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1. Do you believe the district’s current access and equity policy goes far enough in
addressing systemic racism, issues of inequity, and needs of vulnerable student
populations, i.e., POC, queer, special education students, immigrant, second-language
learners, etc.? Yes or No. Please clarify your answer.

No. The district’s current access and equity policy was a critical first step to address years of
systemic racism, bias, and inequity in our schools. And, while the current policy is to be
commended, there are still areas of great concern that need to be addressed.

I believe the next step is to ask for more data transparency around our most vulnerable student
populations. For example, the data presented at the August 2022 Board meeting in regards to the
pass fail data of Black students at CHS was alarming and demonstrated that a disproportionate
number of Black students have struggled at CHS. We need to apply an intersectional lens to
student outcomes, collecting similar data for other vulnerable groups at CHS, such as
neurodivergent and special needs students. It is critical that we continue to ask for data to be
segmented and presented in this manner.

I would like for the Board to work together to hold the Superintendent responsible for providing
additional supports for our most vulnerable students by implementing innovative educational
practices. For example, Dr. Jane Bean-Folkes, the K-12 ELA Supervisor presented on an
innovative approach in the humanities at the August Board meeting. Dr. Bean-Folkes highlighted
the development of a freshman humanities pilot program that created a micro community within
a big school (CHS) that allowed for teachers to deepen their relationships with students and
better support them as individuals. Research shows that student success is often dependent on the
culture and climate in a school and when a student builds a strong and positive relationship with
an adult in the school that relationship ultimately results in markedly improved outcomes for that
student. Programs such as the humanities pilot program should be explored further, and possibly
expanded across the Math and Science subjects.

The district’s other policies and practices must evolve as well. Many families have shared their
experiences of their  special needs students not being served in an expedient manner or not
receiving the critical services they need. I would like to see the Board work together with the
Superintendent to provide the community with more information about how our special needs
students are being served, when neurodivergent students are identified, and what resources are
allocated to address their needs.

Additionally, the district’s policies stipulate that a multicultural curriculum will be implemented.
The district adopted the Amistad curriculum in the 2021-2022 school year, and implements the
Holocaust curriculum,  and new curriculum improvements should continue to be implemented in
a timely manner and with appropriate supports for teachers that provide exemplars of how to
integrate these topics into the classroom as opposed to just a list of resources. . For example,
Governor Murphy has recently signed legislation that requires schools to implement an AAPI
curriculum, the LGBTQ-inclusive curriculum must continue to be implemented, and New Jersey
is the first in the country to mandate a climate change curriculum. As Board members we should
continue to ensure that our administration implements these curricular changes in a robust



manner.  It is also important that we examine our existing curriculum to ensure that it meets the
needs of all of our students. Of particular concern is the district’s ELA curriculum that may rely
on Dr. Calkins’s outdated curriculum which may not serve our students in an inclusive manner.

As a district we should also continue to develop more effective ways to recruit and retain
teachers from underrepresented communities.

2. Does the current SOMSD Intentional Integration Initiative do enough to address systemic
racism experienced by Black students in schools? Yes or No. If applicable, please clarify your
answer with your own ideas about how continuing racial disparities may be addressed
beyond current plans. 

No. As a district we have an obligation to continue to ensure our schools are integrated and
inclusive by creating a climate where all of our students belong. We have taken the first step as a
community to integrate our schools by implementing the Intentional Integration Initiative (III),
but we still have work to do to ensure that all of our schools are welcoming to Black students and
families. Diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging is an ongoing journey that will require
teacher, administrator, and community buy-in and support, and a willingness to address
improvements in a thoughtful, inclusive manner..

In order to assess how our Black students and families feel and whether the school climate is
serving them well we must continue to implement holistic and robust climate surveys in all of
our schools. The current Board of Education has implemented a goal for the Superintendent to
issue Experience Surveys to elementary families and has also specified that the Superintendent
should continue to rigorously assess the III algorithm and students’ placement. I support these
goals. I am also encouraged that the district has implemented the Rutgers School Climate
Initiative for our secondary school students, families, and teachers.  However these results have
not broken down by subgroups.  We know that our children are experiencing the high school
differently, and unless we unpack the results by subgroups we will not understand the differences
in how our children feel welcome, respected and valued in our schools.

While training and development is not the sole solution, it is critical as we continue to implement
III. We have amazing teachers in our district who are skilled and already implementing robust
methods as they deliver instruction to diverse classrooms, but we are not doing enough to
leverage our in-house talent. We need to create space and time for our teachers to share best
practices in the classroom with one another across the district; this is also a meaningful way for
teachers to improve their skills and share with one another. We should continue to invite experts
to routinely deliver training to our teachers on how to implement inclusion strategies in the
classroom.

3. Realistic active shooter and lockdown drills are used nationwide with little to no evidence of
efficacy in a real emergency. During the COVID-19 pandemic, our schools had to replace
physical reenactments of active shooter drills with tabletop exercises (in which teachers
explain and review emergency protocols in a lesson or game). Are you open to keeping this
approach and implementing it as research-based district policy for school security drills
(within the state law)? Yes or No. Please clarify your answer.
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Yes. As a mother of two young children at South Mountain Elementary School my heart drops
every time I receive a text or notification from the district announcing that there has been a code
red drill in our schools, because I know my children will be shaken and anxious that night about
the possibility of future harm. As a community we have to balance our need for preparation with
the impact of these drills on our students’ socioemotional wellness. There are multiple studies
that demonstrate the negative impact of active shooter drills on our students’ socioemotional
wellness. For example, Everytown Research and Policy cited a study that demonstrated that
“active shooter drills in schools are associated with increases in depression (39%), stress and
anxiety (42%), and physiological health problems (23%) overall, including children from as
young as five years old up to high schoolers, their parents, and teachers. Concerns over death
increased by 22 percent . . .” This is incredibly sobering. As a Board member I would push for
our new head of security to implement only research based programs and to consider student
wellness to be part and parcel of security.

4. In the aftermath of school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic, we’ve seen the school
district hire security guards in every school building, but not hire  the same number of social
workers to support the school climate, safety, and socio-emotional wellbeing of students
(though we appreciate that more social workers have been hired). This is especially
concerning in regards to recent fights and the tragic suicide of a student. Do you think that it
is important for our school policies related to safety to depend on evidence and research
rather than kneejerk and reactionary trends (for example, in some South Jersey school
districts, K-9 dog units and armed police officers now patrol school hallways despite
community concerns)? Yes or No. Please clarify your answer. 

Yes. Research demonstrates that we can address safety in schools in more holistic ways. For
example, there is ample data to demonstrate that school social workers can contribute to building
safer schools and preventing violence because they often serve as the liaison between students,
families, and the school. Historically, increasing the presence of security guards in schools has
led to a disproportionate number of Black children being disciplined, so it is important to look at
what actually works to improve school climate and the impact on all children. Moreover the
presence of security guards, especially armed security guards, in school can cause additional
anxiety for our students; we must continue to evaluate the impact of our security policies on our
students’ socioemotional wellness.

It is in our community’s interest to explore more holistic approaches to keeping our children safe.
For example, research shows that when a student builds a strong and positive relationship with
an adult in the school that relationship ultimately results in markedly improved outcomes for that
student. As a community we should focus on ensuring all of our students have at least one strong
positive relationship with an adult every day in our schools.

5. Do you support the placement of School Resource Officers (police officers assigned to and
stationed) in SOMSD schools? Yes or No. Please clarify your answer.

No. I do not support the placement of School Resource Officers (SROs) in our schools. Studies
demonstrate that SROs in schools have led to “increased arrests for noncriminal, youthful
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behavior, fueling the school-to-prison pipeline.” Placing SROs in our schools, rather than
ensuring that our schools are safe, creates risk for our most vulnerable communities, including
our BIPOC students and neurodivergent students. There are more holistic ways to ensure that our
students are safe in our schools and that begins by exploring the root causes of violence in our
community. We should continue to invest in policies and practices that unpack why some
students have engaged in disruptive behavior and how to address those students’ needs and
invest in social workers and other supports that can help address root causes.

Besides SROs, I would like the Board and the Superintendent to focus on research that
demonstrates that relationships are the foundation upon which educational achievement is built.
In fact research shows that one positive interaction with an adult at school every week can make
all the difference in a student's socio-emotional experience and scholastic achievement. If
elected, Will Meyer and I will work with our Board colleagues to make a positive connection
with an adult for every student part of the district goals.

6. For School Year 2021-2022, the SOMSD Board of Education implemented a one-year
moratorium on school suspensions/removals except in extreme cases.  Do you think that this
moratorium should be extended as part of the effort to address the racially disproportionate
discipline of students in regards to suspensions and expulsions?? Yes or No. Please clarify
your answer.

Yes. I do support extending the suspension moratorium or creating a student discipline policy
that would prohibit out of school suspensions, except for extreme cases (e.g., where a weapon is
brought to school). There is ample evidence to demonstrate that school suspensions
disproportionately affected our Black students and students with special needs. This is a
nationwide issue that has been discussed at length in scholarly articles and in the news. School
suspensions lead to a loss of learning time for our students and often contribute to long term
negative life outcomes such as lower grades, mental health outcomes, and even chronic health
conditions. We have an obligation as a community to examine these trends and implement
policies that are less punitive and harmful to our most vulnerable students.

As Dr. Taylor reported in May 2022, the suspension moratorium led to a dramatic decrease in
student suspensions, but Dr. Taylor explained “that risks have improved for Black students but
are up for Hispanic students – and risks for both groups are above the threshold of what the
district would consider an equal risk ratio. In all, the data still show that Black and Hispanic
students are 3x as likely to be suspended as other students [in our district].” As Board members
we need to work together with the Superintendent to understand why even during the suspension
moratorium Black and Hispanic students were 3x as likely to be suspended. Is there a different
set of expectations for our Black and Hispanic students?

I would also like to see a continued focus on implementing our restorative justice policies more
fully. The current Board of Education’s goals for 2022-2023 include “creat[ing] a detailed draft
plan for implementing a comprehensive SEL/Restorative Justice program across the PreK - 12
continuum and share progress through regular updates to the Board.” In particular, I would like
our district to train our students to become involved in the restorative justice process by training
students to eventually facilitate the restorative justice circles with staff supervision. I also think
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communication is key on this topic, and our community should be brought into this conversation
about restorative justice.
Restorative justice is a complex issue that other school districts and universities across the
country are grappling with. If restorative justice is implemented superficially or as just "check a
box" it can sometimes result in victims being re-harmed or traumatized. For restorative practices
to work, students must believe that their relationships with their peers, their community, and their
teachers are worthy of being repaired. It's very important that the safety and dignity of students
who are victims of bullying or harassment remain central as a restorative justice program is
implemented. Both the victim and the perpetrator must be restored to the community. Of utmost
importance students need to know that there is an adult at the school who cares about them and
will be there for them if there is a safety concern. As a district we need to ensure our schools
create this culture.

7. During election season, BOE candidates make themselves accessible to the public through
forums, meet and greets, outreach at local events, and debates. But after the election, these
venues disappear. Do you have a plan for substantively communicating with parents and
community members if you are elected, especially in regards to parents concerned about
equity and inclusion? Yes or No. Please clarify your answer. 

Yes. I believe in the power of engagement and community building. As a former grassroots
leader in our community (SOMA Action) I know how to mobilize and educate our community
on a variety of issue topics and how to build an intersectional approach when communicating
new ideas and plans. It is important to note that Board members are governed by the New Jersey
School Board Ethical rules at all times, and that information related to students and schools is
governed by a complex web of state and federal law, or regulations, for privacy and safety
purposes. If elected, I hope to work with my fellow Board members and the Superintendent to
create additional systems and processes for disseminating information in accordance with the law
and regulations governing Board members.

Over the past several years there has been an increased effort by the district to increase
communication: monthly Superintendent emails, principal level emails, and a summary of the
monthly board meeting now go to families routinely.  That is a lot of information for families to
digest. I believe that our community and the district would benefit from incorporating some of
the communication tools our students are learning:  word maps, graphic organizers, spider maps,
to help readers understand the connections between topics, decision points, trade-offs and the
history of decisions.   When we create a broader understanding of where we were, how we are
moving forward and where we are going, it allows for conversation and debate about next steps
and addressing any shortcomings or current issues inclusively and for the benefit of all children.

8. Given that the current BOE seems to be moving forward with eliminating swimming and
pool safety as a part of the high school curriculum, do you think that the district should work
to ensure access to swim education for all students in the district, especially those who do



not have access to pools or lessons outside of school? Yes or No. Please clarify your
answer. 

Yes. According to the CDC “drowning is the number one cause of unintentional death for
children between the ages of 1 and 4. And according to the U.S. Consumer Product Safety
Commission, 390 deaths a year on average are attributed to drowning in a swimming pool or at a
spa.” Our community has an obligation to ensure that all students who graduate from our
community know how to swim and to protect against unintentional death. Swimming lessons
should not be reserved for those who are socioeconomically more secure. As a community I
believe we should work to ensure that swim lessons are provided free of charge or reduced
charged to members of our community.   If elected, I would hope to work with our town elected
leaders who are already evaluating options in regards to this topic to ensure our students’ needs
are met.

As a soccer coach and mother of two young athletes, I do believe that this issue is tied to a
broader issue of participation in our community youth sports programs. Every adult who watches
a team play where the composition of the team doesn’t reflect our community needs to stop and
think about the structural barriers and the intended or unintended exclusionary factors of
participation.  We need to define a common vision for what we are trying to achieve for sports
and athletics across our community.  We have not conducted an inventory of sports and sports
participation in our community, tally of matches postponed/canceled due to field safety, or even
an inventory of all available fields/tennis courts/basketball courts. Several years ago when the
BOE attempted to build an indoor sports center that included a new pool, the community rejected
the idea because we didn’t have the tax base for an “aquatic center.”  Leaders in the community
suggested a joint South Orange Maplewood Community Sports center in partnership with the
YMCA taking over the district parking lots on Parker.  We need to work as a Board with our
town elected leaders to imagine an indoor pool, indoor sports field, indoor basketball, and an
indoor track available to all members in our community. I also see the amazing work that is
being developed for both South Orange and Maplewood (e.g., new basketball court and
pickleball courts in South Orange), and think that our community needs to continue to work with
our town elected leaders to ensure that our students can form teams and use that infrastructure
equitably in the future.  Overall we need a comprehensive sports and athletics strategy that
incorporates our town elected leaders and we need to work as a community to deliver facilities,
fields, and programs that are excellent and accessible to all.

9. There will be occasions in which the BOE makes mistakes in planning. Are you willing to
revisit and reconsider decisions of past BOE boards in meeting unforeseen community
needs (for example, this year community members raised concerns about transportation and
the permanent destruction of the CHS swimming program)? Yes or No. Please clarify your
answer. 

Yes. I strive to have a growth mindset and learn from my mistakes or missteps. I am not afraid of
saying “I don’t know enough” or “I misspoke” or “I’m sorry.” If elected, I plan on being an
independent and empathetic leader who can learn from my mistakes and my community. At the
same time, the Board must balance all the needs of the community with a pragmatic and realistic
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view of our budget constraints, and implement practices and processes that serve the community
as a whole.

It is also important to recognize that the district has organizational constraints as well -
communicating with almost 1,000 staff across 9 buildings not only takes time, but also requires
patience as our professionals digest and react to the communication.

As I mentioned above, our community also has to have a common understanding of the history
of decisions, not to stop us from moving forward or as an excuse, but to support more open, and
less defensive, problem solving for the benefit of all of our children.

Other: Please feel free to include a link to a video clip (posted to YouTube or Vimeo) in which
you explain what personal/professional commitment and understanding of educational access,
equity, and racial justice you bring to the role.

 


