
Superintendents Evaluation Self- Assessment 
Overview/Introduction 
June 27, 2021 
 
Dear School Community, 
 
Thank you to the School Committee for giving me this opportunity to reflect on the work accomplished 
during the 2020/2021 academic year. Because of the disruption of the Covid-19 pandemic, we did not 
follow our typical goal-setting process in October, which means that this Spring report and reflection will 
be slightly different than in years past. Rather than responding to key actions and benchmarks typically 
set at the beginning of the school year, I will report more broadly on the work that the district 
accomplished during this very unusual moment in history. School Committee Chair Amy Checkoway and 
I determined that it would be appropriate to frame my report using the same categories that we have in 
the past: Strategic Planning; Financial Planning, Student Learning; and Professional Practice.  
 
Before diving into each of these four categories I would like to briefly provide some context and situate 
this academic year within its global framework. This was a year unlike any other in my 32-year career. 
The COVID-19 pandemic forced us to reconsider the model of education that has been used in this 
country for centuries; we could no longer gather dozens of students and teachers together in traditional 
classrooms. On a very basic level, this meant that we had to rethink everything. In a typical school year 
we build on what has come before. This year we had to start from scratch: develop new models, train 
teachers for new modes of teaching, make sure children could access their educations in different ways. 
While the heart of our educational practice – the relationship between teachers and students – stayed 
the same, almost everything else necessarily changed in light of the pandemic. Doing our work as the 
pandemic and associated guidance from national, state, and local agencies changed almost daily has 
been the most significant challenge of my career.  
 
Having now completed the school year and having had some time for reflection, I am very proud of what 
we were able to accomplish during this turbulent and stressful year. Primarily, we found ways to 
educate children that kept them safe; we gave families options; we adhered to best practices and expert 
guidance; we retained our excellent teaching and administrative staff. We educated students and still 
maintained focus on other district priorities such as the new Middle and High School building project. Of 
course, I have also learned many lessons, and given then chance there are some things I would do 
differently. But overall I am grateful to the community, our BPS staff, and the many, many people who 
pulled together to allow us to educate 4350 students in Belmont this year.  
 
Respectfully submitted,  
 
John P. Phelan 
Superintendent of Schools 
Town of Belmont 
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Goal 1: Effective Strategic Planning 
Topic: Short- and long-term planning in for return to learning during the 2020/21 pandemic school year. 
 
Goal  
To lead the district through the strategic planning related to starting the 2020/21 academic year during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
Goal 1 Response 
Planning for the opening of the 2020/21 school year started in June of 2020. The district was confronted by a 
significant range of obstacles to our normal ways of operating: ventilation issues; overcrowding issues; guidance 
suggesting 6” of distance between individuals; remote vs hybrid vs in-person models; etc. We worked through a 
strategic process to ensure that we were respecting health guidelines, Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education (DESE) mandates, community/family perspectives, and educator concerns. 
 

 June: Gathered Information 
The district administration met weekly with the Belmont Educators’ Association (BEA), attended state 
(DESE) conference calls, and reviewed state guidelines. We worked closely with the Belmont Health 
Department to ensure our emerging plans followed evolving pandemic best practices. We surveyed our 
community regarding parent/guardian opinions about options for going to back to school in September 
2020. The planning over the summer was based on evolving DESE guidance and a report from the 
Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health. 

 

 July: Prepared Options; Worked with Educators 
During month of July we prepared three learning model options in response to the DESE mandate 
(remote, hybrid, and full return to in-person learning). The administration and Belmont Education 
Association (BEA) discussed and impacted bargained each of these three learning models as well as our 
return to school plans during weekly Joint Labor / Management sessions. We also met directly with all 
staff (by level, through Google Meet calls) to seek feedback on our proposed learning models.  

 

 August: Refined Three Learning Models; Chose Model for September; Operationalized Remote Learning 
In early August we presented the School Committee with our three learning models and announced a 
“phased plan” to move the district from remote learning to hybrid learning to full in-person learning as 
conditions changed throughout the year. With approval from the School Committee, we officially 
responded to the DESE requirement for three learning modalities needed in order to open school in 
September: remote, hybrid and full return. 
 
We then worked with educators and administrators to develop and operationalize each of the three 
plans. Key to this effort was supporting principals and educators and ensuring that they had the 
resources they needed (time for planning and coordination; professional development; etc.) in order to 
be successful in each of the three learning models. We were, in effect, asking our educators to prepare 
to teach their curriculums in three significantly different ways over the course of the year, without being 
able to give them a firm timeline of when each type of teaching would be needed. Our principals and 
educators responded with grace and fortitude. We provided professional development for the entire 
faculty and staff in technology integration skills. We also secured and distributed the needed technology 
and devices for 4,700 students and staff (a project that proved difficult in many other nearby districts). 
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We used a “train the trainer” model of professional development in which we engaged outside experts 
who then trained internal personnel who could carry the work forward within our district. This organic 
approach to a daunting professional development need proved to be highly successful and allowed us to 
begin our remote learning phase in a way that families and staff described as successful and effective.  

 
Finally, we communicated our “phased plan” for return to school to the public, including a timeline and 
decision points for when we hoped to move through the various phases.  

 

 September: Readied Facilities & Supplies; Opened School 
By September, we had completed a ventilation assessment in each of our six buildings. We had also 
sourced and purchased the necessary PPE, cleaning supplies, and air exchange equipment to provide a 
safe learning environment for students and staff. 
 
We had also come to agreement with the Belmont Education Association on the opening school 
memorandum of agreement. On the first day of school (September 16) most special education, pre-
school and LABBB students were receiving their education in-person within our schools. We also 
prioritized additional special education and METCO students in our phase 2 plan that was implemented 
in late September. All other students started the year in our remote learning model. 

 

 October, November: Began Moving Through Hybrid Learning Phases 
By October, we had moved from phase one to phases two and three of our plan for hybrid learning 
given appropriate state and local health metrics. Over the course of the fall, our hybrid models shifted 
and we initiated groups of parents and educators to review and revise our hybrid models over the 
course of fall. By November we had advisory groups at each of the three levels (elementary, middle, 
high) working to make recommendations on ways to improve the hybrid learning experience.  

 

 December: Return to In-Person Learning Working Group 
In December 2020, the district proposed a Return to In-Person Learning group to begin the discussion 
and planning for a full return to school. The School Committee voted the group’s creation in January and 
the district moved forward with a large committee led by our partners (recruited by the district) from 
Harvard University in February 2021. This productive group of parents, guardians, health care workers, 
community members and educators met weekly to review health metrics, review guidelines, revisit data 
on our space and enrollment challenges, and responded to the fast-paced changes in DESE guidance to 
provide a plan for elementary, middle, and high school return to in-person learning. 

 
 In a typical year the “planning for return” phase of work would end when school starts, but this year there were 
many different phases of “back to school” that happened throughout the year. The district benefited from 
family and staff input through a series of working groups and we made every effort to respond flexibly to each 
shift in guidance and expectations from the state. We did this while focusing on and explicitly tracking of our 
local health metrics and associated guidance from the Belmont Health Department. 
 
It was a significant undertaking to work through a September 2020 school opening in the face of pandemic 
restrictions, changing guidance, and a heightened level of community and staff stress. The administrative team 
worked to comply with DESE mandates while taking community preferences, educator concerns, and 
educational best practices into consideration. We opened school on time, in compliance with DESE mandates, 
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working closely with our educators, and with our students’ health and well-being always at the forefront of our 
thinking.  
 
Standard Addressed from DESE Superintendent Rubric: 

 Standard I Instructional Leadership: (A) Lesson Development Support (B) Instructional Practices  
 Standard II Management & Operations: (A) Environment Indicator (B) Human Resources Management & 

Development Indicator (C) Scheduling & Management Information Systems Indicator ( E) Fiscal Systems 
 Standard III Family and Community Engagement: (A) Engagement Indicator (C) Communications 

Indicator (D) Family Concerns Indicator 
 Standard IV: (C) Communications Indicator (F) Managing Conflict Indicator 
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Goal 2: Effective Strategic Financial Planning  
Topic: Strategic short-term and long-term fiscal planning to support the districts’ financial and educational 
needs. 
 
Goal  
To lead the district through the strategic fiscal planning for the next three years. This work will be conducted by 
the Superintendent’s Cabinet Team and the Principal Team, alongside engagement with the School Committee, 
Warrant Committee, and Town leaders. The Superintendent will also participate on Belmont’s Financial Task 
Force 2 Committee. 
 
Goal 2 Response 
Short- and long -term financial planning for the district has historically been a challenging task. This year it was 
even more complicated due to the reduced FY21 budget, option to use federal pandemic funds, need to 
coordinate with the Financial Task Force 2 (FTF2), and necessity of town-wide advocacy work related to a ballot 
override question during this pandemic year. The strategic planning, facilitation, and leadership tasks necessary 
to complete fiscal planning for the district included several areas of both planned and unforeseen budgeting 
issues that impacted the school department.  
 
The major tasks involved in our financial strategic planning related to: 

 District participation in the town’s Financial Task Force 2; 

 Development, in conjunction with the School Committee, of two potential budgeting strategies for FY22 
and beyond; and  

 Implementation of the FY21 budget and use of federal funds. 
 

1. Financial Task Force 2  
Tony DiCologero (Director of Finance), Kate Bowen (School Committee Member), and I are members of the 
Financial Task Force 2 (FTF2). The school team attended each of the 45 FTF2 meetings since its inception in 2019 
(30 in the last 18 months, 18 during this fiscal year). The goal of the FTF2 was to review the needs of the Town 
and schools as well as to forecast expenses and revenue sources for a multi-year financial plan. The FTF2 
recommendations were intended to be the foundational planning to guide a decision on the amount and timing 
of a Proposition 2½ ballot question to put forward to the community. 
 
The FTF2 work entailed weekly meetings as well as attending and contributing to Warrant Committee and sub-
committee meetings. 
 
The FTF2 worked to analyze the actual funding gap between a level-services budget and our available resources 
in FY22 and for the next 3-5 years.  In 2015 Belmont had its first successful override in almost 15 years and, in 
part because of careful School Department budgeting, we were able to stretch those dollars from a planned 
three-year time frame to a five-year time frame.  As you know, the FTF2 recommended that the Select Board 
place an override on the April 2021 ballot; the Select Board followed this recommendation and the override 
received a “no” vote from the community. During the lead-up to the election I worked to help the community 
understand the impact that this vote would have on our schools through individual conversations and 
participation in four Warrant Committee / FTF2 community forums.  
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All School Department and School Committee financial discussions have consistently been transparent and done 
in partnership with the Warrant Committee. One silver lining of the pandemic was the opportunity to conduct 
public meetings virtually, which allowed for a greater level of public engagement in our budget conversations 
and, I believe, a better public understanding of our financial situation. I spent a significant amount of time 
engaging with the public during meetings and via email and phone calls, and it was clear to me that there was a 
strong interest in understanding the role that the schools play in Belmont’s budget situation. Our deep 
engagement in financial discussion with members of the Warrant Committee, Financial Task Force 2, and the 
Capital Budget Committee over the years and in this year particularly has created strong relationships that 
continue to be important in yielding positive results for our school district over the course of my tenure in 
Belmont. 
 

2. School Department Budgeting Work – FY22 Contingent & Non-Contingent Budgets 
Planning for the FY22 budget was done in alignment with the three-year budget work being done by the FTF2 to 
support the potential override ballot question was going to take place in April 2021. In August of 2020, it was 
decided in partnership with the Town Administrators’ office to prepare two budgets for FY22 and beyond. The 
first budget was a “contingent budget” (i.e. contingent upon a “yes” vote on the override ballot questions) and 
the other was a “non-contingent” budget. The contingent budget for FY22 was presented to the Select Board, 
Warrant Committee, Capital Budget Committee, and School Committee on November 23, 2020. 
 
Budgeting this early in the process and calendar year presented a challenge because of the enormous number of 
unknown and changing factors. The lack of guidance regarding the state budget, the unknown COVID fiscal 
environment, and the possibility of federal funding all posed significant questions and variables. In the fall of 
2020, as we worked on our two budgets, there was considerable concern about potential COVID-19 challenges 
in FY22 and how those might factor into our budget. The pandemic was in full force, disease trends were going 
up, no vaccine was yet approved, and no one had a sense of when or how the pandemic would start to improve.  
All of these factors made it extremely difficult to predict our needs a full year in the future.  
 
We made the decision to budget for our traditional needs and keep a “COVID Parking Lot” as a placeholder to 
explicitly outline our potential COVID expenses. This allowed the district to decouple real, confirmed operational 
budget needs from the enormous and ill-defined group of potential needs for FY22. The COVID Parking Lot 
included such items as testing and vaccination services for students, tents for lunch and distancing needs, 
remote learning expenses, and additional nursing support. 
 
The district presented an FY22 contingent budget to the community at many meetings between November 2020 
and spring 2021. Our goal was to communicate the School Department’s existing and growing needs. On top of 
pandemic-related expenses we had a real need to budget for (1) our increasing student enrollment, (2) support 
for our equity work in the district (3) the grade configuration work happening in conjunction with our new 
building, among many other needs.  
 
In my seven years in Belmont we have taken major steps forward in our ability to serve students. Despite the 
addition of roughly 800 students over 10 years, we have maintained class sizes and the quality of students’ 
educations. We have hired more than 44 educators over six years to support our district in the face of this 
incredible enrollment challenge.  My work on the Financial Task Force 1 and Financial Task Force 2 have been 
the primary vehicle for helping the public and the town leadership understand and support the financial needs 
and planning of the school department. Although I disappointed that the community chose not to pass an 
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override this year, I am confident that because of our careful budgeting over the years we will be able to 
maintain a solid educational experience for students and families in FY22.  
 
In the spring of 2021, with support from our School Committee, the school department held several public 
forums on the FY22 non-contingent budget. These conversations at School Committee meetings and Finance 
Sub Committee meetings yielded a FY22 budget that reflected the feedback and input of our committee 
members and the community. The healthy debate on what to reduce and what to save was transparent and 
effective. This process generated decisions to increase support for our most vulnerable children and families and 
to make reductions in other areas of the budget to support those priorities. 
 

3. Implementation of FY21 Budget and Federal Funds 
In late June 2020, Belmont made the decision to tighten all FY21 budgets in response to national, state, and local 
concerns about COVID’s impact on expected revenue for FY21. At the same time, the state pulled back on its 
Chapter 70 funding for the 2020/21 school year. As we entered the 2020/21 school year, the district faced a 
sudden and unexpected $3 million budget shortfall. The budget that the School Committee and School 
Department had prepared in January 2020 to address the challenge of on-going increasing enrollment, to 
provide resources for our new grade configuration, and to support our neediest students, had to accommodate 
this $3 million decrease.  This resulted in a major, last-minute change to our budget in June 2020. 
 
Our Finance Team, led by Tony DiCologero, responded nimbly to this highly unusual situation. We made the $3 
million reduction as we moved into a school year of unprecedented needs, changes in instructional models, 
demand for new health and safety protocols, and many additional expenses such as PPE, air ventilation support, 
and more. The operating budget was insufficient for our needs so the district took full advantage of federal 
funding to combat the budget, health, and educational challenges in front of us. 
 
The district was successful in securing and utilization federal funds on behalf of our students. We were able to 
fund most of our needs through strategic, thoughtful, and flexible use of the federal funds provided to the 
school department and to the Town of Belmont.  
 
I would like to thank Director of Finance Tony DiCologero for his thoughtful, detailed, and proficient work during 
this most challenging year. 
  
Standards Addressed from DESE Superintendent Rubric: 

 Standard II Management and Operations (E)  Fiscal Systems  
 Standard III Family and Community Engagement (A) Engagement Community and Stakeholders 
 Standard IV Professional Culture (C) Communication 
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Goal 3: Student Learning Goal 
Topic: Support all students so that they could access a variety of learning models during the COVID-19 pandemic 
with a particular focus on our underserved and special student populations. 
  
Goal: 
To prioritize our most vulnerable students and families during the pandemic-impacted school year. 
 
Goal 3 Response 
The COVID-19 pandemic was undoubtedly difficult for all students and families. At the outset of the academic 
year it was clear that the pandemic had the possibility of being even more difficult for some of our underserved 
and special student populations: Special Education students, English Learners, METCO students, students of 
color, and students from low-income families. For students whose needs cross several of these categories the 
potential difficulties were exponentially more daunting. Throughout the year we were attentive to these groups 
and made every effort to prioritize their learning needs.  
 

 Prioritized In-Person Access: Our underserved populations were consistently given high priority in terms 
of accessing in-person education. When we began phasing students into our buildings, the first groups 
given access were Preschool students, SPED students, and METCO students. METCO students had the 
opportunity for full-day, in-person learning beginning in October. We continued to prioritize these 
groups each time we shifted to a new learning model (remote, hybrid, in-person).  

 

 Additional SPED Resources: Knowing that SPED processes had been disrupted by the pandemic in Spring 
2020, we allocated additional resources to SPED teachers through the summer and into the fall so that 
they could connect with families and conduct any “Team Meetings” that remained uncompleted from 
the 2019/20 school year. This enabled our teachers reintroduce themselves to their students and 
families in advance of the 2020/21 school year. We also provided training early in the academic year to 
SPED teachers who, because of the nature of their students’ unique needs, needed to work in-person 
and be within 3 feet of their students, which provided our staff the ability to feel more confident in their 
work with children from a health and safety standpoint. 

 

 Focused on Diversity, Equity, Inclusion: This year was particularly interesting and fraught when viewed 
through the lens of race, diversity, and equity. On both a national and a local level we experienced 
traumas that affected our students and that necessitated responses on both an institutional level and a 
student level.  Working in concert with the School Committee, we supported the formation of an Equity 
Sub-Committee to help maintain focus on our equity goals. We also engaged a professional vendor at 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to do a thorough, external equity audit of our work. This 
audit started in June 2021 and will provide a road map for our work going forward. I attended numerous 
meetings held by the Town and its Diversity Task Force to engage with residents on areas of concern as 
they related to our schools. Finally, we formalized relationships with local groups that will act as advisors 
to the district on diversity, equity, and inclusion issues. These groups include Belmont Against Racism, 
Communities Organized for Solidarity (COS), Black and Brown in Belmont, the Belmont Human Rights 
Commission, and the Pan Asian Coalition. 

 

 New staff positions in FY22: All of the above laid the groundwork for the inclusion of three significant 
new roles in next year’s budget: a Director of Equity and Inclusion and two SPED Team Chairs. Even in 
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light of the “no” vote on the override and our need to make reductions in our FY22 budget, our 
commitment to making progress on DEI issues compelled us to preserve these positions. 

 

 Expanded student services: As a district, we were called upon to stretch beyond the role of educating 
children within our school buildings to also attend to some of the more basic needs that enabled 
students to access education. We became a 1:1 district, meaning that every student received a device in 
order to fully access our remote program and to learn safely and effectively at school. We helped 
multiple families install wireless Internet access in their homes so that their children could participate in 
remote education. Our Food Service department offered free daily meals through the USDA program 
beginning in March 2020 and delivered meals daily to locations in Belmont and Boston.  

 
Through all of this and as a primary goal for underserved and all students, we consistently prioritized Social-
Emotional Learning and mental health during this difficult school year. Through partnerships with MacLean 
Hospital consultants, each building maintained mental health and SEL as a strong theme across every subject 
and throughout the year. We were also able to support our families who had health concerns by offering a full 
year of a remote only educational model. 
 
 
Standards Addressed from DESE Superintendent Rubric: 

 Standard I Instructional Leadership B. Instruction Indicator (1) Meeting Diverse Needs 
 Standard III Family and Community Engagement A. Engagement Indicator B. Sharing Responsibility Indicator  D. 

Families Concerns Indicator 
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Goal 4: Professional Practice Goal 

Topic: Supporting and Leading our team of administrative professionals during a pandemic in order to develop 
and exercise the skills of collaboration, listening, leading and negotiating with the Belmont Educators 
Association through our Joint Labor Management sessions. 
 
Goal  
To deepen the collaborative relationships in our administrative team and with our educators as we worked to 

open and successfully navigate the 2020-21 school year.  

 
Goal 4 Response 
As a leadership team we pursued this goal by: 

 Increasing the amount of time the Principals spent together planning and strategizing; 

 Engaging in professional development focused on technology skills and remote learning; and  

 Collaborating more deeply than ever with our educator partners. 
 
One positive outcome of our COVID school situation was the increased amount of time I spent meeting with 
principals preparing for BEA Joint Labor Management (JLM) sessions, planning for remote learning, and 
determining school opening options for September 2020. We held weekly meetings with the principals on all 
three of these topics. The increased amount of time spent together allowed us to discuss, brainstorm, delegate, 
and attain positive outcomes in all three of our focus areas. I believe that every one of our principals and 
administrators worked through new learnings, strategies, mistakes and achievements that have ultimately 
improved our individual and team skill-sets. Under extremely difficult and potentially overwhelming pandemic 
circumstances, our team leaned in, supported one another, worked collaboratively, thought creatively, and truly 
operated as one district. 
 
During the summer of 2020 the district engaged in a significant amount of professional development in order to 
increase the technology skill level of every educator and para-educator.  The coordination between Assistant 
Superintendent Darias, Director of Technology Steve Mazzola, and other educators and administrators yielded a 
district that was fully prepared for remote learning in just 4-8 weeks. After initial meetings on remote learning in 
larger JLM sessions, the principals operationalized the remote learning plans with their staffs and communicated 
with families. This process continued when we moved to hybrid learning in our Phased Plan in October 2020.  
 
As a leadership team, we were able to create deeper, more positive relationships with BEA members by 
attending weekly JLM meetings. The weekly meetings between administration and educators (JLM) were both 
challenging and productive. The process yielded mixed results at certain points of the implementation process 
but, in the end, we were able to negotiate and come to agreement on how to use our hybrid models to serve 
remote and in-person students. This experience gave everyone a better understanding and deeper respect for 
the process of working with the BEA in a productive and professional manner and has created a very strong base 
for future work.  
 
The time spent with our BEA partners during JLM sessions also allowed everyone involved to better understand 
the shared goals, competing interests, and importance of relationship-building as we collaborated to support 
students in an unprecedented time. I believe the time we spent together wrestling with the best ways to 
support students and educators has resulted in a stronger and more resilient relationship between the 
administration and the BEA that will serve us all well going forward. 
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Standards Addressed from DESE Superintendent Rubric: 

 Standard I Instructional Leadership: (D) Evaluation – Observation and Feedback 
 Standard II: Management and Operations (A) Environment – Plans, Procedures and Routines (B) Human Resources 

Management and Development – Induction, Professional Development and Career Growth Strategies  
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General Tasks Not Included in Evaluation Goals 
 
BEA Negotiations 
The School Committee and the Belmont Education Association were in the process of negotiating a three-year 
collective bargaining agreement in March 2020 when COVID ended the process. As mentioned previously, the 
administration and educators used the Joint Labor Management process to discuss and agree upon how we 
would open school in September 2020. 
 
During the school year, the School Committee and administration met with the BEA to successfully bargain a 
one-year agreement for the 2020/21 school year with all four units. We completed this work quickly with the 
support of our School Committee. 
 
Additionally, in April 2021 we restarted the BEA bargaining work for a three-year successor agreement. The 
School Committee and administration prepared and held sessions with BEA over the months of May and June. 
This work will pause for the summer months and continue in September. Many thanks to the School Committee, 
Jim Pender, Mike McAllister, and Janice Darias for the time and effort they spent on this important task. 
 
Standards Addressed from DESE Superintendent Rubric: 

 Standard IV Professional Culture C. Communications Indicator; F. Managing Conflict Indicator 

 
 
Personnel  
The 2020/21 school year presented significant personnel challenges.   
 
First, we introduced two new principals during a COVID impacted year. Our Central Office Team successfully on-
boarded, supported and partnered with two new principals during the 2020/21 school year. We were fortunate 
to hire two experienced education professionals; however, they had not yet held the role of building principal. 
The essential goal was to help each of them become part of the team, and to feel valued and supported. This 
goal was complicated by the fact that each principal experienced their school community remotely for the start 
of the year. We spent time on supporting each principals’ goal of cultivating relationships with students, staff 
members, and parents/guardians. This was a tall order given the need to do it remotely. 
 
As a team we focused our work on planning our new instructional models, supporting educators, and 
communicating with families. I want to thank Janice Darias for her work supporting and guiding our principals 
during this time. 
 
Second, we faced the incredible task of navigating the pandemic school year with new federal laws related to 
employee leaves and work-from-home accommodations. In our effort to provide in-person instruction in 
September for our marginalized students and remote instruction for all other students we encountered several 
personnel issues. These issue – such as taking “leaves,” work-from-home accommodations, and medical issues 
only increased when we moved to the hybrid phase of our plan. In the end, we hired many new aides, 
educators, and substitutes to provide the needed support to open school each day. We also relied heavily on 
volunteers just to make each day work this year. 
 
I want to thank Mike McAllister for his leadership, effort, and diligent work with educators during this process. 
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Standards Addressed from DESE Superintendent Rubric: 

 Standard II Management and Operations B. Human Resources Management and Development Indicator 

 
 
Belmont Middle and High School Building Committee 
In any other year, without the exceptional demands of the pandemic, our new building project and grade 
restructuring effort would have been the main focus of our time and energy. The fact that this project is on-time 
and on-budget despite the significant COVID hurdles that our planning and construction teams have had to 
overcome represents an enormous accomplishment on the part of many people – volunteers as well as staff. 
The High School Building Committee recently marked its 123rd meeting, which is one example of the enormous 
effort that has gone into this project. We are about to move into “phase two” as we complete the 9-12 building 
and move our entire high school staff and students from the former high school to a brand-new facility. 
Completing the 9-12 building while simultaneously dealing with unexpected logistical issues such as worker 
distancing requirements, tents taking needed space near the construction site, and the difficulty of obtaining 
construction materials during the pandemic, has been a huge accomplishment of our building team. We are 
incredibly grateful for the entire Belmont Middle and High School Building Committee team and the small group 
of professionals with whom we met weekly to keep this project on track and moving forward. A building project 
of this size is always complicated but working through the additional roadblocks that COVID created required 
creativity and determination significantly beyond the norm.  
 
This year will mark not only the completion of phase one (the new 9-12 building), but also the completion of the 
Furniture, Fixtures and Equipment and technology planning and purchasing for the district. This milestone is the 
culmination of years of work. Many thanks to Director of Technology Steve Mazzola for his leadership on 
technology issues, and to Director of Human Capital Mike McAllister for his work on the BMHSBC tasks in 
addition to his role at Central Office. 
 
Standards Addressed from DESE Superintendent Rubric: 

 Standard II Management and Operations E. Fiscal Systems 
 Standard IV Professional Culture E. Shared Vision 

 
COVID-19 – Health and Safety  
Without question, one of our highest priorities this year was the health and safety of our staff, students, and 
families. We went to great lengths to ensure a safe in-school setting for students and staff and took every 
measure to maintain a healthy school environment. The district held itself to the high standards set by the 
Harvard T.H. Chan School of Health report on air ventilation and other mitigation strategies in order to provide a 
safe and healthy environment for students and staff. 
 
The district also made a commitment to be timely and transparent in communicating all COVID cases in our 
schools to the community, and we upheld this commitment. Working with our nursing staff and the Belmont 
Health Department, we developed a system of communication that included email and a website to track and 
share our case count by school and district. We also established a strong partnership between BPS health 
professionals and the Belmont Health Department through weekly meetings and shared communications during 
the school year.  I appreciate the efforts and expertise of Director of Public Health Wes Chin and Belmont Public 
Schools Nursing Director Beth Rumley as they helped guide our health decision-making process during this 
unprecedented year.  
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Standards Addressed from DESE Superintendent Rubric: 

 Standard IV Professional Culture F. Managing Conflict Indicator 
 Standard II Management and Operations A. Environment B. Human Resources Management and Development 

Indicator 

 
 
 

Lessons Learned 
During this pandemic driven school year there were several lessons learned. I am sure after further reflection 
more will come to the surface. In the end, they are lessons that we have performed in previous settings and 
done well; however I was challenged to exercise or execute in the same way during the pandemic.  
 

1. Communication, communication, communication. Communication is central to the work of a 
superintendent and any leader. Communication is comprised of several components: 

 Soliciting feedback, not just once or twice but as much as needed from stakeholders. Listening to and 
respecting the input by incorporating ideas into the working plan. I could have provided more 
opportunity in the late summer for feedback from our community that would have established a 
proactive discussion for our September and October decisions. We did provide a survey in July and one 
later in the fall along with advisory and working groups with parents; however, August was a pivotal 
time in our opening of school decision making. I made the assumption that discussing issues at School 
Committee meetings equaled all families being aware and communicated with. That was not the case. 

 Communicating directly to stakeholders in different modalities. In addition to the School Committee and 
Finance meetings combined with a biweekly Superintendents newsletter, I could have communicated 
more often and with different tools. We made better use of our website with specialized folders to 
organize all COVID and school opening documents however there was still the experience and feedback 
that more could have been done.  

 My lesson learned is to communicate often, seek professional support in cases and times that are 
extraordinary like the 2020/21 school year. 

 
2. Collaboration and Partnerships: 

 The challenge during pandemic stemmed by the inability to meet with stakeholders in person.  This year 
we had limited ability to have a meeting in the conference room where I could sit down with people 
listen to and discuss their concerns in person. The act of being present with someone and having that 
person(s) feel like they were heard and valued is much easier in person than over a Zoom call. This year I 
may not have made the same connection with people they way I would normally during in-person times.  

 My lesson learned is to take advantage of being present and visible to the school community next year 
and rebuilding our relationships. 

 
 

3. Leadership and Decision Making 

 My goal was to be thoughtful and listen to feedback when making decisions. I was aware that not all 
stakeholders would agree. We would make the best decision we could, given the information and 
guidance we had at the time. Each topic had varying view points and each decision carried great weight 
due to the significant impact they had on our families and community.  
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 My lesson learned is that you have to make decision and stick with them. It is appropriate to build into 
to any plan a time for reassessment at a time in the future to make sure you can adapt where needed. 
However, you have to decide. Being as clear as possible with “why” you are making a decision and stay 
the course. These situations are not always easy or popular but that is part of the leader’s role. 
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