
Concord School Principal’s Report 2016-2017 

I am honored to write my 4th principal’s report for the town of Concord.  It has been a wonderful 

year thus far with many positive initiatives that have made our school a wonderful place to be.  

This summer began, as always, with a flurry of activity.  We had four teachers (April Zajko, Molly 

Tobin, Kristen Huntington, and Dawnna Chase) attend the Creative School’s Initiative (a grant 

funded initiative) in order to learn about effective ways to integrate art into the curriculum.  This is 

a yearlong initiative that will culminate in a puppet show that will be written by middle schoolers 

and pre-kindergarten students, sets and puppets designed by students, which will be led by the 

incredible artist, Barbara Paulsen.  We have also invited renowned Vermont musician, Jon Gailmor, 

who will be teaching our students to write their own songs.  The theme will be about what it means 

to belong – working together with our yearlong theme regarding immigration.  Students have been 

learning about the different immigrant groups who make up the fabric of America.    

Our talented and dedicated faculty and staff have been joined by Ms. Maria Avery, our new 

librarian; she is joining us from Seton Hall University, where she recently finished her Master’s 

Degree in English.  Our new PE teacher and athletic director is Brandon Davis, another young 

teacher who is joining us from all the way out in Missouri.  We are looking forward to welcoming 

Andrea Freesie, as our guidance counselor, coming to us from a 30 year career at Northeast 

Kingdom Human Services.  We have welcomed Judy Ross, a former administrator, to work on our 

academic interventions, and rounding out our new staff members is Breanna Guida, our talented 

special educator, joining us from Groveton Elementary.  As always, our veteran staff has welcomed 

them with open arms, and helping them to learn the “Concord Way”.  We have had a positive year 

of community building, and I can yet again report that our discipline referrals continue to decline 

due to a focus on Respect, Responsibility, and Safety. 

We continue to focus on alternative methods of education at Concord, while also focusing on 

traditional standards.  One of the most popular new initiatives we have is Genius Hour, which is the 

focus on student choice and voice.  It is best explained by the following story.  Mohini was a regal 

white tiger who lived for many years at the Washington DC National Zoo. For most of those years 

her home was in the old lion house—a typical twelve-by-twelve-foot cage with iron bars and a 

cement floor. Mohini spent her days pacing restlessly back and forth in her cramped quarters. 

Eventually, biologists and staff worked together to create a natural habitat for her. Covering 

several acres, it had hills, trees, a pond and a variety of vegetation. With excitement and 

anticipation they released Mohini into her new and expansive environment. 

But it was too late. The tiger immediately sought refuge in a corner of the compound, where she 

lived for the remainder of her life. Mohini paced and paced in that corner until an area twelve-by-

twelve feet was worn bare of grass.  – Tara Brach on the Tim Ferris podcast 

What does Mohini the tiger have to do with the students at Concord School? It turns out, quite a 

bit.  The entire staff has been talking about student choice and voice over the past two months, 

and we have come to the conclusion that students are not offered enough choice or voice in their 

educations.  Due to many initiatives, such as No Child Left Behind, teachers are being asked to 



spend a lot of time testing and preparing to test, and less and less time preparing students for the 

world.  Kids come into the world so curious and with distinct likes and dislikes, learning styles, and 

abilities.  However, education in 2016 sometimes feels like fitting round pegs (our students) into 

square holes (our curriculum and educational demands).  

Education can no longer be about preparing our students to pass a test or to recite correct 

answers, but it is imperative that education prepares students to be lifelong learners and critical 

thinkers.  As our culture evolves with stronger demands on adults to be thinkers and doers, so 

must the educational system evolve. 

Genius Hour began in the offices of Google about 12 years ago.  The executives found that adults 

learn best when inspired (not shocking), and instead of trying to encourage ingenuity with bonuses 

or competition, they decided to dedicate 20% of their company members time to allow them to 

explore their own interests. They found that providing this time for people to create and explore 

their own interests allowed the company to truly thrive.  Such things like Gmail, Google Drive, and 

even the Google Car came from this initiative.  Google was at the forefront of providing choice for 

their staff members, and the company is reaped the benefits.  Think about it – how many times in 

the last month have you heard or uttered the phrase, “google it”?  This is due to allowing people to 

explore their passions. 

Another initiative that has helped our school to move forward is Family Style Lunch.  We have a 

modified family style lunch, with the teachers serving students the mandated portions, but they sit 

as a “family”, modeling table manners and good conversation methods at a table.  I feel this 

approach has truly benefited our students, as table manners are becoming a bit of a lost art.  

Teachers eat with their classes, simulating a family table.  Rather than trays and cartons, students 

have plates and cups.  Students are learning to set tables, serve portions, and how to be good 

conversationalists.  Not all learning must happen in traditional settings, and I see a huge benefit to 

utilizing eating times as models for the adult world.  We have also transitioned back to having in 

house people fixing our meals, and we are thrilled to welcome Allison Barney and Starr Lunnie to 

our staff as our amazing cooks.  The feeling in the cafeteria and kitchen are so different now!  

We also have some huge successes to celebrate.  Our very own Mrs. Jane Elliott was recognized by 

her peers as one of the VT Teachers of the Year.  Our middle school students, led by Dawnna Chase 

and Dan Hubacz,, received the Vermont Rural Partnership Grant - $2,000 to help build a cider press 

and plant and revitalize apple trees on our campus.  Our pre-kindergarten teacher, April Zajko, 

received 5 stars for our PK program (a HUGE accomplishment), secured the eMTSS grant from the 

Agency of Education, allowing for behavior standards to be explicitly taught at the PK level, and 

secured two other grants, as well. She received monies from the Seventh Generation Grant to 

purchase new, safe furniture for her classroom and secured $900 to help build a pollination 

garden.  Finally, April, Dan, and Judy Ross worked tirelessly to secure the Vermont Farm to School 

Grant – in a very competitive year.  We will be working with Green Mountain Farm to School in the 

coming months to understand how to work with our garden, local farmers, and our curriculum to 

make our vision for sustainable living a reality.   



If you have taken a walk around our campus recently, you will notice our amazing new play 

structure, generously donated by the Guildhall School.  You will notice that the town generously 

removed the dilapidated tennis court and repaired the fence, and we have seeded the new field 

and are anxious to unveil it to students.  Our school truly looks incredible, and I thank Mr. Richard 

Fisher, Mrs. Lorrie Welch, and our newest custodial addition, Mr. David Birt for their commitment 

and dedication to making our school shine. 

Our arts program is also truly burgeoning due to the leadership of Mrs. Kristen Huntington and Ms. 

Molly Tobin.  Both members of our faculty are demonstrating the true need for essential arts – our 

middle school band and chorus programs are growing at rapid rates, and the students sound 

unbelievable.  Our students have been busy designing sets and costumes for our annual musical, 

Annie.  I am thrilled to report that this production should be our best yet. 

Finally, I would be remiss if I didn’t recognize two of our veteran teachers for their leadership in 

curriculum and data analysis.  Mr. Michael Regan and Mrs. Brenda Regan are working tirelessly to 

insure that their students are achieving the most possible, and both teachers’ classes are making 

tremendous academic gains.  We are certainly moving in a positive direction, and are extremely 

grateful to these two teachers for their leadership and commitment to excellence.  

We are extremely appreciative of all whom have helped to make our year so successful – to the 

staff at ECSU, the school board, the Alumni Association, and the Booster Club – we say thank you.  I 

am so appreciative to our faculty, staff, students, parents, and community.   Our school continues 

to grow and prosper, and I am so proud to be a part of it. 

Respectfully Submitted, 

 

Julie Donahue 

Concord Principal 


