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Board of Trustees Meeting Minutes-DRAFT

Wednesday, February 23, 2022, 6:30 p.m.

https://akfcs-org.zoom.us/j/98763531526?pwd=cGdPTW1icllIaGF6bkh6Sm9HZFNXdz09

Meeting ID: 987 6353 1526 Passcode: 941880

By phone: US: +1 929 205 6099 Meeting ID: 987 6353 1526

The meeting was called to order by Celia J. Blue, Chair. The attendance was recorded as follows:

Board/Committee Members: Celia J. Blue, Amy Vernon, Bibiche Zagabe-Ndiku, Shelly Yarnie, Dr. Jie
Park, Patrick Royce

Staff in attendance: Meghan Culkeen, Jessica Rega, Heidi Paluk, Gabriel Beltran, Michael Grennon,
Dr. Caroline Cole, Christopher Kursonis, Kelly Gould, Alisha Carpino, Michael Penney, Peter
Magerowski, Michelle Vigneux, Amanda Durkin, Jennifer Giusto, Robert Kerr, AnnMarie Little, Ben
Gitkind, Amelie Cabral

Ms. Blue read the Abby Kelley Mission Statement and noted there were no public comments or
old business.

Ms. Blue asked for a motion to accept the January 26, 2022 meeting minutes. Ms.
Zagabee-Ndiku made the Motion, it was seconded by Ms. Yarnie.  Ms. Blue performed a roll call and
the minutes were approved unanimously.

Interim Executive Director Report

Ms. Paluk began by explaining that there was a small hand dryer fire in the student bathroom and
are currently working with the fire department to provide training on fire safety but that there was no
immediate danger to students or staff. Ms. Paluk provided an update on the Social-Emotional Learning
work that is currently being done and explained that Dr. Caroline Cole and Mr. Jim Dunn created a
multi-part series for parents and topics included gratitude, managing stress with mindfulness, and
responsible decision making.

Ms. Paluk announced that Abby Kelley received exceptional news on grant applications that
were submitted such as the Crush Covid Nursing Support grant which totaled about $39,000 and also a
CyberSecurity grant, which although had no money attached, allowed for proper cyber security training
to be done with the staff. Ms. Paluk also explained that the two new grants that came in were an ELA
Curriculum grant for $200,000 which will assist with purchasing a new curriculum program and also a
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Staff Wellness grant that is designated for the assistance of staff members. Last week, also being staff
appreciation week, included donuts from Rocco’s.

Ms. Paluk explained that the Annual Community Reading Day was scheduled for March 4, 2022,
and encouraged Board Members to sign up to read either in person or virtually. Ms. Paluk also explained
that students donated more than $81.00 and dozens of canned goods to Abby’s House, which the
seventh-grade leadership team has been involved in. The high school students also conducted a diaper
drive, where they collected diapers for the homeless community under the Youth Against Homeless
Foundation and they raised over $100.00.

Ms. Paluk provided an update on the security system and there are now cameras in all three
buildings. The exterior cameras are being installed later in the week and the building-to-building
communication has been updated with new walkie devices to better hear and speak to other staff
members. Ms. Paluk also updated the Board members on the efforts being done to diversify the teaching
profession at Abby Kelley and are part of the DESE learning community, which is looking to diversify
the teaching profession within the next few years.

Ms. Paluk explained that an open house was conducted virtually on February 10, 2022, where
parents were able to get information and ask questions about the enrollment process at the school. There
are just under 700 applicants for grades K-6 and Kindergarten is nearing 200, which does include 40
siblings that have applied and will be accepted. March 7 is the beginning of Charter School Advocacy
week and volunteers are wanted for anyone interested in being a part of the advocacy process, and on
Match 8, 2022, Representative Jim O’Day will be meeting with the school virtually to ask for his
support for charter school funding.

Ms. Paluk also explained that an application was submitted for the Summer Youth Works
program which would employ six Abby Kelley youth this summer and provide the students who are not
at the age of employment with the opportunity to work and get paid while learning soft skills. The sports
teams have concluded for the season and the cheerleading group has a competition at Shepard Hills. Ms.
Paluk also informed the Board members of the different plays that are upcoming at the middle and high
school and will inform them of the dates.

Ms. Blue inquired about the standard amount of enrollment and whether this year matched to
which she was told that it does fall in line with the other years. She also inquired about the source of
funding for the Youth Works program and was informed that it is funded by the city. Ms. Vernon
inquired about the Covid grant and what the monies might be earmarked for to which she was informed
that it would be used to hire more nursing staff which will allow for them to be able to perform regular
testing that they may be behind on.

Abby Kelley Foster Charter Public School does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, sex, gender identity, religion, national origin, sexual orientation,
disability, or homelessness and all students have equal access to the general education program and the full range of any occupational/vocational education

programs offered by the district.



Abby Kelley Foster Charter Public School
10 New Bond Street   Worcester, MA  01606
Phone: (508) 854-8400  Fax: (508) 854-8484

www.akfcs.org

Committee Updates

Education Committee

Ms. Vernon began by reviewing the iReady data that was presented at the last meeting and
provided a disclaimer about the information that was provided in the packet as the most up-to-date
information was received after. The students have been making great progress and moving up to their
proper grade levels but there is still much work to be done. Ms. Vernon also spoke on the search for the
Middle School Principal position and stated that Mr. Brian Gero would be stepping in until the end of
the school year. The school calendar has also been drafted and changes are still being made to it but it is
still being reviewed and will be presented to the Board members once finalized.

Ms. Vernon introduced Ms. Culkeen, AKFCS Health Educator at the middle school, who would
be presenting to the Board the Healthy Sexuality Curriculum that she has been working on in her new
role. Ms. Regan provided background on the position and how it was created.

Ms. Culkeen began her presentation by explaining that the main priority for this course was to
promote health and help students develop a strong, healthy relationship with both adults and peers. She
explained that she wanted to make sure we were providing scientifically accurate, medically sound
information about human sexuality, puberty bodies, and reproduction. The most important goal,
according to Ms. Culkeen was to help young people exercise informed responsibility to be able to make
choices based on data that they have based on the understanding of what is good and healthy and also
remember their values and boundaries.

Ms. Culkeen explained that she is an advocate of transparency with our communities and having
parents understand what is happening within the healthy sexuality unit. She also explained that what we
understand and what we believe regarding this topic is culturally based, is faith-based, and family-based,
so the language that parents will be provided will be age-appropriate and medically accurate information
and is culturally responsive and does not promote a specific religion or belief system. Ms. Culkeen
stated that the hope is that it encourages communication with guardians and empowers students to make
informed decisions about their health.

Ms. Culkeen explained that she would also make a personal commitment to communicate to
every family member who signed a refusal form and that one of the main reasons is that parents are not
comfortable with what is being taught in the unit and do not have enough information and that after a
conversation with the educator, they are more prone to then opt-in. There will also be assignments that
students can take home to bridge the gaps and provide a way for more in-depth conversations with their
families.

Each grade level will have a curriculum that is age-appropriate and Ms. Culkeen provided a
general overview of what would be taught per grade level. In grade 4, the students would be taught the
emotional and physical changes of puberty by playing games such as Pictionary. They would also be
taught safe touch and the proper names for reproductive anatomy but would not be taught what that
reproductive anatomy does. In grade 5, students would not only learn the proper names for the
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reproductive anatomy but also be taught what they do. Gender and gender roles and puberty would also
be taught. In grade 6, gender and sexuality would be taught more in-depth and students would be able to
talk about the feelings they may have and how to process them healthily. They would also talk about
boundaries and values and allow students to recognize what their boundaries are. In grade 7, the students
would talk about gender and sexuality and also STIs, along with abstinence and prevention.

Ms. Blue inquired about the communication methods that were going to be used to prepare
families for this curriculum. It was explained that two weeks before the student was to participate in the
health class, a letter would be sent out to the families that share the goals and standards that would be
addressed. The letter would also have the contact information for the teacher as well as a section for
parents to opt-out if they would prefer. There would also be guardian nights per grade where parents can
come to ask questions and received better clarification about the things that would be discussed in the
class.

Ms. Yarnie reiterated the fact that messaging is key when speaking to parents and making sure
that they are aware that the goal is to prevent disease and promote mental health. Ms. Zagabe-Ndiku
inquired about having an approval form that states the curriculum and the plan for the class and have
parents use that as an acknowledgment of receiving the information as opposed to parents not returning
the opt-out form and automatically being placed in the approval list. Dr. Park also agreed to do an active
consent as opposed to opt-out as it is greater at trust-building. Dr. Park also acknowledged the
challenges that can come with active consent but felt it was a better option for this.

Mr. Royce inquired about the outreach to the parents and the communication that goes out and
whether there is a good engagement rate. It was noted that the engagement levels depend on the topic
that is being discussed and that this topic would more than likely bring in parents as they are going to
want more information. Different forms of communication were also discussed such as text messages
being sent out to parents as this would be meeting the parents in the middle to make sure they receive
the information. It was also suggested that the topic be placed in the handbook that goes out to students
at the beginning of the year, which would allow the parents to know what was planned.

Ms. Zagabe-Ndiku inquired about the methods that were being planned to ensure that the
information being given out was not culturally biased. Ms. Culkeen explained that respect would be
given to every student and their culture from the beginning and she would be letting the students know
that while there may be different opinions and that is expected, respect will be given all around and
everyone will be able to share their thoughts and not feel shame in any way. Ms. Vernon inquired about
the students who would be opted out and whether there was a plan in place for what they would be doing
instead of the class. It was explained that it depends on the numbers as if it is just a small amount of
students, the activities would be different as opposed to if it is a large number of students. The first week
of implementation for this health class would be March 21, 2022.
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Facilities & Finance Committee

Mr. Royce began by stating that the financials still remain in a good place as we are $1.2 million
dollars over budget. The salary committee also provided an update and there would be more information
provided at the next Facilities and Finance Committee meeting. Mr. Royce also touched on the
discussions that were currently taking place with the banks in terms of an upcoming rate adjustment and
the proposal that was being put together as the option to lock the interest rate for the next 5 years is on
the table.

With DESE dropping the requirements for masks in the schools, the health department of
Worcester would be taking a vote on March 7, 2022. The recommendation presented to the Board was to
keep the mask in place until March 13, 2022, which would be 2 weeks out from the students returning
from vacation. Ms. Vernon inquired about whether the fluctuating vaccination rates between the
buildings should warrant an adjustment in whether the students should be without masks in those
particular buildings and whether the district should be taking an “all-or-nothing” approach. Ms. Paluk
explained that because everyone is different and may not want to wear masks, it was better to have it set
up this way and allow people to make their choice and that it would be hard to nuance the activity as
opposed to buildings.

Ms. Zagabe-Ndiku inquired about the loosening of the uniform standards that was done when the
pandemic started and whether the uniform standards would be put back in place since the masks were
potentially going to be optional. Ms. Paluk explain that they would probably wait for the new school
year to implement the dress code standards as she did not think it was best to implement that in the
middle of the school year. Ms. Vernon inquired about the metrics that would be used to measure whether
we need to place the masks back to which Ms. Paluk stated that they would look at the percentage of
positive cases that arise and use those numbers to determine. Ms. Paluk explained that we should
continue to think about social distancing and continue good hand hygiene and that keeping masks
optional will not change the activities that are being done in the classroom.

The following motion was presented to the Board:

Motion: Pending the decision of the Worcester Board of Health,  Abby Kelley makes wearing a mask
optional on its premises, effective March 14, 2022, unless the Worcester Board of Health defers the
lifting of the mask mandate decision. This does not negate other CDC, DESE, or DPH regulations, rules,
or mandates.

Ms. Blue asked for a motion to approve the motion. The motion was made by Mr. Patrick Royce and
seconded by Ms. Zagabe-Ndiku. A roll call vote was performed and approved unanimously by the
Board.
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Foundation Committee

Ms. Zagabe-Ndiku began by informing the Board of three grant requests that have been received
so far, to which two of them have been approved. The third grant request approval is pending while they
wait for additional information. The annual Abby Kelley golf tournament has been scheduled for June
27, 2022, and Ms. Vigneux would be sending out more information. Ms. Zagbae-Ndiku also informed
the Board of the successful organization status tax change that will now allow for the organization to
broaden the board.

DEI Committee

The DEI Committee met at the beginning of February and met on various topics such as student
conscious dialogues and there was a discussion focused on Black History Month. The students,
according to Ms. Yarnie decided to collaborate with the Balck Student Union and there will be more
information soon. The subcommittees continue to work on diversity recruitment within the school and
also plan on conducting a multi-cultural community day. The survey committee has also met and
continues to review data obtained from the schools and districts, which will allow for them to see the
places of strengths and weaknesses. Ms. Yarnie also spoke on the learning that the DEI has also been
engaged in on Black History month 4 videos were reviewed and efforts are continuous within the
committee.

Executive Director Search Committee

Mr. Royce began by explaining the timeframe and members of the search committee. Within his
presentation, he provided the rubrics that were used and also links in participants could review before
the special meeting on Monday. Mr. Royce stated that a total of 17 applicants were presented and 11 of
them were rejected. 6 applications were chosen to move forward, to which 5 applicants agreed, and 2
days of interviews were conducted. Four candidates were invited to conduct a site interview Mr. Royce
provided the agenda for the visits.

Three candidates were chosen to proceed to the interview on Monday, Ms. Heidi Paluk, Ms.
Purnima Demorais, and Mr. Russell Kupperstein. Dr. Park added that the search committee based the
recommendations on data from interviews, the site visit, and a form link for people to use. Ms. Vernon
inquired about having access to the survey data prior to the interview to which Mr. Royce stated that it
would be provided in a truncated form as they were trying to protect the identities of the commenters.
Ms. Zagabe-Ndiku thanked the committee for their work during this search and the remaining Board
members echoed the same.

Reference checks were going to be conducted prior to the special meeting on Monday, February
28, 2022, and questions were going to be created from a rubric. The contract would also be discussed at
Monday’s meeting and a draft would be created using the range of $145K-155K as was chosen by the
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Board. Ms. Blue reminded everyone that Monday’s meeting would be an open meeting all candidates
would use some identical base questions and also candidate-specific questions.

Governance

Mr. Royce spoke on the request that was presented to the Board about adding a faculty seat on
the Board and stated that several conversations have been conducted on this matter and formal
deliberations would need to take place so that a motion could be taken on this ask. It was determined
that it would be brought forward during the March Board meeting.

Timely Topics as identified by the Chair and/or ED

Ms. Blue shared that Dr. Jioe Park had resigned from the Board, effective the end of the Board Meeting.
Ms. Blue thanked her for her assistance and educational insights to the Board. The Board members
thanked her for her tireless efforts and wished her all the best. Dr. Park thanked the Board for allowing
her to be a part of the Abby Kelley Board.

Ms. Blue called for a motion to adjourn the meeting. The motion was made by Ms. Yarnie and seconded
by Ms. Amy Vernon. A roll call vote was performed and the Board voted unanimously to adjourn the
meeting. The meeting adjourned at 9:05 p.m.
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