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The four candidates for the Board of Education, Richard Bochinski (D), Denise Harvey (D), Lyn Kimberly (R) and Sonya Stack (R), responded to eight questions at the debate hosted by the League of Women Voters of Weston on Sunday, Oct. 25.

1. As a Board of Education member, if you were asked to make a reduction in the school budget, what specific areas would you propose the board consider?
Ms. Stack said the administration is looking at areas for cost savings, and made reductions in transportation costs by switching from a three-tier bus schedule to a two-tier one.

Ms. Harvey said the schools needed to start with a zero-based budget, and evaluate, assess, and prioritize. There were some savings this past year in insurance, transportation, and energy, she said.

Mr. Bochinski said two areas that should not be considered are infrastructure and curriculum. He said there could be savings in energy costs, and by having more teachers participate in health savings accounts (HSAs).

Ms. Kimberly said the board needed to build the budget from the bottom up. She said there have been many cost savings over the years and the board would continue to look for them.

2. The Talented and Gifted Program is currently under review. Regardless of the outcome of that study, do you feel that the program should be retained?
All the candidates agreed that the TAG program in some form or another was beneficial, and were awaiting the results of the study.

3. For young children in the school system, how does Weston get prepared for the challenges of keeping up with technology beyond just SMARTBoard purchases?
Mr. Bochinski said SMARTBoards were an integral part of classroom technology. He said the new TV studio will also be a good thing for students and the community.

Ms. Kimberly said most students are technologically literate. She called SMARTBoards “amazing,” and also supported the TV studio.

Ms. Stack said SMARTBoards are only the beginning and there were mechanisms in place for additional technology.

Ms. Harvey made reference to ELMO, another technology tool used at the elementary school, which she said she hoped would be integrated with the SMARTBoards.

4. For BOE meetings that are open to the public, what would you do about finding a better way to provide the people of Weston with a schedule on a more timely basis?
Ms. Kimberly and Mr. Bochinski stated that the school board’s meetings are posted at town hall and in The Weston Forum, as well as on the school’s Web site.

Ms. Stack encouraged people to come to the meetings.

Ms. Harvey encouraged the school board, finance board, and selectmen to continue joint dialogues because parents needed to be kept in the loop.

5. As a Board of Education member, what impact can you make on maintaining and building teacher excellence?
Ms. Stack said she supported the stellar administration, and the professional development program. “Teachers are the heartbeat of our schools,” she said.

Ms. Harvey also supported professional development.

Mr. Bochinski said it was important to hire and retain the best teachers. “Get the best, give them the tools, and you will have a successful experience,” he said.

Ms. Kimberly also supported hiring good teachers and training them.

6. Critical and creative thinking skills, not rote learning and test taking, will distinguish our children going forward. What changes in the way our children learn will you support, in cooperation with the school administration, to accomplish a significant shift in teaching and learning, and recognizing the cost and effort to accomplish this?
Ms. Harvey said there may be too much teaching to the test and she supports more inquiry-based instruction.

Mr. Bochinski said the idea is to move more to critical and creative thinking. “This is one of Weston’s priorities,” he said.

Ms. Kimberly said one thing the board is focusing on is getting away from teaching to the test.

Ms. Stack said it is a complex algorithm and the schools should look ahead and not rest on their laurels.

7. In your opinion, how closely tied to student success is class size?
All candidates said class size was important, and the smaller the better.

Mr. Bochinski said an upcoming school board meeting in November would be devoted to the topic of class size. He said he personally would like to see a class size of 18-20 for grades K-2, but it isn’t possible in this economic climate.

Ms. Kimberly said that class size isn’t the only important thing, but the quality of the teacher leading the class is important, too. She agreed that the number of students in K-2 classes is the most important.

Ms. Stack said smaller class size and more attention in the early years results in less intervention in later years.

Ms. Harvey said dynamics change with each child added to a class.

8. What is your vision for the future of Weston’s educational system, including what you would do if there were unlimited resources?
Ms. Kimberly said Weston has a wonderful school system now and it can only get better. She would like to find new creative ways to bring community members into the classroom. With unlimited resources, Ms. Kimberly said she would make class sizes smaller and have more offerings at the high school.

Ms. Stack’s vision was to attract, recruit, and retain the best teachers.

Ms. Harvey said her vision is to educate every child to his/her abilities.

Mr. Bochinski said the school district must always seek constant improvement and not sit back. With unlimited resources he would pay down the debt service to make it easier on people.

The debate was recorded by Margaret and Al Wirtenberg and will be broadcast this week on channel 79. The debate may also be viewed online at the League of Women Voters’ Web site, www.lwvweston.org.
