
BUTLER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL  
PTA GENERAL MEETING 

December 10, 2013 
Minutes by Claudia Haydon 

Present 
Emma Robichaux 
Barbara Bulfoni 
Miriam Lapson 
Mike McAllister 
Sunita Aryal Tiwani 
Christine Rono 
Ann Ozawa 
Karen Gutterman 
Maribel Carvajal 
Cara Cogliano 
Karen Lilla 
Claudia Haydon 
Julie Crockett 
Laura VanderHart 
Frank Dill 
Sara Smith 
Kate Bowen 
  
Formal PTA Business 

• VOTE: The minutes for the October and November meetings were 
unanimously approved. 

• VOTE: Miriam Lapson was nominated to be Co-President with 
Barbara Bulfoni for 2014.  Motion by Emma, seconded by Laura.  All 
approved. 

• Announcements, by Laura.  The Spring 2014 Book Fair has been 
moved to May 29-30, the Thursday-Friday after Memorial Day.  Ice-
skating will now be held from 7:30-8:30p on Jan. 31st.  Peter 
Rosenmeier is working on the 4th grade moving on ceremony.  He 
has someone coordinating artwork.  Volunteers from the PTA are still 
needed for the Butler yearbook, Field Day coordinators, and lots of 
helpers on that day. An email will go out about this.  This year's art 
show was a success - congratulations to Karen and Joanne. 

SPECIAL AGENDA: Q&A with Principal Mike McAllister 
Pre-submitted anonymous questions from parents were drawn for this session. Answers 
are summarized rather than direct quotes. 
 
Q: In your opinion, how are safety procedures going (i.e. buzzing in, locked door, 
etc.) and what else would you like to do? 
A:  When Mike first started in his role at the Butler, safety "looseness" at the time made 



him nervous.  Since then and since tragedies such as Sandy Hook we have gradually 
but dramatically improved safety. Mike works with other area public schools and feels 
they are far less rigorous.  As for safety of adults going in and out of the building, 
vigilance of teachers is ongoing and crucial in terms of employing protocol with 
unfamiliar adults.  Teachers now walk kids to the main office.  Lockdown drills are 
controversial - our choice at the Butler has been to train staff in these but not subject 
kids to actual lockdown drills, which can be scary.  Feedback from faculty has been 
good overall.  BEDP staff have not been particularly happy about staff interruptions for 
monitoring of the door and there is some discussion of getting a remote and buzzer in 
the BEDP office.  We have a revised emergency plan and list on a red clipboard, this 
being a new protocol for all teachers.  Mike is immediately concerned with pedestrian 
and traffic safety.  Children are most at risk in morning traffic, particularly at Maple and 
Dante Streets.  Parents have not been fully compliant on morning drop-off requests - 
this is still an issue.   
 
Q: In checking in, why don’t we have to check out now?   
A: We will reinforce this, as well as three key questions to be asked by the front office.  
FYI, we have an internal peripheral camera to ensure that students and adults who 
come through the front door actually go directly to the office - we'll see them if they 
don't.   
 
Q: What are our resources if our kid has executive functioning issues but doesn't 
need an IEP?   
A: Our school psychologist can put them on organizational plan.  If you are worried, 
have the child identify his/her issue so there is ownership.  If a major life issue is a 
concern, then a greater intervention can be created.  We just got a grant for a 
Mindfulness Program paid for by the BPE: a select group will be in this pilot program.  
Another program we are implementing is called Jumpstart, which helps kids cultivate 
themselves as leaders in helping others learn routines.  The Wellington is doing this.  
Executive functioning really kicks in in middle school; in fact, the difference between 
concepts of “middle school” and “junior high” which is more like high school is the 
emphasis on curriculum around executive functioning.  Mike recommends a book called 
the “First Days of School” by Harry Wong, wherein the main emphasis is not rules, but 
the importance of routines.  We prefer to promote proactive management rather than 
reactive discipline.   
 
Q:  I love the Butler's emphasis on kids being pro-social, i.e. how to act, etc. as 
it’s teaching kids how to function in community together.  On the playground, 
what happens when they’re out there and it’s unstructured free time?  
A: There’s more patience for energy release in recess.  In September-October we front-
load behavioral training, demonstrating what being respectful and responsible, etc. 
means.  We try to approach it with a matrix of behaviors.  Lunch aides are best at this, 
letting kids go into lunch first if they behave well.  Lunch aides get trained also.  We 
hired 3 out of 4 lunch aides, and employed the resource of a psychologist to help “reset 
the tone” of recess.  We are engaging a philosophy of building kids up vs. compliance 
through fear.  Positive reinforcement is great motivator, and resolves the usual issue of 



wanting attention.  We have less than 5% of our student community who are non-
compliant.  Our goal is to increase instructional time by reducing amount of time spent 
in quarrels, particularly those that start in recess. 
 
Q: What would you like to ask Santa for on behalf of the Butler?   
A: Professional development for teachers.  Student needs are more complex, budgets 
are dropping, the number of students is increasing, and expectations are increasing.  
The solution to this is to add staff and add training.  We need technology skills the 
most.  A recent success was that for training in guided reading in Kindergarten, we got 
substitutes for a day and sent the teachers to observe another school in Belmont.  
We’re getting more creative, and sending teachers to conferences - they came back 
with so many ideas.   

Q: My kid doesn't say anything about school.  Is this good or bad?   
A: It's natural for kids not to be good couriers of information.  Kids need to unwind 
immediately after going home, and they're not going to be too verbal.  We have benefit 
of only about 30 seconds with our child's teacher at pickup.  But teachers can help tell 
about your child's day.  Please feel free to email teachers directly; if you don't hear 
back, I'll help connect you.  We're a small school and with only 370 students it's easier 
to be involved.   

Q: What's your opinion on the Superintendent search, its progress, and goals for 
this position that would affect us?  
A: Tom Kingston, retired former Chelsea superintendent, has been an outstanding 
interim superintendent for 3 years.  Our relationship with the Town has improved, 
there's a respectful dialogue in areas where there wasn't before; also, we negotiated 
with the union about new contracts and have successfully implemented a new 
evaluation system which is a massive cultural shift.  The Butler's well known as the 
"best kept secret in town" as compared to challenges at the high school and Chenery.  
Regarding the candidates, I have confidence in both.  Either would be very good and 
they're inheriting a better situation than 3 years ago.  The outlook looks good for 
superintendent longevity, we have history of 6 in 14 years in my experience in town.  
Peter Holland was here for 18 years, but that's no longer the norm.  It's important to 
note that, to our credit, Belmont isn't a "steppingstone town" -- we are a destination 
town.  In terms of process the goal is to make a hire by December 31 with 6 months of 
transition. 
 
Q: Do you have a set idea for professional development opportunities for 
teachers/staff?  We could have people with expertise in the community help with 
this.   
A: We need content specialization. We have lots of reading experience, less with 
STEM.  Teachers need training for greater depth so that they can differentiate. 

Q: With the diversity of the Butler community, are there any projects coming up 
about family histories?  
A: In the 4th grade we do a unit/piece on where each family is from.  It's been handled 
particularly well with kids who don't have conventionally structured families.  We discuss 



ahead of time potential challenges that could come up with for particular kids.  In 3rd 
grade, we are doing a memoir project. 

Q: What's going on with the student leadership council?   
A: It's not a student council, per se, but a leadership team for 3rd and 4th graders, 
designed to help lead grades 1-2.  Council members will be given a task for a year, like 
math achievement, and have a monthly meeting to organize and focus.  Tasks may 
include civic engagement, intergenerational work.  There's been a request for a school 
mascot.   

Q: Do teachers teach their own science? What do they do in 4th grade?   
A: Yes.  4th grade focuses on rocks and minerals.  The state is changing science 
requirements and we're all waiting to learn about future curriculum changes.   

Q: You say you celebrate diversity but how? What do we do as a community, and 
as individual teachers?   
A: Standardized curriculum flattens this somehow; however, we have had success with 
one-off events like International Day, Martin Luther King Day, etc.  Also, on a smaller 
level, individual units explore diversity and personal experience.  The real question isn't 
whether we need big events, but rather how each individual teacher is exploring ways to 
integrate cultural diversity.  We are most likely to find this in 3rd-4th grades.  Our 
International fair is every 3 years.  We have new maps now, which have dry erase 
markers to show where all our kids are from. 

The meeting concluded at 8:30p.   
 


