
In my short time here, I have found that the citizens of Groton are reasonable and 
thoughtful.  They value authentic data and evidence in their decision-making.  Recently, 
an article titled, “School Budget Override Based On Questionable Data” was published in 
the Groton Herald that presented one viewpoint of our data analysis.  As a professional 
educator, I thought it important that I unpack this and clarify a number of inaccuracies.   
 
I want to begin by thanking Jack Petropoulos for going out in the public after his town 
meeting presentation to endorse my leadership and needs assessment. He said, “One 
thing I want to stress again, and in no uncertain terms:  I believe that we are incredibly 
lucky to have Dr. Kristan Rodriguez as our Superintendent.  When I read her Needs 
Assessment I was (and still am) blown away by it's clarity and completeness. With very 
few exceptions, I believe that it does an exceptional job of identifying a set of clear and 
present needs that we have an obligation to address.  In my view, there is no more 
important first step than has been taken here, and no more comprehensive document 
could have been authored.”   Within our comprehensive needs assessment we reviewed 
various academic and non-academic data points. I believe that the “few exceptions” that 
Jack brought forth in his quote were evident in this recent article.  I appreciate the 
opportunity to offer a response.    
 
The article states, “To put it all in perspective, Petropoulos’ presentation shows seven 
randomly selected comparable schools used in the Needs Assessment and looked at 
their fifth grade MCAS scores which overwhelmingly showed Groton on par if not 
exceeding performance of comparable towns and regional districts. (slides 14 through 
20 of his presentation). While there is always room for improvement, it is clear that no 
academic crisis is at hand at GDRSS.” 
 
We wondered why Jack did not include PARCC (the new state assessment) so we did this 
analysis against the same list of districts that Jack used. Mr. Petropoulos used grade 5 as 
an example, and thus, we did as well. We have excluded those districts who took the 
MCAS (in Jack’s comparison group) to ensure accuracy in our comparisons.  As ELA 
scores were noted as a concern in my report of entry findings and the needs assessment, 
I will use this subject to illustrate. In this comparison, we can see that our ELA 
performance in grade 5, relative to the state average, declined much more than all other 
districts with the exception of Ayer-Shirley. Please note that Ayer-Shirley is not 
designated as a “best in class district” nor is it considered comparable to our district by 
the state of Massachusetts but as Mr. Petropoulos used it, so we did as well. Thus, in this 
data set, you can see that we did disproportionately worse on the grade 5 ELA PARCC 
versus the towns Jack used for comparison who also took the PARCC.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



GRADE 5 Delta from state average ELA 2015 PARCC (63) 

Weston 80 (+17) 

Sharon 86 (+23) 

Norwell 77 (+14) 

Ayer-Shirley 51 (-12) 

Scituate 80 (+17) 

Groton-Dunstable 68 (+5) 

Belmont 87 (+24) 

Westford 83 (+20) 

 
 

              ELA Decline in Delta from MCAS to PARCC 
 

                                   
 
In the article it said, “Petropoulos revealed that the school committee’s mixing of 
PARCC and MCAS scores violates the basic premise of standardized testing and ignores 
a published state advisory by the MASS DOE: “Students’ achievement is likely to be 
lower on PARCC than MCAS, because PARCC is designed to be a more rigorous test.” 
(http://goo.gl/jA0NyH). Petropoulos reviewed the GRDRS assertion that PARCC 
scores indicated a decline with Robert Lee, Chief Analyst from DESE. Sight unseen, Mr. 
Lee was able to predict the dips...(right down to specific grades and components) 
because the dips in Groton’s scores reflect a state-wide phenomenon. These test-specific 
issues led the state not to use PARCC scores for any trend measurement for the near 
future.”   
 
We all have said publicly that the PARCC is a more rigorous test, and aligned to the new 
state standards, due to budget cuts (such as in instructional materials, curriculum 



leadership, and professional development) we are not as prepared as others to address 
this shift in state testing. The part about not measuring trend data is contrary not only to 
what I heard from Mr. Lee myself but all the district report cards online, PPI information 
posted, and the use of SGP (student growth percentiles) for purposes of educator 
evaluation. In all of these instances they align the results of MCAS and PARCC for 
purposes of measuring trends.  
 
According to DESE documents, “PARCC will not cause any interruption in a district’s 
ability to use student growth percentiles (SGPs) for educator evaluation. SGPs are 
calculated using a relative comparison of each student with his or her "academic peers." 
With a sufficiently representative sample, we can reliably calculate SGPs when a student 
takes MCAS one year and PARCC in the next year.” They also say, “In 2015, ESE has 
reported transitional CPIs for those schools that administered ELA and mathematics 
PARCC tests in the spring of 2015. As with traditional CPIs calculated using MCAS data, 
transitional CPIs for PARCC assign 0, 25, 50, 75, or 100 CPI points to each student based 
on their achievement on PARCC ELA and mathematics tests, and are used in the 
calculation of state, district, school, and subgroup achievement for accountability 
purposes. PARCC transitional CPIs were calculated using a procedure known as 
equipercentile linking, essentially placing PARCC results on the MCAS scale. As a result, 
CPI scores used for 2015 accountability reporting have an equivalent meaning regardless 
of whether they are based on MCAS or PARCC results. In a report commissioned by the 
Executive Office of Education Presented to the Board of Elementary and Secondary 
Education  titled, “A Comparison of the MCAS and PARCC Assessment Systems”, it says 
“The central research question is: Do high-scoring students (on either MCAS or PARCC) 
perform better than low scoring students? If the answer is ‘yes’, then the scores on the 
assessment have validity in predicting college outcomes. The key findings include:  Both 
MCAS and PARCC predict college readiness as measured by first-year college grades. 
Both MCAS and PARCC scores provide statistically significant predictions, and both are 
comparable to SAT scores in predicting first-year college outcomes.  Scores on both 
MCAS and PARCC provide similarly strong predictions about which students need 
remedial coursework in college.” 
 
When I spoke with Mr. Lee, he indicated that he knew no context around the questions 
posed by Mr. Petropoulos and had no knowledge about what information the district had 
presented in the needs assessment or in recent public forums.  He indicated that the 
ones, “showing the steps we took to put PARCC and MCAS CPIs on the same scale” are 
the ones that support our claims about our trends.  He also said, “The DART tools 
compare the districts you have chosen using the same indicators.”  
 
When you examine one of our needs assessment key findings, you notice that the rate of 
our growing achievement gap is discrepant from the DART districts. This is 
demonstrated in the graph below. We have the greatest achievement gap between our 
high needs students as compared to all students and that gap is growing (neither moving 
in the direction we want to go in).  In the Needs Assessment, we highlighted and focused 
on the declining performance and an alignment of the need to address this declining 



performance with requests for previously eliminated positions such as reading specialists 
and special educators.  
 

 
 
Student growth percentiles measure gains in student achievement from year to year.  The 
state already showed that they allow for comparisons regardless of whether a district 
took the MCAS or PARCC.  Our district ELA SGP for 2015 was below the state average at 
48.  This is on a scale from 1 to 99.  
 
Now, let’s look into our state rankings (also explained by the state as comparable 
regardless of MCAS or PARCC).  This ranking is provided by the state of Massachusetts 
and compares student achievement, state test scores, and other performance-related 
factors. In this case, you see that in 2012, 3 of our 4 schools ranked at the 90th percentile 
(top 10%) or higher. Three years later, in 2015, declines in our schools’ percentile 
rankings can be seen across the board, with the exception of Florence Roche which held 
steady at the 81st percentile. In 2012, Swallow Union was in the 95th percentile of all 
elementary schools. Now, it is in the 84th percentile. In 2015, only one school, our High 
School, remains above the 90th percentile. 
 



 
 
A lot of people may be asking why we are seeing this slip? Below is an example from our 
needs assessment and a focus of our budget.  In the area of instructional spending (the 
area that we use to spend on texts and materials), you can see the per pupil expenditure 
difference between us and the best in class districts. 

 
 

In addition, the SC has been demonstrating that we continue to lag behind past spending 

for our own district and overall state comparisons (not just best in class) for those three 

areas (instructional materials, instructional leadership, and professional development), 

thus hampering our ability to have students prepared to be successful on the PARCC. 
 
 



 
 

 



 
 

The article goes on to say, “Another discrepancy pointed out in the research from 
Petropoulos and Lindemer, done after the town meeting presentation, involves class 
sizes and claims of cuts to headcount. Budget proponents frequently mention past 
staffing cuts of 50 teachers and large class sizes at the high school as a justification for 
hiring a number of additional full-time faculty members. On closer look at the numbers 
actual current GDRSS enrollment and faculty size show that since 2007, teaching 
resources have in fact remained relatively stable and enrollment has fallen by 413 or 
about 14 percent and is expected to fall an additional six to 17 percent by 2020. While it 
is true that there were school staff reductions from a one-year spike in 2006, the 
changes since 2007 have been relatively small but total FTEs in the current school year 
are now at a 10-year high. This includes the addition of 15 FTEs during the current 
fiscal year (FY ’16).” 
 
The district offices created a verified record of staff cuts. Human resource files reveal 
ongoing cuts to staff since 2007. These are reflected in our needs assessment as well. If 
we were able to replace any positions through savings, attrition, or grants, they are not 
included in the needs assessment. For example, we paid the .2 special education 
secretary out of a grant.  
  

● 2007-2008:  .33 Foreign Language Teacher (Elementary) and 1.65 Academic 
Advisors (HS).  

● 2008-2009: .6 Foreign Language Teacher (Elementary), 1.0 Librarian 
(Elementary), 1.0 Special Education Teacher (MS), .67 Foreign Language Teacher 
(MS) 

● 2009-2010: 1.0 Custodian (MS), .17 Music (FR), 2.0 Reading Specialists (FR), 1.0 
Maintenance (District), 4.0 Kindergarten Assistants (FR/SU).  

● 2010-2011: .4 Art (SU), 1.0 Special Education Teacher (FR), 1.0 Reading 
Specialist (SU), 1.0 ELA Coordinator (SU/FR), .5 Custodian (HS), 1.0 Social 
Studies Teacher (HS), 1.0 Art Teacher (HS), .83 Music Teacher (MS), 1.o Special 
Education Teacher (HS), 1.0 PE Teacher (MS), .5 Math Coordinator (SU), 1.0 
Custodian (MS), 1.0 ELA Teacher (HS), 1.0 Librarian (MS). 

● 2011-2012: 1.0 Reading Specialist (Elementary), 1.0 Foreign Language Teacher 
(HS), 1.0 Technology Aid (MS), .5 Guidance (FR). 

● 2012-2013: 1.0 Video Teacher (HS), .7 Secretary (SU), .4 Guidance (SU). 

● 2013-2014: .62 Nursing Assistant (FR), 1.0 REading Specialist (FR), 1.0 Reading 
Specialist (SU), 1.0 Assistant Network Manager (District), 1.0 Secretary (FR), .5 
Nursing Assistant (HS), .375 Records Secretary (MS), .5 Health Assistant (MS), .5 
Secretary (CO), .2 Special Ed. Secretary (CO), .4 Guidance (MS), 1.0 Math 
Teacher (HS), .5 Team Chair (Elementary), 1.0 Art Teacher (HS), 1.0 Custodian 
(HS), .3 Foreign Language Teacher (HS) 

● 2014-2015: 1.0 Mail Clerk (CO), 1.0 Library Aid (MS), 1.0 Science Teacher (HS), 
1.o Human Resources Manager (CO), .33 Drama Teacher (HS), 1.0 Custodian 
(FR).  

● 2015-2016: .5 Reading Specialist (MS), .5 Kindergarten Teacher (SU) 



 
I want to remind folks that even with lowering overall enrollment, we still have well over 
100 classes this year with over 25 students in them.  We normally account for cuts in our 
attrition planning from year to year.  If there are not enough for a classroom teacher, we 
reduce staff accordingly.  This year, for example, the kindergarten numbers at Swallow 
Union precipitated a .5 reduction in staff there. We have worked through reorganization, 
scheduling adjustments, and planning to not ask for the total number of staff we need to 
address all class sizes, only what we needed after all the other measures occurred.  
 
It is also important to note that while overall enrollment has dropped our special 
education population has steadily increased from 12.8% in FY11 to 15.6% in FY16.  
Staffing for special education students may require additional staffing including special 
education teachers, aides (para-educators), occupational therapists, physical therapists, 
personal care assistants, counselors etc.  So let’s look back at what Mr. Petropoulos 
shared that we have 15 additional FTE’s in FY16.  As mentioned in the budget booklet, 
“We added .67 FTE at the high school in the special education department. At the middle 
school, our speech and language therapist was increased from a .6 to 1.0 (+.0.4) to 
service additional students who qualified for services and align to the recommended 
caseload size. At the middle school we changed a reading tutor position (.67) to a reading 
specialist position (.5) (-.17) to better align with the new schedule. We also created a new 
Therapeutic Learning Center (TLC) at Swallow Union to provide in-district 
programming for students with identified social and emotional disabilities. This resulted 
in the addition to 2.0 FTE special education teachers to run this program. At Swallow 
Union, we reduced the 1.0 reading tutor position to a .4 position and added a .5 reading 
specialist position (-0.1), to provide more comprehensive Tier II services. We added 
10.0FTE para-educators as defined by individualized education plans or developing 
programs (such as the TLC program).”  As you can plainly see, these staffing additions 
are reflective of our growing special education enrollment.  In addition to the special 
education staff we added 1.0 ELA teacher at the high school to bring some classes down 
below 30 students and a .5 teacher at Swallow Union to get rid of the multi-age program 
that was only in place due to budget cuts that affected staffing levels in the past. What we 
haven’t been able to address to date is included in the needs assessment.  
 
The article states, “The presentation as well as an adjunct study done by the Groton 
Herald further documents a handful of other problems with the GDRSS budget 
information, including an overemphasis on blaming the state for “lack of revenue” 
when, in fact, GDRSS receives substantially more state funding than the Chapter 70 
formula allows due to a special ‘held harmless’ designation which could be revoked by 
the state at any time, but is currently in place.”  
 
We agree about the concerns for being held harmless and have been stating this in many 
public forums.  The state funding problem may only get worse if they start not to hold us 
harmless for enrollment.  This only exaggerates the problem of inadequate state funding, 
it does not solve it.  
 
The article says, “It is too early to know how these considerable additions made in this 
school year will impact the issues the Needs Assessment is trying to address.”   
 



We believe the comprehensive research base behind the needs assessment (all in there) 
explains our rationale for how the requested staff will support meeting our needs.  We 
also encourage people to review our crosswalk that articulates the key findings, defined 
root causes, aligns them with corrective actions, requests for staffing and materials, 
associated costs, and metrics of success.   
 
The article concludes by saying, “Lastly, Petropoulos examined the oft=repeated 
concern that if we say no to this override, our property values will crash and our 
school’s reputation will decline. He showed a 10-year history of override questions in 
the comparable towns used by the school. He showed that almost half the towns that 
had proposed overrides had voted no, and asked whether these towns’ (Sudbury, 
Belmont, Harvard, Dover, Hopkinton, Sharon) reputation for school quality and 
property values had suffered as a result.” 
 
Upon review of Jack’s town meeting slide, I noticed that a lot of information was 
missing.  What correlation was made between funding and impacted services or even on 
property values? It should be noted that because the slide does not acknowledge that the 
list is incomplete if you look at it you might assume that this is a complete list. Yet, 
multiple (key) overrides are not included. I am not able to find a pattern for why certain 
districts or votes were excluded. Below is a sample of his exclusions: 

● For Groton, the 2007 override loss is there but the 2009 override loss is missing. 
● For Harvard: the 2009 override loss is there, but the 2007 override win, the two 

2008 override wins (one for general operating expenditures and one for 
additional school expenses), and the 2009 override wins are missing. 

● For Hopkinton, the list includes a win of an under-ride in 2015 for -1,250,000 but 
does not include an override win of 1,933,119 in 2007.  


