if there is a way that Wednesdays could be enhanced and if 
synchronous is an option.   
 
Simar Grewal commented that Wednesdays have been relieving.  Teachers assign work 
and answer e-mails quickly.  It also gives the students a break.  It is hard to learn when 
they cannot really do group work and are always wearing masks.  It is a good mental 
health break especially when high school students are going through the college process 
and have been pushed into wearing masks and social distancing.  She likes having lighter 
work on Wednesdays because of the mental health break and everyone deserves it. 
 
Alexandra Costa commented that most of her teachers are holding office hours so if 
they want to have synchronous work or speak with them they are available.  She added 
that it has been helpful and as a member of B group she has been able to catch up 
because working at home is not always the most productive.  Not having to be online at 
a particular time has given her the opportunity to do other things.   
 

H.2 CRE Report (no attachment – presentation in meeting)  
Dr. Willett provided an overview of the presentation and noted that it reflects what is 
currently happening.     

• What and Why:  Culturally Responsive Education 
• Reflection on practice is ongoing 

o Education – CRE Fundamental Understandings 
o Implementation 
o Reflection 

• Beating Bias 
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o Piaget – Schemas 
o Senge – Mental Models 
o Availability heuristic 
o Retraining the biased brain 

• CRE:  Education – Fundamental Understandings – Ground Rules for 
Adults/Staff 

o Difference between safety and comfort 
 Everyone has a right to safety 
 Comfort is not assured or even desirable 
 Practice self-soothing 
 Do not ask a “minority” member to re-live trauma for the 

education of the group, find alternative ways to get at the same 
content 

• Responsiveness to inequity 
o Tolerance, Respect, Solidarity 

• What do you tolerate? 
o Moving from Tolerance to Respect & Understanding 
o It is about understanding difference, recognizing bias, and working to 

eliminate systemic inequities. 
o Moving from Equality to Equity 
o Video:  Marley Dias talks Instructional Racism (video, NEA, 

https://youtu.be/4M-5V8uUtKA ) 
• Culturally Responsive Education 

o Recognizing BIAS within ourselves 
o Recognizing how systems can perpetuate disadvantage 
o Moving from tolerance to respect and understanding 
o Cultural Skills Development 
o Responsiveness to issues of inequality 
o An education system that discourages systemic inequity 

• TPS CRE Efforts 
o Staff presentations and trainings 
o Presentations for other organizations/state 
o Culture and Climate sub-committee work 
o Surveys, data review, and planning 
o Curriculum 
o Embedded literature 
o Partnerships and cooperative activities 

• CRE Implementation 2016-2017 
o District meetings on CRE 

• CRE Open Choice Participation 2016-2017 
• CRE:  Implementation – Safety 

o Objectives 
• 2018-2020 

o School practices will go into implementation in the 2018-2019 year with 
constantly ongoing review 

o Culture and Climate Committees plan school activities and reflections 
• 2018-2021 

https://youtu.be/4M-5V8uUtKA
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o Establishment of workshops in the schools and community that provide 
ongoing opportunities for discussion and reflection 

o Establish relationships and partnerships 
• Dr. Willett’s presentations at CREC workshops 
• SKA2020 – some results (Skills for Adolescents) 
• Year 1 Goals – SEL (social emotional learning) 

o Educating admin and teachers about what SEL and EI are.  Brief 
exposures to the concept and impact on education 

• Year 2 Goals 
o Educating admin and teachers about SEL and El and how it is critical to 

facilitate learning 
• Year 3 Goals 

o July 2021 attend RULER Training 
o Implement RULER with admin and teachers (staff) 

 
Questions/Answers 
 
Ms. Lundgren asked what kinds of programs are available for the Board regarding 
cultural awareness and related discussions. 

• Dr. Willett explained there are many programs that are offered by the Capital 
Region Education Council and other groups.  They are happy and willing to work 
with boards of education.  He can set these up for the Board. 

  
Ms. Howard-Bender asked when there was the gap, and they did not have the class or 
focus on culturally responsive education, if Dr. Willett knows of any issues and what the 
students missed. 

• Dr. Willett explained that during some difficult budget years (2008-2010) they 
lost Skills for Adolescence and other programs.  The loss of the programs had an 
impact and they saw an uptick in unproductive behaviors in students.  He felt a 
need to address the trend in undesirable behavior.  Dr. Willett noted that they 
are on a better trajectory than when the programs were lost and efforts are 
ongoing.  

 
Ms. Howard-Bender asked about the graduates and the perspectives they provided 
about when they leave Tolland and the bubble that is Tolland. 

• Dr. Willett responded that students, of their own volition, used the term 
"bubble" to refer to Tolland.  They felt that things were different when they 
went into the world and that they were not prepared – not academically per se 
but in working with diverse groups of people.  There is a subset of the group he 
works with that do not feel that they can have public conversations because 
they felt marginalized and no longer want to interact on the topic.  Other 
graduates are helping provide information and the district has been able to 
make significant adjustments.  Dr. Willett noted that the district is working on 
creating a Common Ground club.  He added that he appreciates the hard work 
that has been done by staff, administrators, and paras.  The main thing he has 
done is listen to the lived experiences.  They all deserve any credit. 
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Ms. Moran asked if the RULER training is through Marc Brackett from the Yale Center for 
Emotional Intelligence.  She attended a presentation at a CABE conference and noted 
that it was helpful. 

• Dr. Willett confirmed that it is and provided general information. 
 

Ms. Moran asked how the Board can continue to support the Superintendent, 
administration and staff and set them up for success.  Administrators need to know that 
the Board supports them and this is continuous work. 

• Dr. Willett responded that the Board can support the efforts by participating 
and engaging in activities and being part of the evolution so there is common 
understanding of issues. 

 
Ms. Philbin arrived at 9:25 P.M. 
 
Ms. Plourd commented that she saw the presentation a couple of years ago and had an 
even greater appreciation for it this time after having read some of the books 
recommended by Dr. Willett.  One of those books was Reign of Error.  One takeaway 
that she had from the book may help some members of the Board and the public 
understand where she is coming from when looking at the budget and seeking 
efficiencies.  An educational system tied to property taxes will always divide rich from 
poor and unfortunately in Connecticut that means black from white.  She explained that 
this was part of her letter to the Governor.  She recommended that a workshop or 
discussion in some of the committees would allow more time for conversations.  Ms. 
Plourd commented that she does not want to push people out or keep people out and 
added that in her heart this is the best way to stop systemic racism. 

• Dr. Willett explained that author Diane Ravitch has presented a lot of work on 
this.  He added that there are a number of books the Board could read and 
discuss if the members would like to do so.   
 

Ms. Griffin commented that this presentation is a great way to start the conversation.  
She asked if the graduate group that Dr. Willett is working with had any feedback on if 
what he had done since 2016 has been a step in the right direction and if they provided 
input on what they would like to see in the schools. 

• Dr. Willett explained that he has received feedback but many are not as 
accessible.  He has received both positive and constructive feedback and he will 
continue to incorporate this in programs such as VOICES in the future.  More 
recent graduates have offered feedback on curriculum which is informative and 
helpful.  He listens and thinks of what he can do to make a difference.   
 

Mr. Marie commented that he agreed with Ms. Plourd and spoke from his personal 
educational experience in the Tolland schools.  Specifically, he spoke about the 
influence of some of the literature in English class and having long conversations about 
books like The Watsons Go to Birmingham and To Kill a Mockingbird.  He would like to 
see those programs continue.  They were helpful and impactful in his life.  He asked if 
the presentation is available for later viewing. 

• Dr. Willett noted that it will be posted on both the dashboard and the website. 
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Ms. Lundgren commented that this has been a great initial conversation and is 
something that is always evolving.  She asked that the presentation be posted to both 
the dashboard and the website for the public.    
 

H.3.  BGP Ed Specs for Code Violation for Unsuitable Soils 
Dr. Willett reviewed attachment H.3 and provided background information. 
  
It is expected that the State of Connecticut will reimburse the cost ($1.9M) at 100% and 
the process requires that there be another small committee.  Its purpose is to evaluate 
and complete the ed specs for the unsuitable soils.  The unsuitable soils item is 
considered to be a code violation.  In order to move forward the district had to 
complete an SCG-1030 Ed Specs form for the project.  The Board of Education needs to 
move this forward so the documentation can be moved forward to enable the Town of 
Tolland to receive reimbursement.    
 
Dr. Willett reviewed the Educational Specifications Birch Grove Primary School Code 
Violation Project for “Unsuitable Soils” dated October 19, 2020.   He recommended 
moving item H.3 to action.    
 

Ms. Howard-Bender motioned to move item H.3 to item K.4 for action. 
Ms. Plourd seconded the motion. 
 
Discussion 
Mr. Holt commented that it seems to be a trend to have items that have to be 
reviewed and approved immediately or the state will withdraw funding.  Dr. 
Willett explained that it is in response to the emergency project request and the 
foundation being seen as an emergency status project.  In this case the state is 
trying to give the town $1.9M to cover the cost of the code violation (unsuitable 
soil).  It requires a short term turn around but it is towards getting the $1.9M 
covered at 100%.   
 
Ms. Moran asked if this is related to the mini committee formed due to the 
unsuitable soils.  Dr. Willett explained that this is correct.  The unsuitable soils 
had to be done as a different project.  The small committee is to execute this as 
a separate project to address the code violation.  
 
A roll call vote was taken.  Motion passed unanimously.  

 
H.4.   2021 Board of Education Meeting Dates (first reading) 

Dr. Willett reviewed attachment H.4 and provided background information. 
 
At the last meeting there was a recommended policy change to move the meeting time 
to 7:00 PM.  This is being put forward as a first read of the dates but the Board's 
decision to change the time from 7:30 PM to 7:00 PM if the Board decides to do so in 
action this evening would affect this document.   This is the first read of the dates.  
 
Dr. Willett explained that the Board, at its discretion, can move this to action alongside 
or right after they change the time if the Board decides to do so.  Another option is to 
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make the second read on the dates at the next meeting and either change or not change 
the time in action.  Right now in action the second read of the policy is if they are 
changing the time from 7:30 PM to 7:00 PM.  

 
H.5 Zoom Participation Discussion 

Ms. Howard-Bender explained that she would like to discuss the possibility of the Board 
continuing to offer Zoom, not as a replacement, to residents as a way for them to stay 
involved in meetings.  They have seen an increase in engagement and she believes this 
is good for students and the Board.   
 
Mr. Holt commented that he agrees with Ms. Howard-Bender and Zoom has allowed 
him, over the past couple of months, to participate in meetings he would not have been 
able to attend otherwise.  He explained that Policy 9160 includes a section on 
telephonic participation which needs to be updated.  It could be changed from 
telephonic to remote and allow Zoom meetings.   Ms. Lundgren commented that this 
item could be a policy conversation for the subcommittee.   
 
Ms. Moran commented that this evening there have been 30-35 participants and if they 
were in Council Chambers they would not have had this attendance.  Over the years it 
has always been an issue to engage parents in what is happening at this level because of 
childcare or other issues.  A positive thing out of the pandemic is that people have been 
able to engage in meetings.  They should embrace technology and 21st century skills for 
the board and adults.   
 
Ms. Lundgren asked Mr. Holt to address this in the Policy Committee and add it to the 
policy tracker.   
 

Ms. Howard-Bender motioned to extend the meeting past 10:00 PM. 
Mr. Marie seconded the motion. 
Discussion:  none 
A roll call vote was taken.  Motion passed unanimously.  

 
I. COMMITTEE & LIAISON REPORTS  

Finance and Facilities – Ms. Griffin provided an update.  She noted that the Committee 
discussed items including:  review of the September numbers (budget to actual), COVID-related 
grants and expenses, capital budget request, FFC doing facility tours.   
Ms. Moran recommended that the entire Board do facility tours after COVID.  Boards have done 
this in the past.   
 
Negotiations – Ms. Besaw noted that they are working with the para union and have set up 
some dates.   
 
Birch Grove Building Committee – Ms. Philbin provided an update.  She noted that discussions 
included the following:  unsuitable soils and the related committee, site walks, the mock room.  

 
J. CHAIRPERSON'S REPORT – none 

 
K. BOARD ACTION  
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  K.1 Policy 9130 – Time, Place and Notice of Meetings (second reading) 
Dr. Willett explained that moving the Board meetings from 7:30 PM to 7:00 PM to be 
done as a Board action revision to Policy 9130 and is offered to the Board of Education 
through the attached document. The motion would be to change the start time of Board 
of Education meetings from 7:30 PM to 7:00 PM. 
 
Ms. Plourd motioned to change the start time of the Board of Education meetings from 
7:30 PM to 7:00 PM and amend policy 9130 accordingly. 
Mr. Marie seconded the motion.   
 
Discussion 
Ms. Philbin commented that it was 7:30 PM because of some of the working members 
had said in the past, when meetings were in Chambers, that it was challenging.  Because 
of COVID, Zoom has provided several members an opportunity.  In the Zoom world 7:00 
PM works for her but in the non-Zoom world in Chambers 7:30 PM has been tight for 
her.  She added that she received feedback from families that it was easier to attend in 
Chambers at 7:30 PM because they were able to address things at home first.   
 
A roll call vote was taken. 

 Yay Nay Abstain 
Lundgren x   
Plourd x   
Holt x   
Besaw x   
Griffin x   
Howard-Bender  x  
Marie x   
Moran  x  
Philbin  x  

Motion passed. 
 

 K.2. Policy 1041 – Green Cleaning Programs (second reading) 
 Ms. Plourd motioned to amend board policy 1041 to include:   

Pursuant to subsection (a)(2)(A) of section 10-231g of the Connecticut General 
Statutes, any disinfectant, disinfecting cleaner, sanitizer or any other antimicrobial 
product approved by federal law 

after item 5, and to add  
“Guidance Regarding ‘Green Cleaning’ Requirements and Coronavirus/COVID 19,” 
Department of Administrative Services (March 5, 2020), available at  
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Digest/2019- 20/2020-COVID-19-Green-Cleaning-
Guidance.pdf    

after the listing of CGS 10-220 and 10-231.  
 
Mr. Marie seconded the motion. 
Discussion:  none 
A roll call vote was taken.  Motion passed unanimously.   

 

https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Digest/2019-%2020/2020-COVID-19-Green-Cleaning-Guidance.pdf
https://portal.ct.gov/-/media/SDE/Digest/2019-%2020/2020-COVID-19-Green-Cleaning-Guidance.pdf
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 K.3. Board of Education Goals 
Ms. Plourd motioned to approve the Board of Education Goals for 2020-2021. 
Ms. Besaw seconded the motion. 
 
Discussion: 
Ms. Moran requested that "POG" be spelled out as Portrait of a Graduate in item 1.  
 
Ms. Moran requested that the goals be included on the Board's agendas going forward.  
Dr. Willett will format the minutes to include them.  
  
A roll call vote was taken.  Motion passed unanimously.   
 

 K.4. BGP Ed Specs for Code Violation for Unsuitable Soils 
Ms. Plourd motioned to approve the Educational Specifications document for the Birch 
Grove Primary school foundation project under renovate as new status, and to accept 
and authorize this project to be executed. 
Ms. Philbin seconded the motion.  
 
Ms. Plourd withdrew her motion. 
Discussion:  none 
A roll call vote was taken.  Motion passed unanimously. 
 
Ms. Plourd motioned to approve the Educational Specifications document for the Birch 
Grove Primary Project Code Violation and Unsuitable Soils project, authorizing all 
necessary applications and waivers. 
Mr. Marie seconded the motion. 
Discussion:  none 
A roll call vote was taken.  Motion passed unanimously.   

 
L. PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 

Kate Vallo, 80 Tolland Green, thanked Dr. Willett for his presentation on CRE.  She has had the 
pleasure of participating in some rich discussions around these topics with administrators and 
teachers.  She added that it is heartening to hear that the work is ongoing and that connections 
are being made with social emotional learning and emotional intelligence in the district as these 
are inextricably intertwined.  She strongly supports the continued exploration of these topics at 
the Board level and it is encouraging to hear that the Board is exploring these possibilities.  The 
district is fortunate to have a Superintendent that not only supports growth in the schools but 
also in the boardroom.  She thanked everyone.   
 
Colleen Yudichak, 12 Blueberry Hill Road, commented that at the startup both teachers and staff 
have been very responsive to questions.  Mr. Poland has been a great new principal and is very 
responsive to e-mails.  Wednesdays are a great day for students to follow up as noted by the 
Student Representatives.  She added that goals are good to have on the agenda.  Past boards 
have always included them so at the start of meetings the members can review the goals to 
themselves and be reminded as to why they selected them in the first place.  Ms. Yudichak 
explained that with seasonal changes many students have asthma and may have a dry cough 
and go to the nurse's office.  She asked Dr. Willett how the nurses distinguish if it may be COVID.  
She is concerned about overreaction if someone sneezes or coughs.   
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Brenda Falusi, 4 Laurel Ridge, noted that she is commenting as a parent and not a member of 
the Town Council.  She explained that she wants to provide perspective about Wednesdays.  
They did not discuss the break that they allow for remote learning students.  She has a child who 
is 100% remote learning because she has an autoimmune disorder.  To have the one day when 
she is not sitting at her computer all day in her bedroom is a great break for her.  It allows her 
some flexibility and accountability and self-growth.  She is accountable for her own learning at 
that time and for reaching out to the teachers.  Wednesdays allow her to get out of the day 
what she puts in.  At the beginning of the year, she was putting in minimal effort to finish her 
assignment and Ms. Falusi challenged her to try to find out how she can expand on what was 
given to her by her instructors so she can take what was offered, explore her own learning path, 
and engage with her instructors for a more enriching experience.  It has been huge success for 
her.  She is growing and learning how to advocate for herself.  She is learning how to expand 
what is given to her by her instructors.  Ms. Falusi commented that the liaison for the remote 
learning parents has been a phenomenal help and resource.  Thus, Wednesdays are excellent for 
remote learners.  They provide a break in routine and the schedule as well as an opportunity to 
grow as individual and independent learners. 

  
M. POINTS OF INFORMATION 

• Town Council – Meeting  Minutes – October 6, 2020 
• Town Council – Meeting Minutes –  October 13, 2020 

 
Dr. Willett addressed Ms. Yudichak's inquiry.  He explained that some students have either 
existing conditions or what is called an alternative diagnosis.  He used the example of asthma 
and explained that typically the school is aware of this and would not result in a student being 
out.  If a student has additional symptoms, COVID-like symptoms, they will follow the protocol 
set out by the health district.  Nurses will look at all of the conditions and make a determination. 
 
Ms. Moran read the following: 

 
After nearly seven years serving on the Tolland Board of Education, I have made the decision to 
resign, effective immediately, and upon receipt of my resignation letter by the Town Clerk. 
  
Advocating for the growth and well-being of children of all abilities in our community to help 
prepare them for the future has been my mission throughout my years serving as a volunteer for 
Tolland Public Schools. I have been privileged to be a steward of this community and our school 
system, and honored to support our administrators and educators in our journey to serve 
Tolland’s youngest generation. Modeling responsibility, accountability and passion has been core 
to my mission. 
  
Thinking back to my early days in our school system as an active PTO member and president 
while raising a young family, it was all about the kids -- not just my kids, but everyone else’s kids 
in our schools. How could we support our students, educators and administrators to drive 
towards positive experiences and achievements? 
  
That’s what inspired my initial passion, and still does. And ironically, now as a parent of a child 
who has successfully gone through our school system and graduated, I feel even more qualified 
as a contributing member, to the success of our students today than ever before. 
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This journey has granted me years of experience and access to data, diverse perspectives and 
deep discussions. Over the years, I valued the historical and institutional knowledge of veteran 
board members before me and learned from them. Whether Democrat, Republican, or 
Independent, we had deep discussions together with our Superintendent, and worked hard to 
build consensus among us. I am proud of that work and honored to have made a difference 
alongside them. If nothing else, I know that I served through principles over politics...through 
respect for our experts and not personal agendas. 
  
I would like to thank our superintendent, Dr. Walter Willett, for his tireless leadership, humility 
and poise, no matter the challenge. I would like to thank our administrators, teachers, 
paraprofessionals, secretaries, counselors, nurses, custodians, cafeteria staff, and especially our 
students - for they are the ones who were my ultimate motivation to carry on. And to our 
Student Reps, past and present, I thank you for your dedication on the board as the voices for all 
of our students. Please continue to use your voices, for it is our youth that will lead us into the 
future. I wish you all good luck wherever your path takes you.  
  
I look forward to continuing to support our community and school system in other positive ways. 
Thank you Tolland for your faith in my service - I hope you are listening to the words between 
these lines. 
  
Lastly - I will just say that this decision did not come lightly. It goes against every fiber of my 
being not to fulfill my commitment to our community, to our superintendent, and to our 
students  - - so I say to the Tolland Community -- I hope you are really listening to my message. 
The narrative being built behind the scenes and on social media, before the Board can work 
together as a collective group, is an insult to this work, and an insult to our students and staff 
who are relying on us to make thoughtful decisions for our district. 
 
When our young adults are disappointed with the behavior of adults - again I say - I hope Tolland 
is listening. 

 
Ms. Lundgren thanked Ms. Moran for her service.  Seven years is nothing to laugh at and is a 
very long time to give to one's community.  Ms. Moran commented that it was a tough decision 
for her.  Ms. Lundgren responded that she is sure it was not an easy decision.  Ms. Moran 
provided a lot of information and providing one's time for 7 years is a lot.  Ms. Lundgren 
thanked her for everything.  Ms. Moran commented that she has had a lot of passion for the 
Tolland community over the years and it is a great place to live.  She hopes they can move 
forward.   
 
Ms. Plourd commented the she is sorry to see Ms. Moran go.  She knows they have not always 
gotten along and have battled at the table at times.   
 
Ms. Plourd commented in regard to Ms. Yudichak's inquiry about the health concern.  When she 
was in the COVID meeting some of the administrators said that there are a lot of kids staying 
home who do not need to stay home.  Ms. Plourd wanted to point anyone listening to the 
virtual health room where parents can assess their children at home and keep in touch with the 
nurse and this has been working.  When students go remote and teachers do not expect it this 
creates more work for the staff.  She added, that like Dr. Willett said, if students can be in school 
it better for them.   
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Ms. Philbin thanked Ms. Moran for her thoughtful words and all of the service she has provided 
to Tolland Public Schools, the community, and the students of Tolland.  She will be greatly 
missed on the Board and has served as a great mentor for Ms. Philbin as well as many others 
who she is sure will approach this endeavor in the future.   
 
Ms. Philbin addressed Ms. Falusi's comment on the Wednesdays.  Based on feedback Ms. 
Philbin has heard, many teachers in the younger grades are reaching out to the remote students 
who do not necessarily have one-on-one time or close teacher interaction in the classroom.  
Some have Zoom meetings where they meet with students who are struggling on a specific topic 
or similar items.  Wednesdays are helpful for students to regroup, format their own day, and 
reach out to their respective educator so they may continue their education on their own path.  
 
Mr. Marie thanked Ms. Moran for all of her time on the Board.  He has been on the Board for 
less than a year and it is a challenge.  Sometimes it feels like an unpaid job.  To serve for 7 years 
is real dedication to the community and he wished her well in her future endeavors.  
 
Ms. Besaw commented that she echoes the comments of Mr. Marie and others.  She wished 
Ms. Moran the best and added that it is unfortunate.  They are just getting started with the 
negotiations and she understands that Ms. Moran's historical knowledge is very helpful.  She 
added that Ms. Moran will be missed despite the fact that they do not all always see eye to eye 
on everything.  Ms. Moran lends a good voice and Ms. Besaw wishes her the best.  
 
Mr. Holt thanked Ms. Moran for her service.  His time on the Board and in reading past minutes 
has shown that Ms. Moran's passion is obvious and amazing.  He appreciates this and sincerely 
hopes that she will continue to be a resource for those members still on the Board.   
 
Ms. Griffin commented that she echoes what others have said and thanked Ms. Moran.  This 
past year for Ms. Griffin has been overwhelming and she thanked Ms. Moran for the 7 years she 
has served.  While they have not always agreed, Ms. Griffin knows firsthand that Ms. Moran is 
very passionate and cares a lot about the schools of this community.  Ms. Griffin has full faith 
that Ms. Moran will still be a good resource.  Ms. Griffin looks forward to still having 
conversations with her and wished her the best wherever her public service life takes her. 
 
Ms. Howard-Bender commented that Ms. Moran has been a mentor and amazing. 
 
Ms. Howard-Bender read the following: 
 

Dear Tolland Community,  
Thank you for trusting me to serve you as a member of your Board of Education. At this 

time, I regret to inform you that I will be resigning from my position as a Board of Education 
member, effective tomorrow. I will be sending this letter to Ms Palumbo tonight, and it is my 
expectation that after reading it in full, my entire letter will be placed in the Board’s minutes.  

I sincerely hope that I have served you well these past two years, and I come to you with 
a heavy heart. I had hoped that my twenty-three years as a public educator, during which I 
assumed the responsibility of ensuring that my students had what they needed to be successful 
academically and personally, would help me to be of service to the children of Tolland.  

 
STUDENT NEEDS & BUDGETING  
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The Republican supermajority’s goal of “supporting 21st century skills,” would have 
required proactive planning with regard to intervention, curriculum, staffing, and perhaps most 
importantly, access to technology. The Board of Education majority has expected education 
funding to come from anywhere else except for the Board of Education budget. The students in 
the town of Tolland are dependent upon the generosity of outside agencies or the respective 
wealth of their own family.  

Under Chairperson Lundgren’s and Vice-Chair Plourd’s leadership, the Board has not 
asked the educational experts the most essential question, “What do the children of Tolland 
need in order to be successful?” There is no big-picture understanding of the needs and priorities 
of the Tolland Public Schools, upon which the Board should base all of its decisions, including the 
creation of the budget. Instead, the rhetoric has been, “Where else can we cut?”  

Through “Budget Season,” Dr. Willett facilitated the yearly workshops and the Board 
engaged in multiple budget “discussions.” Not one member of the Republican supermajority 
missed any of these budget sessions, during which the Board members deliberated over minute 
details, to no significant financial advantage. Dr. Willett found savings when he negotiated with 
insurance agents.  

A Board of Education should advocate for the needs of the children with the Town 
Council. Instead, your Chair and Vice-Chair have allowed the Town Council to dictate the next 
moves. At the last Joint Session before the pandemic hit, instead of advocating for the approved 
Board of Education Budget, Chairperson Lundgren and Vice-Chair Plourd simply deferred to the 
Town Council to further pick apart the Board of Education’s budget.  

Neither Chair nor Vice-Chair attended the Town Council meeting last night, 10/27/20, to 
advocate for the school system’s capital projects. Chairperson Lundgren is not fulfilling the 
responsibility of “representing the full 15,000 town residents.” This Board of Education has been 
used as a tool to avoid costs at all costs, at the expense of students’ needs: academic, social-
emotional, athletic, inclusion, educational tools, material et al.  

I blame the Chair and the Vice-Chair for the fact that our district was unprepared to 
transition to distance learning, with only enough individual devices to serve 43% of our students. 
This was due to their short-sighted mismanagement and micromanagement. It is not reasonable 
for the Board to expect that parents spend hundreds of dollars to supply their children with the 
tools to access their education, especially during a pandemic. Dr. Willett suggested funding a 1:1 
device initiative early in the budget year, but it was not prioritized by the Republican leadership. 
Dr. Willett warned the Board of Education about potential device supply chain issues, upon 
which the Leadership took no action. When the pandemic hit, Republican Leadership waited for 
someone else to solve the device problem, instead of collaboratively seeking out solutions. The 
device deficit was addressed by state grants that Dr. Willett wrote, and a sizable donation from 
TEPTO. The narrative of fiscal minimalism promoted by the Chair and Vice-Chair, combined with 
the “back to basics” orientation, have directly and negatively impacted our kids. This Board of 
Education majority is solely motivated to reduce the mill rate, versus ensuring quality schools, as 
articulated by their duties in Connecticut State Statute 10-220.  

 
HEARING ALL VOICES  

In November, 2019, once the Republican supermajority voted themselves into the Chair 
and Vice-Chair positions, Chairperson Lundgren offered some words at our initial meeting, saying 
that “discussions are needed as some of the best ideas come from different people collaborating. 
These discussions need to take place civilly so all voices are heard.”  

I agree with her: democracy only works when all voices are heard. However, the 
Republican majority began our term with a partisan agenda, and pre-prescribed outcomes, 
undercutting democracy. There has been no real discussion or “hearing all voices.” Evidence 
quickly began accumulating that the Board’s supermajority is not interested in hearing anyone’s 
voices other than their own. The sole leadership position offered to Democrats was offered to a 
brand new member of the Board. Though the member’s skills are multitudinous, offering a 
Leadership seat to the least veteran Democratic member demonstrated the new Republican 
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Leadership’s unwillingness to include the voice and expertise of a returning member, who 
previously served as Vice-Chair.  

When the Curriculum Committee was added to the Board of Education,as a professional 
educator with decades of experience evaluating and implementing curriculum, I hoped to lead 
the committee. It was clear to me however that the Republican leadership had different plans for 
their committee. It was only after I sent my resume with my professional and educational 
background, and requested a meeting with Chairperson Lundgren that the Chairperson relented 
and appointed me the Chair of the Curriculum Committee. I still wonder which other member Ms 
Lungren would have appointed to this chairpersonship, whether it be the UConn student, the 
accountant, or the pharmaceutical sales representative. These occupations do not prepare a 
person to oversee and make curricular decisions or recommendations for a school district. The 
fact that the Board majority assumes they can make these decisions without the education and 
training the Superintendent and his staff possess is a sign of the pervasive disrespect for 
educators that seems to run through the Republican Majority.  

Those who do not agree with the Republican supermajority are ignored or repudiated. 
In January and February of 2020, the Board received communication from 195 residents in 
support of Dr. Willett’s proposed budget, combined with the majority of public participants 
supporting the budget, as opposed to with seven residents who requested a lower budget. Your 
voices as constituents were ignored, and the supermajority plodded on, scrutinizing, second-
guessing, and opposing each detail of Dr. Willett’s proposed budget, leading to another reduction 
in staff and services.  

Disagreement is often labelled “push back” and is quieted quickly by a cacophony of 
seemingly synchronous Republican voices. This recurring tactic of discrediting or discounting 
voices contradicts Chairperson Lundgren’s original plea to “engage the community...hoping that 
we ...get correspondence from a variety of people.” One can only conclude that she only wants 
correspondence from people who share her views.  

While the budget sessions had perfect Republican attendance, four of the nine Board 
members attended TPS’s “Voices From Our Schools” discussion, with a solitary Republican Board 
member in attendance. This occurred in the wake of nationwide equity demonstrations; and 
after the Board received a Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion petition signed by 358 residents in July. 
Students, parents, residents, and members of this Board have repeatedly requested action, but 
there are still no Republican Leadership-driven inclusion or diversity agenda items. Dr. Willett has 
continued this life-saving work, engaging current and former students in discussions and 
community-based initiatives promoting equity and inclusion. The Republican Leadership recently 
asked him to present this information, further abdicating their responsibility for action on 
inclusion and equity.  

The Democratic minority was promised “good communication,” but we are informed of 
the agenda items only after it has been officially published. The Republican Leadership team has 
not given Ms Moran, Ms Philbin, or me the opportunity to contribute to the Board’s agenda. The 
Democratic minority has been subject to a calculated, structural, and procedural marginalization. 
Furthermore, this marginalization has led to the systematic disenfranchisement of community 
members. Our multiple attempts to lend our voices to the discussion have gone unanswered or 
ignored by the Chair and Vice-Chair. My involvement in the Board of Education meetings has 
become futile.   

 
ROLES & RESPONSIBILITIES  

Building consensus among divergent perspectives is another hallmark of democracy. I 
learned that the Board of Education should act with one voice. The Board should have 
determined goals at the start of our term in order to work together toward a common cause and 
to nurture that “one voice”. I am glad to see that these goals have been finally approved, and I 
strongly urge the Board of Education to use them as guideposts.  

Seemingly unaware of their roles and responsibilities, the Republican supermajority 
does not demonstrate any appreciation for the vast expertise and historical knowledge of Dr. 
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Willett, A Board of Education has one direct report employee, the Superintendent; and the Chair 
and Vice-Chair should engage him in constructive, student-centered interactions, yielding ever-
better results for the students of Tolland. The Chair and Vice-Chair are supposed to support the 
Superintendent in his role of running the district efficiently and effectively, not to assign 
additional unreasonable, time-consuming demands, or to interrupt his attempts to run our 
district on the shoestring budget that they demand.  

Chairperson Lundgren suggested to all of us that we should “listen to understand not 
simply to...reply,” and I agree. Asking tough questions is absolutely part of the role of elected 
officials. The supermajority often claims that they are “asking the tough questions” about the 
town’s resources. However, when they receive the answers to these questions, replete with the 
supporting evidence, they have a responsibility to familiarize themselves with the answers and 
evidence. Instead of listening and learning, the Republican majority of this Board has peppered 
Dr. Willett with repetitive and/or uninformed questions.  

 
INTERPERSONAL RELATIONS & PERSONAL AGENDAS  

Chairperson Lundgren requested that we be kind and patient with one another. I would 
point to the yearlong litany of examples of lack of civility and kindness perpetrated by members 
of the Republican caucus to me, to Ms Moran, intermittently to Ms Philbin, and to 
Superintendent Willett. I point to the personal attack that I endured on social media by Vice-
Chair Plourd (which I attempted to mediate with Ms Plourd, to be essentially dismissed), or the 
email harassment by Ms Griffin’s husband. I brought my concerns to Chairperson Lundgren, to no 
avail.  

Despite having a supermajority on the Board of Education, Vice-Chair Plourd regularly 
espouses a victim narrative that she is giving voice to the unheard, which is especially absurd and 
insulting to those who have been paying attention. In the past year, Vice-Chair Plourd regularly 
hearkened back to the previous Board, stating that she was an “outlier,” and was unheard or 
dismissed. Surprisingly, she has not used that experience of feeling unheard to ensure that the 
minority voices are heard during this term.  

The Policy Committee attempted to address civility issues with a Civility Clause. There 
were some very good ideas in this clause. However, I saw no point in adopting the final version of 
the clause because the final version was poorly engineered: it contained neither accountability 
measures, nor any social media stipulations. The Chair and Vice-Chair could have used this clause 
as an opportunity to build consensus and buy-in from the entire Board. Instead, it was yet 
another powerplay, and it was approved without consensus, in a vote of 4-3, following an 
extended discussion which distracted us again from our primary purpose: discussing and 
ensuring the needs of students.  

The most egregious example of the supermajority’s personal agendas superseding their 
constituents’ needs was the three separate communications sent to State officials, including the 
Governor and the Commissioner of Education. These communications questioned a 
Superintendent’s role in making the final decision about returning to school during the 
pandemic. Though it was determined to be “legal” based on caucus rules, I believe this move was 
sneaky and unethical. Vice-Chair Plourd stated at our first meeting “that a lot of (our) business 
will be done in this board room and (she) is sure that leadership will reach out to the minority 
representation when needed.” The Democratic minority was not afforded the opportunity to 
weigh in on this extremely important issue. Through these actions, these six elected officials 
seemingly circumvented the public requirement of their role, and they undermined the 
Superintendent and the authority of the Board as a whole.  

In Open Session, in front of you, the Board of Education voted overwhelmingly to 
approve Dr. Willett’s community-supported Partial in-Person plan. The supermajority’s 
subsequent electronic communications to State officials again disenfranchised the Democratic 
members of the Board of Education and the residents of Tolland. Their letters did not relay the 
“one voice” that your Board should communicate, making their “aye” votes appear utterly 
disingenuous.  
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CONCLUSION  

I anticipate that this letter will be dissected, rehashed, and spun by all the various 
players to fit the narratives of the supermajority. I hope that the Board directs their collective, 
representative energy to advocating for our students’ needs instead.  

Thank you to the teachers, administrators, and support staff who do more than their fair 
share to make the schools work for our kids. I see you, and I support you.  

I would like to thank Dr. Willett for his absolutely tireless service to the children, staff, 
and families of Tolland. My departure is wholly due to the poor Republican leadership of the 
Board of Education, and is no reflection on Dr. Willett whatsoever. My voice is not valued by the 
Republican members of the Board of Education. I cannot fulfill the responsibility for which I was 
elected, given the dysfunction of this Board of Education.  

 
I ask that we, as the residents of Tolland, hold our elected officials accountable for the 

following:  
1. The Town Council should cooperate with the Democratic Town Committee to 

appoint new Democratic members to the Board of Education. Given how 
quickly the vacant Town Council seat was filled, precedent for swift action has 
been set. Failure to move quickly would be further confirmation that the 
Republican supermajorities in town are not interested in the people who are 
represented by Democratic elected officials.  

2. The Curriculum Committee should be disbanded until a Curriculum Director or 
Assistant Superintendent is hired.  

3. As two new members join the Board of Education, this could be an opportunity 
for the supermajority to diversify leadership and committee membership on 
the Board, in order to more fully represent Tolland, and to demonstrate that 
they are willing to work with their Democratic colleagues.  

4. As budget season again commences, all Board of Education members must stay 
laser-focused on their roles, prioritizing the needs of Tolland students, with the 
newly minted goals as a touchstone. Once the budget is set, then the Town 
Council should do their due diligence to fund quality education.  
 

Thank you to the parents and students of the Tolland Public schools for your confidence. 
I am truly humbled by the positive feedback and constructive support that I have received. I 
apologize for not finishing my term. I ask that we all stay engaged to encourage and support our 
Board members to fulfil their duties and responsibilities to us, the citizens of Tolland.  

I wish you all continued health, and I remind you of Lyndon Baines Johnson’s words, 
that “education is not a problem. Education is an opportunity.” “The main hope of a nation lies in 
the proper education of its youth” (Erasmus). Our kids are depending on all of us to guide them 
to becoming the best possible version of themselves. Let us, too, be the best role models we can 
be. 

 
Most sincerely, 
Kate Howard-Bender 
Former Board of Education Member, Mother, High School Administrator, Teacher, Community 
Member 
 

Ms. Howard-Bender left the meeting at 10:50 PM. 
 

Ms. Lundgren commented that she is sorry Ms. Howard-Bender feels this way and thanked her 
for her service. 
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Simar Grewal thanked Ms. Moran and Ms. Howard-Bender for everything they have done.  They 
are an inspiration and hopefully one day she too can have a tremendous positive effect like they 
have had on the community.  Both made her feel welcome and "thank you" is not enough for 
everything they have done.  Ms. Moran thanked her and wished her the best in school.  She 
added that she is sure she will do wonderfully and thanked her for her voice. 
 
Alexandra Costa thanked Ms. Moran and Ms. Howard-Bender for their service.  They have been 
an inspiration to her and she is grateful that they considered students when making decisions.  
They will be missed.  Ms. Moran thanked her and wished her well with all of the college stuff.  
She will do great. 
 
Ms. Philbin commented that she wants to mimic what she said to Ms. Moran and hoped that 
Ms. Howard-Bender was listening.  They have both been great mentors and leaders in the 
community.  She will continue listening and hearing constituents and fighting for all Tolland's 
students and constituents.  Ms. Moran and Ms. Howard-Bender have paved the path and have 
been great role models for what a board member and a volunteer for the community should 
look like.  She thanked them for their passion, their dedication, and their time that has been 
spent serving the Tolland community.  She added that what the student representatives said 
was beautifully spoken and she thanked them for their kind words. 
 

N. FUTURE  
 Dr. Willett will set up: 

• Update on CRE efforts, Equity Efforts 
• School rounds/tours (briefings/tours/debriefings)  
• Mental Health Services Initiatives (presentation and discussion) 
• School Bus Stop Safety (presentation) 
• Portrait of a Graduation / Visioning (presentation and discussion of initiatives) 
• Pathways and Lighthouse Programs 
• Understanding by Design (presentation and discussion) 
• Regionalization (presentation and discussion) 

 
O. NEW BUSINESS - none 
    
P. ADJOURNMENT 

Mr. Marie motioned to adjourn the meeting 10:55 p.m.   
Ms. Plourd seconded the motion.   
A roll call vote was taken.  Motion passed unanimously.     

 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
  
Lisa Pascuzzi 
Clerk 
 


