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“Hillside is an inclusive neighborhood school, Kindergarten through fifth grade, in Needham, Massachusetts. Our neighborhood has 
expanded to include a successful METCO program, a growing ELL (English Language Learners) population, and the Early Learning 
Center II program for students with special needs in grades three through five. Our student body is a diverse, creative, and energetic group 
of 400 or so students who certainly make the very most of what we have to offer. Our parents have been thanklessly supportive by funding a 
steady stream of creative arts programs and educational technology into our classrooms. The teachers and staff continue to develop and 
hone the best possible curriculum for our students while being ever mindful of the importance of creating and maintaining a healthy 
emotional school environment. At Hillside, it is important that all children and adults feel safe. Just as important is that we all, students, 
parents, teachers and staff, respect each other and are treated with that same respect.”

- from our school’s website which we encourage you to visit at:
http://hillside.needham.k12.ma.us/

Hillside School Council members are community representative, 
Sarah Donovan, faculty members, Lauren Geary and Nicole LaFace
parents, Joanna Herrera, Laura Fields and Mary Buffinger 
and principal, Michael Kascak

http://hillside.needham.k12.ma.us
http://hillside.needham.k12.ma.us


Hillside Elementary School Improvement Plan, 2014-2017

COMMUNITY
Overarching goal: Create and sustain the best possible community for all.

Continuum of Learning Collaboration and Student Leadership Campus

• Using assessment to improve instruction
- MCAS
- NPS Math assessment
- IXL, Extra Math
- F&P Assessments
- Literacy program 

• Standards-Based Reporting System

• Parent Initiated programs
 - Let’s Build Engineering
 - Literacy Evenings
 - Understanding Different 
 Abilities (formerly Program on 
 Disabilities (POD))

• Connection Clusters, METCO Mentor
Program and Buddy Classes

• Teacher evaluation pilot

• Continued development of SEL

• Resiliency Training

• Lesley Internship Program

• China Collaboration

• Lesley Internship Program

• ELC Program

• Community Service Learning
 - Student Council, Jump 
 Rope for Heart, UNICEF 
 Water Project, Green Team

• Student Leadership Roles
- SSD, Student Council, 
Yearbook,  Student Guides

• Olin College
- 4th Grade Engineering
-‐ 3rd Grade UDA 

• First Lego League

• Connection Clusters, METCO 
Mentor Program and Buddy Classes

• Hillside/Eliot Basketball Game

• Hillside/Mitchell Building Project

• Mural Project

• HSAC
- Nutrition grant

• Safety issues
- SSD
- Security changes
- Safe Routes
- Walk-to-School Initiative
- Carpool Committee

• Learning Garden
- Water Brigade
- Composting Project

• Expanded use of technology for 
global connections



Hillside School’s overarching goal is to create and sustain the best possible learning community
for the three groups of constituents that define our institution; our staff, our families, and of course, our students.  It is through community building that we can 
articulate and organize the three dynamic goals of our School Improvement Plan.  We have created programs and protocols which help us achieve these goals 
and the sections that follow define and detail some of the projects we have, or will be undertaking, to meet our needs and improve our school community.  We 
have adjusted the format for our latest SIP in hopes of being more consistent with the district's goal document and other school's SIPs.  We also hope this new 
format will be easier to read and therefore garner a wider audience who actually do read it.  Our overall school goals remain the same.  Our three Cs of the 
Hillside Community (Continuum of Learning, Collaboration and Student Leadership, and Campus) remain aligned with district goals as shown below.

Hillside School Goal #1: Create and improve through 
regular review, a Continuum of Learning that matches 
the needs of all learners.

District Goal #1: Advance Standards Based Learning. To refine and continue to put 
into practice a system of curriculum, instruction, and assessment that enables each 
student to be engaged in challenging academic experiences that are grounded in clearly 
defined standards.

District Goal #2: Develop social, emotional, wellness, and citizenship skills
To ensure students develop the knowledge and skills that empower healthy, resilient, and 
culturally proficient global citizens who commit to act with integrity, respect, and 
compassion. 

Hillside School Goal #2: Collaboration with our school 
constituencies, other Needham Schools and other outside 
institutions to develop and promote student leadership 
and expanded learning opportunities.

District Goal #3: Ensure infrastructure supports district values and learning 
goals. To build and carry out a sustainable plan for financial, building, 
technological, and human resources that enables our learning goals and is 
responsive to student and school needs.

Hillside School Goal #3: Continue to run a safe and 
successful school program in an aging facility that has 
inadequate interior and exterior space and is in need of 
renovation.

The chart on the previous page categorizes many of our programs and initiatives under our three school objectives.  Bolded items on that chart are our priorities 
for this coming year and additional details are provided in the following pages.  We believe the remaining items do not warrant greater detail in this documant 
as they have become part of our established program (e.g., the UNICEF Water Project) or are part of town-wide initiatives (e.g., implementing Standards-
Based Reporting in grade one and piloting an electronic math assessment).  Additional detail regarding town-wide initiatives can be found on the district 
website page ( http://rwd1.needham.k12.ma.us/school_committee/documents/2013-2014District%20Goalsapproved10.1.13R.pdf )

http://rwd1.needham.k12.ma.us/school_committee/documents/2013-2014District%20Goalsapproved10.1.13R.pdf
http://rwd1.needham.k12.ma.us/school_committee/documents/2013-2014District%20Goalsapproved10.1.13R.pdf


Hillside School Goal #1: Create and improve through regular review, a Continuum of Learning that 

What are the action steps? Timeline Evidence and/or outcomes

Hold an event, an “Engineering 
Extravaganza” designed for hands-on 
exploration of STEAM topics.

Fall 
2013-2014

The first Engineering Extravaganza (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sn6juTCMRUQ) 
was held at Hillside School this past October.  This highly successful event hosted over 300 
participants with the support of 43 volunteers and presenters representing Olin College, MIT, 
Needham Science Center, Needham robotics teams,  as well as Joshua Winer, the mosaic 
artist connected with a Hillside community grant, and one Needham solar expert.  The 
Second Annual Engineering Extravaganza, coming in Fall 2014, is expanding to become a 
joint Hillside and Broadmeadow venture. - Liz Lee, Parent 

Extend “Let’s Build” Engineering project to 
all grade levels, K-5.

Spring 2014 After a successful pilot last Spring in grades K and 2, the “Let’s Build” program (http://
www.letsbuildengineering.org/#) expanded this year to include all grade levels.  This 
program is a community effort primarily facilitated by Hillside parents, but includes a diverse 
group of volunteers from the community including  parents from other schools.  With the 
volunteer population being roughly 35% male and 12% community members, new and 
interesting perspectives are brought into the classroom as they share experiences from a 
variety of work backgrounds including female engineers, human resource professionals, 
professors and lawyers.
 - Liz Lee, Parent

Create student surveys to measure the effect 
of  the “Let’s Build” program experiences. 

Spring 2014 All third and fifth graders will complete online surveys prior to their engineering challenge 
and then again after they complete them.  Focus group interviews are planned for the 
Kindergarteners.  Collected data will be reviewed each year and used to revise programming 
as appropriate.
-Michael Kascak, Principal

Continue to foster and encourage student 
team participation in the First Lego League 
and Robotics Tournaments.

2014 - 2017 All third and fifth graders will complete online surveys prior to their engineering challenge 
and then again after they complete them.  Focus group interviews are planned for the 
Kindergarteners.  Collected data will be reviewed each year and used to revise programming 
as appropriate.
-Michael Kascak, Principal

Objective: Increase student interest in STEAM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Arts and Mathematics) concepts and in turn, 
improve scores on MCAS and related assessments. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sn6juTCMRUQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sn6juTCMRUQ
http://www.letsbuildengineering.org/#
http://www.letsbuildengineering.org/#
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What are the action steps? Timeline Outcome and/or evidence of outcome

Improve the continuum of learning and better 
match the needs of all learners by enhancing 
exposure to technology through use of iPads in 
educational programming;  devices will be used as 
an enrichment tool to enhance various teaching and 
learning experiences.

2013- 2014 NEF grant was awarded. Classroom teachers will complete both pre- and post-
implementation surveys about the instruction use of ipads. Concurrent with the 
phase in process, teachers will be provided multiple and varied professional 
development opportunities to ensure the best use of devices.  Four faculty members 
will attend an iPad conference (http://www.ber.org/seminars/CourseInfo.cfm?
seid=ZDT4S3-BOS) this May which focuses on strengthening instruction using ipad 
technology and apps to increase student learning. -Jamie Singelais, ELL teacher

Hillside Elementary School will pilot use of iPads 
starting in ELL and special needs programs, then 
eventually phase usage into grade-level classrooms 
as well as art and music classes.

2014 - 2017 Implementation of iPad use in classrooms will be evaluated and data will be used to 
make recommendations to Needham Public Schools regarding use of iPads across 
other community elementary schools. -Seema Meloni, parent

What are the action steps? Timeline Evidence and/or outcomes

Survey classroom teachers to reflect on their 
successes and challenges in regard to literacy 
instruction, and outline possible action steps to 
strengthen literacy program.

2014 A district literacy survey was recently completed by all classroom teachers in grade level 
groups.   These teacher reflections were then incorporated with those of the literacy 
specialists and principal.   The outcome is a document reflecting the strengths and needs of 
literacy instruction at Hillside. In addition, meeting time has been set aside for literacy 
articulation meetings between grade levels, and to introduce classroom teachers to the new 
reading units of study. - Carol-Ann Hurley and Linda Hillery, Literacy Specialists

Reflect on first year of Math Coach position 
and plan steps for next year.

2014 Support classroom teachers with the math workshop model and evaluate the common core 
standards as they relate to the Think Math curriculum.
Continue remedial and extension direct service work with students.
Meeting times with math coach will be set aside for grade level math meetings and 
articulation meetings between grade levels. -Elaine McKenna, Math Coach

Objective: Expand, where possible given the restraints of our physical plant, technology which will positively impact student 
learning and teacher instruction.

Objective: Continue to review, evaluate and, when necessary, revise the support given to teaching staff in both English Language 
Arts and Mathematics instruction and increase student achievement. 

http://www.ber.org/seminars/CourseInfo.cfm?seid=ZDT4S3-BOS
http://www.ber.org/seminars/CourseInfo.cfm?seid=ZDT4S3-BOS
http://www.ber.org/seminars/CourseInfo.cfm?seid=ZDT4S3-BOS
http://www.ber.org/seminars/CourseInfo.cfm?seid=ZDT4S3-BOS


What are the action steps? Timeline Evidence and/or outcomes

Fulfill the requirements to secure NEF grant 
approval in order to garner more titles in our 
book room that better reflect cultural 
proficiency.

2014- 2015 Survey classroom teachers to determine needs for additional titles.  Establish Hillside 
team, comprised of parents and staff, to review an NEF grant recently awarded to Mitchell 
counterparts.  Apply for "copy cat" grant after needs assessment is complete and eligibility 
window opens. - Michael Kascak, Principal

Hillside School Goal #2: Collaborate with our school constituencies, other Needham Schools and other outside 
institutions to develop and promote student leadership and expanded learning opportunities.

What are the action steps? Timeline Evidence and/or outcomes

Establish a connection with a sister school in 
China.

January 2014 The principal from Daxing Elementary School Number 2, along with  two staff members 
and six students, visited Hillside in January, 2014.  Students stayed with Hillside host 
families.

Develop the possibility of both sending 
graduate students to Daxing and creating a 
professional development program for 
Chinese teachers through Lesley University.

Spring 2014 • Connected Chinese faculty with Lesley University staff at meeting in February 2014.  
Follow-up meetings scheduled for this Spring.

• Hillside Principal will travel to Beijing to formalize school partnership as well as share 
Teacher Training Program with those responsible for Professional Development in the 
Daxing School District.

Directly pair up faculty from both elementary 
schools for ongoing partnership.

July 2014 Five Hillside teachers will travel to Beijing in July and participate in a teaching exchange 
program and establish individual connections with Chinese counterparts. - Michael Kascak, 
Principal

Objective: Establish a connection with a sister school in Beijing, China in order to provide opportunity for cultural exchange.



What are the action steps? Timeline Evidence and/or outcomes

Expand recruitment of candidates for the 
Collaborative Program to include more 
diversity.

2013 - 2017 Set-up an information table at Needham’s Diversity Job Fair in March. We recently 
worked with Lesley University to promote residency-based collaboratives ( http://
www.lesley.edu/teacher-residencies-learning-where-the-students-are/ ) and develop 
promotional materials which included interviews with alumni and filming done here at 
Hillside.

Investigate adding another certification license 
(Early Childhood and/or Special Education) 
possibility to our existing program which 
offers only the Elementary license.

2014 - 2015 Faculty from Lesley University will be meeting at Hillside this spring and next fall to 
identify which options, if any, are possible.  We will also look at possibility of expanding 
intern placements to other NPS elementary schools.

Create a scholarship to help interns in need 
with tuition expenses.

2014 - 2015 A donation has been made to seed a fund designated to help a Lesley intern cover tuition 
and/or fees for the program. PTC will make an annual donation to ensure this fund 
continues.  

Investigate possibility of establishing 
Professional Development opportunities 
between Lesley/Hillside staff and Chinese 
Counterparts.

2014 - 2016 Meetings were held both at Hillside and Lesley University to brainstorm  professional 
development opportunities between Chinese and American teaching staff and graduate 
students. Looking into hosting Chinese teachers here in January 2015 and adding a 
Chinese placement component into teaching training program for 2015-2016.  -Michael 
Kascak, Principal

What are the action steps? Timeline Evidence and/or outcomes

Expand Service learning opportunities for 
students.

2014 - 2017 • Photo display of CSL on dedicated bulletin board by cafeteria
• CSL updates in Friday bulletins
• Hillside CSL updates and highlights on NPS ( http://cslnps.blogspot.com/ ) and 

Hillside’s website.
• New buddy class projects such as Ms. Hsu’s fifth grade and Mrs. Strakosch’s 

Kindergarten visiting residents at Avery Crossing
- Margaret Petrovich, School Counselor

Objective: Look into expanding our successful collaboration with Lesley University and increasing the diversity of its pool of 
qualified candidates. 

Objective: Expand Community Service Learning (CSL) at the school, specifically those which include student leadership 
opportunities.

http://www.lesley.edu/teacher-residencies-learning-where-the-students-are/
http://www.lesley.edu/teacher-residencies-learning-where-the-students-are/
http://www.lesley.edu/teacher-residencies-learning-where-the-students-are/
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What are the action steps? Timeline Evidence and/or outcomes

Utilize the Student Council to select school 
wide service projects. 

2014 - 2017 The Hillside Student Council meets bi-weekly to discuss suggestions students have made 
in the Suggestion Box and to plan service learning projects. They are the voice of school 
and often make announcements to assigned classrooms about upcoming school-wide 
events and projects. Such projects have included our collaboration with the Bruins and 
Cradles to Crayons to collect pajamas, working in conjunction with Needham High 
School students to assist in their service projects, collecting for the Red Cross, and 
planning school-wide Spirit days.
 - Maria DeCicco and Raylene Roberts, Student Council advisors

Expand Connection Cluster meeting time and 
when feasible use it for Service Learning.

2014 - 2015 Our long running Connection Clusters Program is an ideal vehicle for school wide 
discussion of service learning.  Some clusters have already initiated their own projects. 
This year we plan to use this time to help with Earth Day activities and establish a 
FirstClass conference to house successful Cluster activities. - Michael Kascak, Principal

Connect our ongoing service project, Jump 
Rope for Heart, to our community in a 
significant way.

2014 - 2017 On February 14th, Hillside School participated in its 10th school wide Community 
Service Learning project, “Jump Rope for Heart.”  Led by Mr. Rob Tatro, PE teacher at 
the Hillside School, students raised money for the American Heart Association while 
contributing to their own heart health by learning how to jump rope in various and unique 
ways. Children spent weeks not only gathering donations by finding sponsors but also by 
practicing their jumping skills and learning in general the importance of a healthy heart. 
This was a special year not only because it marked this 10-year milestone, but more 
importantly because the day was dedicated to Mrs. Carol Virginio, a former Hillside 
teaching assistant who passed away last spring from a heart condition.  Along with Mr. 
Tatro, parent volunteers and teachers helped make this event successful.  Mrs. Virginio's 
two grown children, Michael and Joanne, were at Hillside to support the students in their 
fundraising efforts in their mother's name.  Motivated by the significance of this year’s 
event, Hillside School stepped up its normal fundraising to set a record with over 
$25,000.  This more than doubled what the school normally raises in a single year which 
pushed the total contribution to the American Heart Association over $100,000 in its ten 
years of participation! - Rob Tatro, Physical Education teacher



Hillside School Goal #3: Continue to run a safe and successful school program in an aging facility that has 
inadequate interior and exterior space and is in need of renovation.

What are the action steps? Timeline Evidence and/or outcomes

Secure funds for a project. 2013 The $15, 000 required was secured through an NEF Grant, a MA Cultural 
Council Grant, fundraising by the Hillside PTC, and donations from the 
community.

Mural Design with Artist in Residence, Joshua Winer. 2013-2014 Mural themes were crafted by gathering input from Hillside staff and holding a 
brainstorming session with Hillside families. Working with their art teachers, 
students from K-5 will contribute drawings which artist in residence, Joshua 
Winer (http://joshuawiner.com/) will craft into the mosaic templates.  

Mural Creation. Spring 2014 Five movable mosaic panels representing the unique spirit of Hillside and how 
STEAM influences the student’s daily learning will be created.  Over a period 
of three weeks this spring, students will cut and place tiles with the aid of 
Joshua Winer, parents and teachers -- a true community effort.

Unveiling of Mural. End of Year 
Art Show 
2014

Representing the unique spirit of Hillside, the finished mural, mounted on 
movable panels, will be unveiled to the Hillside community at the end-of-year 
art show. It will be a lasting impression that will be passed on to future 
generations of Hillside families. - Sondae Varga, Laura Fields, Mary Buffinger, 
Parents

Objective: Build a permanent (and portable) work of art illustrating daily life and traditions at Hillside and how STEAM 
influences the student’s daily learning

http://joshuawiner.com
http://joshuawiner.com


What are the action steps? Timeline Evidence and/or outcomes

Work with police department to post 
appropriate signage for vehicle entry during 
drop-off and pick-up times.

2014 Signs have been made, town is waiting on posts.
Signs for live parking only need to be replaced after winter plowing and work order has 
been placed.
Additional Hillside staff assigned to afternoon pick-up procedure to help with a deficit of 
crossing guards and/or traffic police.
- Michael Kascak, Principal and Officer Karl Harmon, NPD

Promote car pooling, walking and/or bicycling 
to school whenever possible to reduce amount 
of traffic and congestion in and around 
Hillside School.

2014 - 2015 The fourth and fifth graders on Hillside’s Green Team have been working all year to 
promote walking to school and carpooling.  Among other things,  students have produced 
(with the help of parents including Michelle Hoffmeister) public service announcements 
(e.g., news reports, interviews, and skits) which are featured on the Hillside website 
( http://www2.needham.k12.ma.us/hillside/technology/student_projects/13_14/
green_team/index.html)  They encourage alternatives like walking, using the Booth 
Street path and carpooling. - Laura Katz, Teacher and Green Team advisor

Where and when possible, fund, execute and 
maintain basic repairs and building upgrades.

Summer 2014 Projects scheduled for the summer of 2014 include:
• Control external air leakage into the building -  Ongoing
• HID lamps with induction lighting or LED lighting- Complete parking lot and 
exterior lighting
• Install new code-compliant guard rails and hand rails at all stair wells- 
Complete 
• Install timers on rooftop bathroom exhaust fans –not feasible due to the 
mechanical configuration
• Install lockable cabinets over electrical panels .
• Submersible pump to be hard-piped to go outside the building 
• Replace ceiling tiles as needed - Ongoing
• Floor refinishing gym and stage – Complete, Gym floor scheduled for this 
summer
• Repair sink drains in modulars with installation of heat trace.
-Charles (Chip) J. Laffey , Director of Facility Operations 

Continue to keep community members 
informed and appropriately involved with the 
ongoing Hillside Mitchell Building Project.  
Detailed up to date information can be found 
at ( http://rwd1.needham.k12.ma.us/
Hillside_and_Mitchell_Planning/).

The Hillside School Reconstruction project has been invited into the Eligibility 
Period by the MSBA. We are hopeful that, following the June 4, 2014 MSBA 
Board Meeting, Hillside will move into the Feasibility Study period, during 
which time there will be a very close and careful evaluation of the sites under 
consideration for the project. - Joanna Herrera, Parent

Objective: Implement safety initiatives and building improvements where needed.
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