
Highland School PTO minutes Jan 28, 2021 

 

Attendance: Jenn Duffy (PTO co-secretary), Penny Leisring, Jeff Solan (superintendent), 
Heidi Weed, Scott Jeffrey (Highland Principal), Erica Bordonaro, Jim Jinks (Town Councillor 
for 2nd district/School Modernization Committee, Jessica Pompei (PTO treasurer), Heather 
Cretella (Town-wide PTO vice president), Laurie Zimmerman (PTO co-vice president), Shelly 
Kelly (PTO president) and Keri Banack 

 

Principal’s Report: 
 

1. Kindness Week - Highland School joined the Great Kindness Challenge 
again this year along with millions of students from across the country. 
Students have been engaged in a variety of kindness activities throughout 
the week including Thank you Note Thursday and the Random Acts of 
Kindness challenge. Kindness and inclusion continue to be the focus at 
Highland emphasized in the work we do in every classroom, every day.  

2. Enrollment - Highland School has experienced an increase in enrollment 
this year with approximately 765 students, up from 735 students last year. 
We are excited that approximately 30 students are returning from remote to 
in-person learning starting on February 1, 2020.  We currently have 
approximately 14% of our students in remote learning. 

3. Valentine’s Day - will be celebrated on February 12th. Teachers will work 
with  room parents to plan a special event for the students.  Options include 
a craft activity, card exchange, or a virtual card exchange.  Safety strategies 
will be implemented to maintain the health and safety of all of our students.   

4. 100th Day of School - February 12th is currently scheduled as the 100th day 
of school.  This will be a special spirit day across all grade levels to celebrate 
this special milestone.   

5. COVID Cases - Thank you to all of our families who follow the guidelines 
that are published in my weekly communication.  It continues to be 
important that if you, your child, or a family member living with you is 
exhibiting symptoms, particularly if they are being tested for COVID-19, 
please keep your child home.  In addition, if a family member living with 
you and your child tests positive for COVID-19, keep your child home.  If 
this situation occurs, please inform our health office, and we will transition 
your child to remote learning as soon as possible to keep them connected to 
learning and connected with their peers. 

6. 2021-22 Budget Update- Superintendent Solan presented the overall budget 
for 2021-22 to the BOE and the public on January 14, 2021.  The 



recommendation for the 2021/22 Board of Education budget is $78,487,052 
or a 5.22% increase over the current budget. The budget was explained in 
greater detail in subsequent meetings.  The BOE will continue their review 
of the budget and vote on the proposed budget on Thursday, January 28th 
and make their recommendations to the Town Council.  Tonight’s meeting 
begins at 7:00pm and can be found on the district’s youtube channel on the 
district site.  

Veteran’s Day - special thank you to Keri Banack and the PTO for hosting 

the annual Veteran’s Day celebration.  Due to the COVID pandemic, we held the 

annual Honor Walk outdoors.  The short parade was held outside in the first grade 

circle and the bus circle with a short presentation following the parade.  Students 

from several grade levels lined the sidewalks waving flags while the rest of the 

in-person students and remote students watched via a live stream video.  We had a 

strong turnout of Veterans who walked with their 5th or 6th grade escorts 

practicing social distancing and wearing masks. Despite the COVID safety 

strategies, the event was a big success. 

2. Superintendent Report (Jeff Solan):  I just want to begin by thanking all of you for 
participating in the PTO; I know it's a commitment that is often unrecognized, but it means so 
much for Scott and Erica, but also all of our students and staff. As you know, the success of our 
school system has many, many players involved.  And I think this year, more than ever it's 
taken our students to be successful, I can't tell you how many parents, I spoke to over the 
summer who were deathly afraid that somebody else's child wasn't going to wear a mask or 
that perhaps their child wouldn't be comfortable wearing a mask, and what we've seen is 
incredible dedication to wearing the masks and that has really made the spread of the virus in 
our schools non existent and to have our students in schools as much as we have so.  I think 
people realize that school is a pretty solid state; they're a pretty safe place to be, the CDC is 
reinforcing that, and then you know every Thursday I update our Covid data.  Our most recent 
data against the CDC metric that shows you have to factor in all three of these variables, the 
percent or the number of new cases per hundred thousand right now is 34% down or 34 down 
from 43; the positivity rate is five down from 6.4 last week.  There's never any risks with very 
low risk of transmission in our schools, what we're seeing you know with the health department 
is that, unfortunately the highest rate of spread is people 50 to 59 second highest is 42 to 49 in 
our Community so just a reminder to everybody to please be smart with the masks. 

School modernization: One  potential scenario the school modernization committee is 
considering includes the construction of a new six through eight middle school and  a new 



Chapman building. The best case scenario, we would go to referendum in November of 2021. 
If that were the case, and everything went smoothly, the new Chapman would open in January 
2025.. The school modernization committee identified a need, with the board of ED and town 
council universally supporting. So we know that we need to do something for our schools; it's 
huge ADA compliance issues across the district HVAC is a real priority, particularly in light at 
Covid, obviously Highland being our new school, if you will has air conditioning but it's a rarity; 
the only school in the district that has it.   But they're very expensive and the cost of doing 
nothing is starting to outweigh the cost of not doing something.  If you're looking for more 
information on the school modernization committee, it's on the town of Cheshire homepage. 

Cheshire Public School enrollment is climbing each year.   For this year we're currently at 4211 
When Mr. Solan started in Cheshire 15 years ago at Dodd Middle School, we had about 5500 
students in the district and we have 4212 as of today, We also have new housing being 
developed, this is the plan and approved housing developments this list, as you know, several 
subdivisions, and a couple of apartment complexes do not include 21 large homes which you 
can imagine, will have families living in them which again impacts our enrollment.  Cheshire 
High School currently ranked 17th out of 21 high schools in CT, .  Highland  will be capacity in 
2023.  At a modernization meeting we received financial information about the different 
scenarios and the town is on the precipice of engaging the Community in a survey to better 
understand the perspectives and the fiscal tolerance in the Community.  And so I would 
strongly encourage you to engage in that survey, you're obviously important stakeholders in our 
Community and with your children in our schools. We have a really vested interest in this 
process, not only that I would argue that people who don't have children in our schools have 
almost an equal stake in this that our housing values in many ways are driven by the quality of 
our school system.  It is a very attractive Community for families who want to seek a great 
education for their children and that drives up home values, so investing to maintain our 
schools should be a critical priority. 

● Heather Cretella asked: not take into consideration anything to do with Covid obviously 
if enrollment is up, you're going to need more spacing between the students. so could 
the schools that are already at capacity, are you guys prepared for enrollment next 
year, if they have to maintain social distancing etc, etc. 

● Jeff Solan’s Answer: yeah, we're not in a great position as enrollment dramatically 
increases to improve social distancing you know we're close to capacity right now so 
if we're adding more students it hinders that the good news is that the data is 
indicated that you know six feet apart in a classroom environment, wear masks and 
things like that are are adhered to the other mitigating strategies isn't necessarily the 
most critical function; it's a recommendation, but it's not a requirement and I can't say 



that we adhere to that in all places, now, yet we don't see spread. I'm not suggesting 
we should be sitting on top of each other, I totally agree that we should be spreading 
to the greatest extent possible and numbers, make it harder to do that, but really, I 
think, from a planning perspective, yes we're looking at space, but really our air 
circulation systems, a lot more critically, to be honest that's the bigger priority, from 
my perspective. 

● Penny Leisring asked: So I heard you loud and clear about the time frame for 
Chapman, but I saw a couple of plans, maybe a new middle school being discussed, if 
that happened when would that occur? 

● Jeff Solan’s answer: that I can show you in a slide, so that would be August 2025, 
grades six through eight,  

● When I became superintendent, we had 21 goals and nobody could really tell you what 
any of them were so.  We focused intently on identifying what are our priorities and I 
remember literally going to the Highland pto meeting and working through a workshop. 
We identified Community complex thinking and social emotional learning as our key 
areas of focus; the last five years have been very difficult from a budgeting perspective, 
our five year average expenditure is 1.17% so we've really had to cut back.  The issue 
there is there's really no place else to cut at this point, though without impacting class 
size and to give you some perspective, you know we are per pupil spending in 
Cheshire ranks 119 out of 166 Connecticut school districts, and you can see there that 
if we spent the average what the average Connecticut district spends per student, we 
need a $9.4 million hike in our budget every year, that is an incredible number over 
12% budget increase annually to stay pace so you know what my goal would be to see 
some of that $9 million that the town has been able to save over the last several years 
funneled into facilities that will improve the quality of life for our Community and for our 
students and staff.  Nevertheless, in spite of that, we do provide value, I think, for the 
community, we have record high student achievement; we were 35th in Connecticut on 
our reading and math assessments in grades three through eight, now we're fifth. 
Norton was a blue ribbon school, and of course we have to give a special shout out to 
Highland for being the first elementary school Connecticut recognized for Unified 
Sports success; that's a real honor and we were proud to recognize Highland at our 
Board of ED meeting a couple of months ago, back in November.  So the current 
circumstances, on our budget that the real issue here on our budget is medical benefits 
and we provide our own medical benefit coverage, we contribute money into a pool 
every month for all of our employees who take Medical benefits, and historically it's cost 
us about 800,000 a month.  It's the most cost effective way to do business but there's 



volatility, and you know when our budget was reduced last year and we looked at, you 
know, the amount of money we had left in that pool we said, you know, we should be 
able to get away with 5000 a month instead of 100,000 a month and that's I mean at 
the time, made great fiscal sense; what people didn't see coming was that our our bills 
would skyrocket to 1.1 million, a month, which basically is evaporating the pool month 
over month and we need to have money to pay our medical. It's not Covid related, 
which you know immediately you think oh yeah that's why it jumped in it's not.  There 
were a number of substantial medical issues for some of our staff that they've 
unfortunately had to work through and you know it's really impacted our budget, so you 
know our budget just to get back to where our pool was would be a 2.75% budget hike 
and we haven't seen that in over five years.  So again, you know with our enrollment 
increasing we've had to add teachers at the elementary level where our enrollment we 
had last this current year was 17.6.  Students at the elementary level next year we're 
adding two teachers and it's gone to 18.4 students per teacher, it's still in that realm of 
where we typically are but it tells you what the increases we've had to add staff to be 
able to make sure that we can maintain that. Students per staff ratio that our 
community sees is really sacred, so you know, we know that our budget will have to 
increase dramatically really because of medical benefits there are none. If you look at 
the budget increase the percentage increase the vast majority of this is 50% is 
dedicated to our medical benefits and the other 50% is dedicated to sustaining current 
services just trying to make sure that we have the heat and lights and all that stuff on, 
there's that zero percent of our budget goes to advancing what we do so we're not 
adding a MAC coach or anything like that it's just keeping what we currently have and 
coming off a pandemic.  That's my recommendation; it is important to educate the 
Community about this. If you want to follow more, The Cheshire YouTube page, you 
can see some of our previous meetings or tonight at seven o'clock when this meeting is 
over, if you haven't had enough, you can jump on and watch on our YouTube page 

● Laurie Zimmerman asked: about the quinnipiac program being affected by this 

● Jeff Solan: we provide transition services to students with various needs some of them 
are college transition services.  Some of them are more like skill services for students 
18 to 22 is required by federal law, and we partner with quinnipiac university as part of 
that process, and we have students that attend there every day, although Covid’s kind 
of put a damper on that, but typically we have students that work on campus, we have 
students that are able to attend classes at quinnipiac. We don't necessarily foresee a 
change in that, I think both parties are comfortable with the arrangement, and you know 



to our benefit the program has been successful enough that in the idea that we don't 
have enough Cheshire students to fill the program; we've taken students from other 
communities on a tuition basis, which generates revenue for the town so I think it's a 
pretty good program, and my recommendation would be to maintain that program. 

● Penny Leisring asked: I was just wondering, if you know, given the pandemic and 
stress for families and children, I didn't see anything in there, I didn't know if you 
thought we needed more money for mental health or social emotional learning like I 
know Cheshire does an amazing job already but I didn't know if you thought more was 
needed. 

● Jeff Solan answered: about four years ago, when we adopted SEL is a marquee 
goal, I shared the data with our district leadership, the Board of ED, and indicated, 
we had more students per mental health provider than every one of those 21 Derby 
districts that I shared with you, before we were the lowest.  And now we're in the 
middle of the pack; we've done a lot to invest in that area in terms of people, but 
more importantly we've done a lot to invest in training with our staff, and I think that 
that this isn't a an issue that will be solved by adding a person to each building.This 
is an issue that will have to be tackled by all people in the building, being especially 
attuned to the emotional needs of all kids.  The greatest effort that we would need to 
make would be along the line of professional development, and not necessarily one 
person's going to come in and solve this for 800 Highland children; it's really going to 
have to be across the whole faculty and staff so that's what we're preparing for. 

● Laurie Zimmerman added: I just want to thank you, as a mom of three kids and one like 
I said being special needs, it's been a detriment and amazing to be able to have our 
kids in school. I've chosen to send all three of mine this entire time.  And as a special 
ED teacher myself, and you know my husband and I already well, I'm just really 
thankful for all the work that you've done Scott and Erica for Highland to keep children 
safe in the building. It's amazing. 

● Jeff Solan: I hope that you'll participate in any school modernization surveys that come 
out and talk to a friend; encourage them to share their feedback as well, 

3. School modernization (Jim Jinks):  the committee has hired professional survey research 
firm to begin to survey Cheshire residents; it starting February 1; we're looking to get 400 
completed phone surveys; it's about a 15-20 minute long phone call; it will probably publicize 
the phone number and probably the caller ID to the Community, so hopefully when you guys 
see it come through, you'll have a chance to take that call there; also be an online version 
starting February 1 so to be able to go through an online version as well, so we're hoping to get 
a really good response to get a feel for what the Community kind of knows about school 



modernization what they feel are the priorities and get in a sense of how supportive people are 
of the process.  We've done a lot, as a committee, to try and form the public to this point; it's a 
hard thing to do, with the amount of information that we need to put out; we do broadcast all the 
meetings on YouTube, as you can see those on the Cheshire channel 14 and YouTube. We do 
post them as Jeff showed on the town website; there's a section at the school modernization 
committee.  All the information is there, we also have a Facebook page that you can check out 
and think we're on Twitter, too. The school modernization committee is made up of three town 
councillors, three Board of ED members, and then seven members from the general public. 
We're all working to come up with a plan for school modernization; we're supposed to deliver 
that to the Council on the Board of ED by March 1; that's the target date.  It's going to be a 
proposal that will be basically four phases, a Phase four primary project, which will then be the 
subject of a referendum, mostly in November, if the town council approves us going forward 
with the referendum, so it'll be a first phase project; second phase, would be a combination, 
probably as a few of the elementary schools and perhaps Dodd or in the final phase, being the 
high school property, so the sequence and schools depends on the particular proposal to go 
with once we get to a point we've made that decision to be soon.  Right now, the two kind of 
final candidates for the first phase is either a six-eighth middle school like Jeff was talking about 
or starting with a larger elementary school, probably in the north end of town that would replace 
Chapman; as Jeff mentioned the big reason for doing this has to do with the space issues we 
have now and in the future years, so a larger elementary school would be you know right now I 
think Chapman is 300 and 315, 320 students somewhere in that ballpark.  The larger 
elementary school that would be proposed would be about 700 so it'd be about twice the size, if 
we were to go with that proposal there'd be some redistricting probably with Highland and 
Chapman.  But the idea is that to increase the amount of space, we have the elementary level 
because that's the most immediate need.  So, again this is the first phase, or the six to eight 
middle school is the first phase, those are kind of the two finalists.  And proposals at this point 
for the first phase, and then, as the years go on, 10 or 15 maybe even 20 years, eventually we 
do some renovation of all the schools ultimately.  It would be you know, over the years chances 
are the needs are going to change, so the sequence of the schools is probably going to change 
but again we're working on a proposal by March 1 to have kind of a first phase project in mind 
and then we've got a referendum, assuming that the Council approves it; a referendum in 
November, ideally so and that's kind of where we are.  Then, as I said, we have this survey 
coming up soon so hopefully everyone will be on the lookout for that, and please give us some 
feedback; we've had some feedback to this point, some questions but, honestly, it would be 
great to have a lot more from everyone. Going forward, feel free to email me; I’m certainly here 
to be a resource and here to answer questions. Jim.Jinks@gmail.com  



● Shelly Kelly asked: To clarify, are we looking to vote on this for a town after the survey 
at some point or what's the plan for that. 

● Jim Jinks answered: I'm assuming the Council approves this first phase project going to 
referendum, we will be voting on that in November, so the election in November, the 
referendum question would be on the same ballot approving anything beyond whatever 
the first phase project is. 

Presumably, if we were to complete the work of all the schools over 10 or 15,20 years 
there will probably be maybe three or four different referendums overall those years by the time 
we make everything completed.  And one of the things about the student population trend that 
is also important to know is that the committee went around and talked to several different 
school districts, as part of the bar as part of our work, South Windsor as a district that over the 
last I think five or six years now, as had two or three referendums, at least, and has built 
several schools, one of the things that they found was that in building those new schools that 
kind of accelerated those partners population trends, so you know Cheshire’s district that has 
very good schools already, and we start building new schools are upgrading our schools, I can 
very easily see that as being an accelerant to increase our population, even more so, we want 
to make sure that we're you know we're building, we need the space already and we do want to 
make sure that we're going to building for the eventual increase of the population that we're 
probably going to see.  You can reach me through Facebook or email me or there's also on the 
town website my contact information there, so please feel free to reach out and ask questions 
whenever you like. 

4. Treasurer’s report: 

● Shelly Kelly: we haven't really changed anything on the budget; nothing's really coming 
in or going out. Jessica, do you want to touch base on it quickly? 

● Jessica Pompei: a few more memberships trickling in since the last time that we've met 
as well as some butter braids.  You'll see that listed there for the income and then paid 
out some of our routine expenses for the cultural events. I paid our insurance policy. I'm 
waiting for the actual policy to come through.  If you've seen that yet Shelly, but I am 
still looking out for the email. I did see that the check cleared so I'm going to follow up 
on that in a day or so if we haven't received it.  Over the final payment for the February 
cultural event and then the deposit for the teacher appreciation. I'll get that over to you 
Shelly on Monday, if that works. 



● Shelly Kelly: I know we did the Book Fair but Book Fair because it was online the Book 
Fair is going to have to be done in scholastic dollars, so there will be no cash to us.  It 
will be merchandise purchased for the school, which we have not done yet so it's just 
currently sitting with scholastic; there are a lot of sales. Kristie Hayes was working with 
them to get us a final number; it ran a little differently, we did okay definitely, not as 
much as we normally do.  We can also keep it for next year as well and roll it over, so 
we're just trying to figure it all out.  I'm trying to push for some of the spring events 
where we know we're not totally wiping out a couple of things, but it's all going to be on 
where we are come April and May. 

● Heidi Weed: Shelly I had a question about an activity, the last meeting that I was in with 
you were talking about maybe like an online or virtual type event. 

● Shelly Kelly answered: Yes,I am attending an event this weekend, one that someone is 
hosting through Cheshire, junior women. I plan to see how that is run and reach out 

● Heidi Weed: if you needed any help to organize that I'd be willing to to help with that. 
My girlfriend is the one that's running the junior women thing, so I can get the contact 
information for you.  Keith is the guy who's running it. You can do it as a family, 
different trivia nights 

● Shelly Kelly: I guess our biggest question would be how many people he can do at 
one time, and the best way to split it for the school.  There are  times I don't think 
we'll get a big turnout and we end up with over 300,  so i'm not sure the best way to 
separate that.  We could potentially offer two dates or something along those lines, 
he said he could do it as a fundraiser type event. 

● Heidi agreed to follow up with Keith as she will be attending the event this weekend 
too. 

5. Approval of the Minutes from October following the corrections of some of the cultural 
events dates.  Penny Leisring approved the Minutes, Heather Cretella second 

 6. Cultural event is going to be February 9, Keri Banack: I'm waiting to hear back from him to 
just set up our link for the school, and that's it so we'll be ready to go with that they did a great 
job with our other in December, so I think we'll be in good shape. 

● Mr Jeffrey: the veterans day parade worked really well and Keri did a great job of 
organizing; it had some really good volunteers to help out.  We included the boy scouts 
and girl scouts who led the parade, then a presentation at the end, recognizing our 
veterans for their service, and then they had snacks at the end.  A little bit different than 
what we would normally do, but I think it was a really nice event; had some really good 



feedback from our veterans, so I don't know if anyone else had any feedback, but I 
thought it worked really well. 

7. Visiting author coming April 9 arranged by Keri Banack: Jerry Pallotta was scheduled 
to come last year for our K through three students but due to the pandemic, he was able 
to attend, so we booked him for this year, hoping, he was going to be able to come in 
person, but that's okay we're back to another virtual author, just like we had one last 
spring, but he's actually able to do K six so everyone in the school will get to see him. 

8. Next PTO meeting will be February 25 at 6pm at this point, it will also be virtual. I hope 
to have some information from Heidi about the trivial so we can try to get that setup. 

9. Miscellaneous: We've been in contact with Chris Stone about offering some stem 
classes virtually as he's currently doing with the park and recreation in Cheshire so 
we're going to try to see if we can work something out with him.  And I hope to have 
sixth grade themes picked out by them so we'll have a little more feedback, as far as 
sixth grade promotion. 

● Penny Leisring: about butter braids, I had asked a lot of people to order but I didn't 
realize how neat the website was, so I'll be better equipped next time around, that you 
can put something out, like email it to your friends and family and then they can sign up 
themselves. 

● Shelly Kelly: We didn't do as good as normal, but we did break it up to just about 
$2,000 on it, so it was pretty decent. 

 
 
Meeting Adjourned  - 


