
Dear Parents, Staff, and Community Members:

In spite of seasonal food, music, and activities that are meant to bolster 
generosity of spirit at this time of year, for many, it is also a time of frenzy --
 seniors are finding out this week about Early Decision college admissions, 
faculty members are trying to wrap up curriculum units and various projects prior 
to winter break, and families are balancing even more school-home 
responsibilities than usual. While we want to experience the child-like wonder of 
the season, it can be too easy to feel that we are simply burning the proverbial 
candle at both ends.

Beyond the obvious holiday ties, I bring this issue up because some of the 
stress as of late might be attributed to the escalation of school- and District- 
level issues. 

Specifically with regard to our students, parents and educators are cognizant 
that holidays can bring additional stressors to students and their performance at 
all levels. As always, if parents are concerned about changes in academics, 
general behavior, or other concerning or atypical responses or choices, they are 
encouraged to contact school personnel for assistance, advice, or direct 
services. Our students and their health and success are our first priority.

Beyond this, as adults, it is also important to recognize that we are not immune 
to the pressure and stress around us either. Our children, family, and even 
friends look to us to remain grounded and balanced during the most challenging 
or hurried times—e ven more reason to take care of ourselves. 

Over the past many weeks, we have been grappling with some significant issues 



with emotional implications for those most closely involved, namely the potential 
expansion of Mandarin to the Middle School, and changes to our current busing 
policy. We went through each of the issues in detail at the December 14, 
2015, Board meeting (see Highlights below). 

We have a tremendous amount of respect for the varying perspectives and 
positions that help inform this work. For me, as the superintendent of this 
District, students must be the focal point for all decisions that we make, and our 
work, necessarily, needs to be guided by clear goals and objectives that 
move us forward on a positive trajectory. 

Beyond that, we welcome input and feedback from the larger community as 
partners in this dialogue and work. I encourage parents and community members 
to stay informed and involved on the issues at hand, and to take advantage of 
formalized ways of providing feedback. On most every topic that is under 
serious consideration for change, there is significant review prior to 
administrative or Board recommendations and/or decision-making, often with a 
lot of supporting documentation. When community members have the time to 
carefully consider ideas, along with the supporting background information, and 
are able to provide detailed and nuanced feedback, it is extremely helpful for our 
collective deliberation. When information and proposals aren’t carefully reviewed, 
or understood, it can lead to confusion, misunderstanding, and distrust of intent.

Thank you again to all of you who are engaged in this work. It is only through our 
concerted efforts that we can achieve and maintain the quality of programs our 
students deserve and our community expects. 

Both personally and on behalf of the District, I would like to wish you and yours 
a safe, stress-free, and festive holiday season.

With warm regards,

Dr. Thomas Hagerman 
Superintendent of Schools



BOE Meeting Highlights December 14, 2015  

Meeting with Elementary PTA Leadership 
At 6 p.m. the Board of Education met with presidents and presidents-elect of the 
elementary PTAs for an informal discussion. Topics included the extensive 
sustainability programs supported by PTAs and staff at each school (including 
composting, recycling, and gardening); policies concerning PTA gifts to the 
schools; safety and security issues; and the positive impact of the Columbia 
Teachers College Writing Workshop Program.

Work Session 
At 7 p.m., Lee Maude, Board of Education President, convened the Work 
Session, starting with a presentation by Ray Pappalardi, Director of Physical 
Education, Health, and Athletics. Mr. Pappalardi began by giving a fall season 
sports roundup, and then went on to detail activities he has undertaken this year 
since joining the staff: reviewing all aspects of the work, including programming, 
staffing, community support, and facilities; and paying particular attention to 
 operations, systems, and balancing of autonomy and consistency. The 
presentation may be viewed  here. 

Following Mr. Pappalardi's presentation, the Board convened as the Audit 
Committee and met with Joseph Kehm, a partner in the accounting firm of Toski 
& Co, the District's auditors. Mr. Kehm reviewed the annual external audit that 
his firm had just completed, and noted that his firm was issuing an unmodified 
opinion, with no weaknesses.

Business Meeting 
At the 8 p.m. Business Meeting, Ms. Maude reported on the Work Session held 
earlier, as well as the informal meeting held with elementary school PTA leaders. 
Ms. Maude then went on to note that the Board would be considering two issues 
at the Business Meeting: whether to introduce Mandarin instruction at the Middle 
School in the 2016-17 school year; and whether to change the District's present 
bus transportation policy. Concerning the latter, Ms. Maude addressed a 
misunderstanding that has arisen in the community: she emphasized that there 
has been NO change under discussion concerning busing provided to private 
and parochial school students.

Ms. Maude also noted that Board of Education members are volunteers, elected 
by the community to oversee and preserve the world-class educational program 

https://vimeo.com/scarsdaleschoolstv/review/149005192/238b4ddafb


in Scarsdale. The Board places students at the forefront of their work. She 
expressed appreciation to the many community members in attendance, and 
also those who have taken the time to write to the Board, for their involvement 
and for maintaining civility.

Dr. Thomas Hagerman, Superintendent of Schools, welcomed the large turnout 
of community members at the meeting, noted that the Board and Administration 
had tremendous respect for the various viewpoints expressed, and echoed Ms. 
Maude’s remarks concerning the centrality of students in all deliberations.

Board member William Natbony announced a list of upcoming school concerts 
and performances, and urged all community members, including and especially 
those without children currently in the schools, to take advantage of these free, 
high-caliber offerings.

Community members were invited to address the Board, and 23 did so. Eighteen 
community members spoke in favor of adding Mandarin to the Middle School 
curriculum: Mayra Kirkendall-Rodriguez, 19 Fox Meadow Road; Leo Cha, 43 
Fenimore Road; Sandy Gaffner, 6 Prince Willow Lane; Dr. Zangjun Hao, 1 Black 
Walnut Road; Kenneth Clay, 12 Tompkins Road; Abby Goldstein,  9 Harcourt 
Road; Mitch Kahn, 198 Brewster Road; James Baker, 7 Ridgedale Road; Tom 
Kendall, 7 Chateaux Circle;  Thomas Denaro, 21 Colonial Road; Joe Yu, 10 
Dobbs Terrace; Laura Liu, 2 Wheelock Road; Kai Tang, 22 Ridgecrest East; 
Brice Kirkendall-Rodriguez, 19 Fox Meadow Road; Julie Zhu, 11 Harcourt Road; 
Michael Kerr, 15 Fox Meadow Road; Wanna Cha, 43 Fenimore Road; and Nick 
Zendejas, 38 Saxon Woods Road. Bob Harrison, 65 Fox Meadow Road, also 
spoke in favor or adding Mandarin, and in addition urged the Board to provide 
hard copy printouts of agendas at meetings. Melissa Mantzouris, 6 Harvest 
Drive, Mauri Zemachson, 7 Harvest Drive, and Alissa Kanowitz, 10 Seneca 
Road, spoke in favor of changing the bus transportation policy; Bob Berg, 32 
Tisdale Road, spoke in opposition to that change.

The Board then approved items on the consent agenda, and heard and accepted 
a personnel report presented by Dr. Bernard Josefsberg, Interim Assistant 
Superintendent for Human Resources and Leadership Development.

During the Information/Discussion portion of the agenda, the Board heard 
presentations from Dr. Hagerman and Lynne Shain, Assistant Superintendent for 
Curriculum, Assessment, and Instruction, on the issue of introducing Mandarin 
instruction at the Middle School; and from Dr. Hagerman and Stuart Mattey, 



Assistant Superintendent for Business and Facilities, on the issue of changing 
the District's busing policy. 

Concerning Mandarin, the Administration report noted: “Any successful 
implementation of Mandarin requires the following: a wider understanding of 
student interest and participation, a deeper consideration of a developmentally 
appropriate program sequence, as well as a clearer sense of related staffing and 
system considerations.” The report then detailed the following:

Belief Statements: 
• We value the work of the parent Mandarin group. We appreciate their 
commitment, hard work, and perspective. We also believe that much of this 
work has merit. 
• We also value the importance of the study of World Language for our 
students. 
• We are committed to providing students with an appropriate 21st century 
education that includes a strong focus on globalization and interdependence. 
• We also believe in implementing high quality programs with appropriate 
staffing, curriculum, resources, and professional development. Introducing a 
Mandarin program at the middle school will take great care to get all of these 
pieces right. 
• Any new curricular endeavor should further the mission of the District, but also 
have the threshold of interest on the part of students to sustain the program.

Noteworthy Factors: 
• Although we recognize that Mandarin might be an appropriate choice as a 
major language offering in the District at some point, we do not believe there is 
adequate data to support this at this juncture. Although we have some survey 
information from some parents, we don't believe we have the frequency or 
nuance to make a major change based on this information. Moreover, the most 
important stakeholder in this decision is our students, who need to have a much 
stronger voice in this work. 
• Upon investigating the possibility of beginning a Mandarin program, some key 
findings emerged. First, other districts experienced with Chinese programs have 
shared the difficulty with finding and retaining qualified Mandarin teachers who 
are effective in American classrooms. Programs exist to facilitate selecting and 
hiring native-Chinese speaking teachers on visas. The level of support needed 
for these teachers include providing life coaches, housing and transportation. In 
addition, Chinese is identified as a Level 4 language, the most difficult to 
learn, requiring the most amount of dedicated time for language proficiency. 



• We have been offering Mandarin at the High School for the past four years with 
lackluster participation. This is not true of other courses that have burgeoned 
with student interest (including some of the most difficult AT and STEAM 
courses). 
• Likewise, we offered After-School Mandarin for elementary and middle school 
students in January 2011- May, 2012 with initial interest and subsequent drop-
off. 
• There is little research on the efficacy, impact or value of teaching Mandarin at 
the Middle School, outside of a fairly consistent body of research that validates 
studying any language at younger ages is most beneficial. 
• As all parties have acknowledged, Mandarin is a very difficult language to 
learn, especially for non-native speakers. The body of literature on this is clear: 
it takes a lot of time, practice, and focused attention over many years. A 
romance language can be mastered in approximately 750-800 hours of study. 
Mandarin takes much longer. This in and of itself does not preclude it from 
consideration, but it does require us to be very thoughtful about the needs of 
students to be successful in this as a language option. Prior to its adoption, it 
would need at least a year of prior planning with an appropriate consultant who 
had particular expertise in implementing an effective Mandarin program for 
middle school students of various ability levels. 
• In the past, new programs were considered because of their educational value 
and after extensive curriculum review and development. This is a significant 
precursor to individual course and program sequence development. Although a 
consultant worked with the District back in 2008, the focus was on introducing a 
High School Mandarin sequence. Little work has been done on this at the Middle 
School level outside of some potential scheduling scenarios. 
• There are a wide variety of scheduling and other logistical issues to address. 
The Middle School issued a response that details their concerns. While many 
issues can be addressed with time and patience, allowing a single program to 
deconstruct the philosophical core of the school remains problematic. 
• Additionally, there are District staffing and other budget implications. It is not 
simply a matter of adding additional staff. We do have a fixed number of 
students taking languages, meaning that adding an additional language will mean 
a correlating decrease in the other languages. This will require a reduction of 
force in French or Spanish, or both, immediately at SMS, and eventually at 
SHS.

Our recommendation leads us to propose the following: 
• Create a World Language Committee (to include teachers and other District 
staff) to study the issue of World Languages across the District and present its 
findings and recommendations to the BOE. This will likely take a full year of in-
depth research, student surveying, and other study. 
• Reinforce that Mandarin is offered as a first choice language at the High 



School. 
• Include any new recommendations in the next strategic visioning process 
(2018-2021)

Concerning the bus transportation issue, Dr. Hagerman explained that a change 
in bus transportation policy requires a voter referendum; it is not a policy that the 
Board has the authority to change on its own. 

The Administration report noted the following:

Decreasing eligibility limits would require the addition of buses, drivers, and other 
associated operational costs to accommodate the increased ridership. The 
estimated additional cost of providing transportation service to students, 
including bus purchases and operational and employee costs , is  $563,00 at 
1.25 miles,  $1,112,000 at 1.0 miles, $2,880,000 at 0.5 miles, and $4,700,000  at 
0.0 miles.

The full reports provided by District administrators on both issues may be found 
in the Board of Education Agenda packet here.

The Board debated both issues extensively and came to a unanimous 
conclusion that it would not support the introduction of Mandarin instruction in 
the Middle School at this time, nor would it support a change In the bus 
transportation policy. 

The Board voted to approve the Auditors’ report, and to extend a research 
agreement with Google.

Community members were again invited to address the Board, and seven did so. 
Five spoke in favor of adding Mandarin to the Middle School curriculum: Mayra 
Kirkendall-Rodriguez, 19 Fox Meadow Road; Claire He, 230 Mamaroneck Road; 
Kenneth Clay, 12 Tompkins Road; Brice Kirkendall-Rodriguez, 19 Fox Meadow 
Road; and Julie Zhu, 11 Harcourt Road. Bob Harrison, 65 Fox Meadow Road, 
had procedural questions concerning the Board's actions, and an inquiry about 
the High School's World Language curriculum; Wanna Cha, 43 Fenimore Road, 
expressed concern about the effectiveness of elementary world language 
instruction. 
  

http://scarsdaleschools.org/cms/lib5/NY01001205/Centricity/Domain/5/12-14-15%20Agenda%20_Public.pdf


The Board accepted, with thanks, a donation from the Edgewood PTA to be 
used toward the purchase of STEAM initiative equipment and supplies, a 
Therapy Station, and stage equipment.  

The Board presented a summary of written communications received by the 
Board from community members, and announced a list of upcoming meeting 
dates.

The Board then adjourned.


