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A Message f rom Ed  

Open questions offer wonderful 

opportunities for kids. When we 

pose questions or open-ended 

statements to them, such as 

òWhere will you be in twenty-five 

years?,ó or òWhat does the sky remind you of on a 

cloudy day?,ó or òIf I could create an invention to 

make the world a bett er place, it would be a é,ó 

we give them the chance to think, to dream, to 

compose, or to create. Instead of looking for one 

correct answer, we permit a multitude of 

acceptable responses. And when kids are afforded 

the opportunity to hear one anotherõs answers, 

they learn a rich variety of ways of looking at the 

world. And Iõm always reminded of how much we 
as adults can learn from their responses.  

I remember back when I was in elementary 

school, there was usually only one correct answer 

to a question posed by the teacher. The teacher 

would ask the question, a sea of hands would go 

up, and then one lucky person would get to 

remind us of the year that Columbus sailed to 

America. If you happened to guess the wrong 

answer, it didnõt feel too good to have missed the 

mark. If you were like me, you kept your hand 

down for fear of being incorrect. I know that I 

would have taken more risks if Iõd known that 
there wasnõt always one way to be right. 

Of course there still are many situations where we 

want kids to find t hat one correct answer, such as 

in math. We also want kids to punctuate their 

sentences correctly, and we want them to read 

with fluency. But weõve also learned over the 

years that there are often several ways to get to 

the same answer in math, different w ays to 

organize a piece of writing, and a variety of 

methods to help children learn how to read. The 

more doors we leave open for children, the greater 

the opportunities for them to take risks and 
challenges in their learning.  

So it was within this spirit that I decided to give 

some students at Merriam an open -ended 

assignment. I figured I might get some very useful 

suggestions if I consulted with them about my 

new job. So I asked kids from seven different 

classes (one from each grade) to fill in the 

following blank òA good principal is someone 

who__________.ó The answers were wonderful and 

diverse, very serious and quite humorous ð but all 

possessed the wisdom of children. I donõt have 

space to include them all, but hereõs a sampling of 
the responses: 

Kinde rgarten : 

òHelps us find our way in the school.ó 

òIs kind to everybody.ó 

òTalks to you every day.ó 

òCleans up yucky stuff thatõs on the floor.ó 

 

First Grade:  

òHas lots of courage to deal with all of the stuff at 

school.ó 

òIs smart and knows everything.ó 

òSays hi to everyone.ó 

òHas good manners.ó 

 

Second Grade:  

òAlways puts us on the right bus.ó 

ò Listens to kids and congratulates people.ó 

òGives me a smile.ó 

òTrusts you.ó 

òCares about your safety. 

òGives you a high five in the morning.ó 

 

Third Grade:  

òGoes around observing teachers work and helps 

them if they need help.ó 

ôSomeone who loves.ó 

òTalks loud and clear.ó 

òShould have extra recess for kids.ó 

ò Is nice, caring, responsible, good with kids, and 

cool.ó 

òRuns All School Meeting smoothly. 

 

Fourth Grad e: 

òRuns the school but doesnõt let it get too wild.ó 

òMakes summer last all year.ó 

òGives out apples on the first day of school.ó 

òMakes sure you are happy.ó 

òMakes Gatorade come out of the drinking 

fountains.ó 
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Fifth Grade:  

òIs nice and funny but can handle the school.ó 

òHelps out children who are sad.ó 

òMakes fair decisions and rules.ó 

òTakes other peopleõs advice.ó 

òPuts his time and energy into the school.ó 

 

Sixth Grade:  

òDoesnõt force people to be nice, but talks to them 

if theyõre being mean or bad.ó 

 òIs active.ó òHas guts.ó òIs optimistic.ó 

òIsnõt too controlling and lets people express 

themselves.ó 

òKeeps the cleanliness of the school in check.ó 

òWonõt dislike someone because of their views on 

lif e.ó 

òGives good lunches for kids who have allergies.ó 

òHires good teachers.ó òHas a big heart.ó 

 òShould be impartial.ó òDoesnõt favor some 

people.ó 

òFixes problems immediately.ó 

òTreats you like a peer not a lower life form.ó 

òLoves their job and cherishes it.ó 

òWonõt take their job for power.ó òWonõt stress 

out.ó 

 òEven in the most dire situations always stops to 

think.ó 

 

Thank s to all of these students for their wonderful 

advice. It seems to me that theyõve written a 

pretty good job description. And all of these 
nuggets emanated from one simple open question.  

 

Merriam Magnified  

In case you missed our first 

PTO meeting on September 9th, 

we thought we would give you 

the highlights of what we 
learned that evening:  

Open Circle :  Ed started this portion of the 

meeting with two òOpen Circleó team-building 

activities. Open Circle is a program developed at 

Wellesley College to help facilitate social 

interaction, team building, problem solving, and 

conflict resolution. The school feels that this is a 

critical st udy point along with academics that best 

prepare kids for their next steps. Two -thirds of 

the staff have already completed this training and 
the goal is to provide training for all teachers.  

Project -Based Learning Approach : Annie 

Doble, a 3rd and 4th grade  teacher, explained that 

she was attracted to Merriam because of the 

project -based learning approach. Kids have a 

sense of community when they learn through 

projects. They also feel engaged and have 

ownership. Project -based learning is 

interdisciplinary an d allows children to engage at 

a comfortable learning entry point. Annie outlined 

several examples of projects including the quilt 

project and school jobs.  

The Importance of Community : Karen Sonner, 

a 1st and 2nd grade teacher, spoke about 

community and re minded us all about Merriamõs 

core values: respect, risk taking, and persistence. 

Examples of building community at Merriam and 

include: All School Meeting, buddy program, 

grades 1-6 field trip, family groups, theme days, 

core value days, and field day. Ma ny of these 

activities involve students at each grade level 

which helps the younger kids build confidence in 

interacting with older kids and helps older kids 

better understand their younger friends.  

Role of Classroom Assistants : Carol Leandro, a 

5th grade assistant, shared the role of classroom 

assistants at Merriam. The number one role is to 

support students ð such as bringing a student who 

has been absent up-to-date, and to help guide 

student groups during project learning activities. 

The second role is t o provide a consistency of 

known adults for students throughout the day. 

Assistants work 18 hours each week and must 
have experience working with kids.  

Teacher Collaboration : Christy Nealon, a 5th/  

6th grade teacher, spoke about collaboration at 

Merriam b y first explaining how 8 teachers helped 

her develop the project she introduced to students 

the previous day. Teachers also collaborate each 

Friday for 2 hours with their grade level peers 

while classroom assistants continue the education 

plans for the day . Many teachers also collaborate 

through the volunteer Triad program. All new 

teachers are assigned a mentor for their first year. 

These programs help teachers model group work 

in the classroom  and friendship among school 
peers, and inspire teachers.  

Stude nt -Led Conferences:  Rachel Russell, a 

3rd and 4th grade teacher, spoke about the 

student -led conferences at Merriam. Scheduled in 

the winter, the conferences take place between the 

student and their parents/care -givers without the 

teacher. Teachers help th e student prepare for the 

conference and parents are encouraged to ask 

positive questions. This approach helps meet the 

different learning styles children have, and 

provides a positive, confidence building experience 
for the child.  
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Alyson Whatcott:  I am very excited to be 

teaching again at Merriam this year. Last year, I 

came to Emily Murphyõs 5th grade class as a long-

term substitute, and I will continue with that 

class for 6th grade. Room 133 is becoming my 

home. I have worked at Merriam for the past 4 

years: 3 years in Myrna Gutfreundõs kindergarten 

class, and then 2 months in Mary Ann Brandtõs 

fifth grade class, and then 8 months in Emily 

Murphyõs class. My family moved to Acton in 

2000, when my oldest son Ian was in second 

grade, and my daughter Elizabeth was in 

kindergarten, here at Merriam. Now they are a 

sophomore in high school and an 8th grader at the 

junior high. I also have two sons still here at 

Merriam: James, 6th grade, and Benjamin, 5th 

grade. I love the Merriam com munity. I began as 

a Merriam parent, served for three years on the 

school council, worked as an assistant for three 

years, and am now a full -time teacher. My 

passions are reading and writing which makes 

teaching 5th and 6th grade an extra treat ñ

everything involves reading and writing. Iõm 

looking forward to seeing some of my old 

kindergarten students come through my room 
someday as 5th and 6th graders!  

Michele Pruett:  I am so happy that my career 

path has led me to Merriam. What a wonderful 

community! Befo re I became a teacher, I was an 

advertising art director for many years. It was a 

very interesting profession, but when I began 

volunteering as a Girl Scout leader and in my 

daughtersõ classrooms, I realized that I would 

much rather work with students. I w orked as a 

substitute teacher for several years and as a full -

time kindergarten assistant at McCarthy -Towne 

for four years. I received my Masters of Education 
from Lesley University.  

I love the process of integrating literature, 

writing, math, science, soc ial studies, and art in 

different combinations to create memorable 

learning experiences. My own favorite childhood 

teacher wove subjects together this way, and Iõll 

never forget all the activities we did in our unit on 

Russiañdancing the troika, wearing ba bushkas, 

reading Russian folk tales, and sampling borscht 

were just a few! I hope to inspire this love of 

learning in my own students through engaging, 
cross-curricular experiences.  

Our daughters are teenagers now, and my 

husband and I love to travel with them. This 

summer we stayed with some French friends in 

Brittany, where we went sailing and tasted lots of 

crepes. We also like to hike, kayak, and ski. (My 

husband and I are both from Arizona, but we love 

the seasons here!) I love to read, too; my favorit e 

book is The Twenty -One Balloons by William Pene 

du Bois, which is a fantastic story about 
inventions, islands, and travel.  

I appreciate the warm welcome I have felt at 

Merriam, and I look forward to a terrific year 
learning and growing with my class.  

Kat y Frey:  I am Katy Frey and am excited to join 

Vanessaõs 4th grade class as the assistant. I 

graduated from Miami University (Ohio) with a 

degree in Business Administration a nd worked for 

several years in c orporate America, until I became 

pregnant with my 3 rd child. I have enjoyed the 

time at home with my kids (Ali, 7th grade, Andy 

6th grade, and Robby 2nd grade) but decided last 
spring that I was ready to go back to work.  

Over the last 8 years, I have spent countless hours 

at Merriam e ither volunteering in  the classrooms 

or working on projects for the PTO. I have always 

enjoyed my time in the classroom and decided 

that being an assistant would be a rewarding and 

fun job for me. I feel fortunate to be a part of the 

Merriam community and am enjoying my new ro le 

as assistant. In my free time, I love being with my 

family. I have lived in Acton for 13 years with my 
husband John and our kids.  

Jessica Beer:  This is my second year as a 

teaching assistant at Merriam. I'm fortunate to be 

working with a terrific group  of 5th graders in 

David Ljungbergõs classroom. We're off to a great 

start studying the U.S. through an engaging Road 

Trek program and will be soon creating our very 
own ecosystems in science. 

I've lived in Westford for twelve years with my 

husband, two ch ildren (7th and 8th graders), and 

dog Cody. During this time I've enjoyed 

volunteering in my children's schools and 

numerous extra -curricular activities. I grew up in 

this area attending small independent schools in 

Concord and Groton which fostered a love  of 

learning, the development of the student socially 

as well as academically, and an appreciation of 

diverse people and cultures similar to Merriam. I 

attended Wheaton College where I majored in 

Asian Studies and International Politics. I spent 

my junior year in Taiwan studying the Chinese 

culture and languages, taught English, and 

traveled throughout the Far East. After a couple 

years in finance in Boston, I moved to a little  
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