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Newtown Board of Education 
Diversity, Equity and Inclusion Subcommittee 

BOE Conference Room 
December 9, 2022, 8:00 am 

 
3 Primrose Street, Newtown, CT 06470 

 
MINUTES 
Present: Alison Plante (chair), Deb Zukowski (member), Chris Melillo (superintendent), Anne Uberti 
(assistant superintendent, remote) and five members of the public. 
Absent: Dan Cruson (member) 

1. Call to Order 

Ms. Plante called the meeting to order at 8:02 am. 

2. Public Participation 

None. 

3. Approval of minutes from 10/24/22 Meeting 

Ms. Plante moved to approve the minutes from the 10/24/22 meeting. Ms. Zukowski seconded. Motion 
passes unanimously. 

4. Update on DEI Coordinator search process and contingency plan 

Mr. Melillo said that they interviewed the internal candidates and felt that all lacked the knowledge 
base for the position. As a backup plan, he then passed out a contract he was working on for Nixon & 
Co. Consulting Group, an organization that he has had good experience with in the past. The contract, 
shown in Appendix A, provides the expectations and deliverables needed to build capacity in Diversity, 
Equity, Accessibility, and Inclusion (DEAI) that will help Newtown Public Schools (NPS) increase 
student achievement, engagement, and overall preparation for all Newtown students. Mr. Kellen Nixon 
will be visiting the district on December 19. 

Mr. Nixon was previously introduced to Ms. Uberti and Sandy Hook Principal Dr. Kathy Gombos, via 
a remote meeting. Ms. Uberti said that both were impressed with the DEAI approach, as presented by 
Mr. Nixon who has  experience working in K-12 schools.  Mr. Nixon’s work would begin with a 
needs/equity assessment. Ms. Uberti offered that having someone with an external POV would help 
ensure an objective assessment. Once the assessment is complete, the next step would be to build 
internal capacity - i.e., that teachers and staff understand what is needed - to achieve the goals stated 
above. Mr. Melillo added that Mr. Nixon guided the DEAI curriculum for the Yale Peabody Museum 
and that he also worked with equity teams at Hamden Public Schools.  He collects data through both 
needs/equity assessment and classroom walkthroughs. He knows how to help others learn how to build 
capacity using a structured approach. After the meeting ended, all agreed his approach was a good fit 
for the district. 
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Mr. Melillo continued that he believed that DEAI work was too broad for one or two people to 
accomplish. To do well, he said it is “not one person’s responsibility to do for all. It’s everybody’s 
responsibility.” Ms. Plante supports the work and agrees that getting an outside perspective is a good 
approach. Ms. Zukowski asked for clarification on what was meant by the language “current priorities” 
and “self, team, and district” in the contract. Mr. Melillo responded that the priorities are defined by the 
five tenets as provided in the District’s DEI Statement (see below), that the equity team needed 
capacity to coach the teachers, and that all teachers need professional development as do the 
administrators. Ms. Zukowski continued her questions, calling out the focus on “student achievement 
and engagement” asking “what about culture”? Mr. Melillo responded that students who are immersed 
in a pedagogy in which they can identify learn more. Such culturally diverse academics leads to 
broader cultural acceptance which should decrease the need for discipline related to intolerance and 
increase unity within the school community. Culturally diverse academics can also better prepare 
Newtown students, who live in a generally homogeneous town, for the diversity that exists beyond 
Newtown.  

Ms. Plante followed by asking if the contract with Nixon & Co. would fit into the budget. Mr. Melillo 
answered yes. She also asked how present and available company representatives would be. Mr. 
Melillo responded that members of the company would have a physical presence in the district, 
supplemented with remote meetings. 

In closing, Mr. Melillo mentioned that PEAC members provided feedback that Mr. Johnson, the former 
DEI Coordinator, was a well-trusted confidant to students and families. Mr. Melillo understands that 
shared experiences can be key for gaining trust and that sometimes it is just easier to talk with someone 
who has lived through the same experiences. He is working to figure out how to address this need, in 
part by focusing on hiring of district staff. 

5. Debrief on October committee training 

Ms. Zukowski read the following comments provided by Mr. Cruson: 

“I thought that the training session was very informative. I appreciated George and Ethel’s 
breadth of experience and thought that the fact they could tie everything back specifically to 
education and our role as Board Members was invaluable. I also felt that they created a [safe] 
environment to have the kinds of conversations that were necessary in this kind of training, and 
I personally didn’t feel any qualms about bringing up topics I have been unsure about in the 
past. 

I do hope that we can do future sessions with them as it felt like there was further we could 
learn from George and Ethel. I also continue to feel that inviting the other members of the 
Board to join these training sessions would be a good idea so they have the opportunity to 
benefit from it.” 

Ms. Zukowski stated that there were parts of the training that she had difficulty “grokking,” i.e., she 
had difficulty connecting the words with the message. She also expressed concern that the Four Pillars, 
that she agreed were powerful, where more directed at district operations. That is, the content was more 
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operational than inspirational, and so was not within the purview of the Board. She also expressed 
concern about one specific point that seemed to imply that students could take classes in which they 
were ill prepared to be able to learn. Mr. Melillo replied that the bullet was calling out that, historically, 
there were times when barriers were used to keep certain students out of high-level classes. Ms. 
Zukowski noted that she understood and agreed with the concern, but that the language was 
problematic. She mentioned that the policy committee had begun work on a related policy, and that the 
issue would be better addressed there. 

Ms. Zukowski asked if, instead of Board-specific required training, Board members could have the 
option of “sitting in” on training given to the equity teams. Mr. Melillo followed by saying that he 
expects that Mr. Nixon would build trust that may impact future discussions about Board-directed 
training.  

6. Update on staff training related to DEI 

Ms. Uberti presented a document, available in Appendix B, that showed all prior DEI training.    

7. Discussion on committee charge and standing schedule for 2023 

Ms. Zukowski read the following comments provided by Mr. Cruson: 

“For the most part I think the charge is good. I think it should continue to call out the 
Coordinator of DEI because ideally we will have one again in the future, and we do talk about 
working with the Superintendent as well. I also realized that while we say we will meet 
Quarterly or as needed it is with the Coordinator of DEI, but that doesn’t define the frequency 
that the committee will meet. i don’t think we need to make a change, we can continue to meet 
monthly or as needed as we currently do. 

I do think it is worth adding another point to the charge that says that we will work with the 
other subcommittees to lend a DEI lens to their work as needed. Please feel free to work on the 
wording, but the idea is that we could be a resource to ensure DEI is considered in other work, 
for instance Curriculum & Instruction. This is a common practice among the subcommittees, 
Policy has asked SEL and CFF to look at policies under consideration to lend their input for 
instance. Since we don’t have a Coordinator I think the committee filling in on some of this at 
the Board level will be an important addition.” 

In addition to the committee charge approved by the Board in December, 2021, Ms. Zukowski referred 
to the proposed charge that the prior DEI committee’s March 11, 2022 meeting. Ms. Plante and Ms. 
Zukowski reviewed both versions and also discussed Mr. Cruson’s comment about meeting frequency 
and his request to explicitly include language that the DEI committee will work with the other 
committees. Both agreed that meeting frequency need not be in the charge and that coordination 
amongst committees was implicit among all committees without the need for added language in the 
charge. In addition, both agreed that the charge should refer to the Equity and Diversity policy that 
resulted from the resolution rather than the resolution.  Finally, both agreed that continuing to meet 
monthly was an appropriate frequency, and that meeting during the fourth week of the month would 
help prevent conflicts with meetings of the Board’s other committees.  As a follow-up, Ms. Plante will 
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propose an updated version of the responsibilities language that reflects the edits discussed.  [A version 
of the charge as discussed in the meeting is provided in Appendix C.] 

8: Finalization of DEI goal statement 

Ms. Zukowski shared a concern that arose during the recent CABE/CAPPS convention. The list of 
diversity characteristics included in policies, including the Equity and Diversity policy, needs to be 
reviewed. Diversity characteristics are different depending on the scope of the policy. The Policy 
Committee is looking further into this concern. Ms. Zukowski suggested that a limited, illustrative set 
of examples be provided, along with a reference to the full list in the Equity and Diversity policy. That 
way, the Statement is independent of potential changes in the list of diversity characteristics pertinent to 
the Equity and Diversity Policy. In addition, Grammar errors were fixed. Ms. Zukowski will prepare 
language at the next DEI committee meeting for committee approval.   

9. Public Participation 

None. 

10. Adjournment 

Ms. Zukowski moved to adjourn the meeting at 9:27 am, seconded by Ms. Plante. Motion passed 
unanimously.  

 

Respectfully Submitted, 

Deborra Zukowski 

 

THESE ARE DRAFT MINUTES AND ARE SUBJECT TO THE APPROVAL OF THE BOE DEI 

COMMITTEE  
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Appendix B 
 
Newtown Public Schools  
Training Related to Diversity, Equity and Inclusion to Date 
As of Dec 9, 2022 
 
Date Professional Development 

Topic/Activity 
Audience Presenter 

Fall & 
Spring, 2019 

Understanding and Supporting 
Transitioning Adolescents 

Reed Staff Tony Ferralolo 

November, 
2020 

Dr. Derrick Gay, Keynote 
Address 

District -wide Dr. Derrick Gay 

“How Do You Become an 
Antiracist 
When You Don’t Know How to 
Talk About Race.” 
 

District-wide Partners for Educational 
Leadership (formerly 
Connecticut Center for 
School Change) 

Embedding SEL Practices into 
the Classroom  

District/Choice Staff Led 

Mindfulness District/Choice Staff Led 

Growth Mindset District/Choice Staff Led 

April, 2021 Let’s Talk: Facilitating and 
Engaging in Challenging 
Conversations 

District-wide Partners for Educational 
Leadership (formerly 
Connecticut Center for 
School Change) 

Diversity, Equity and Inclusion in 
the Instructional Core: Guidance 
from Research and 
Practice 
 

District-wide Partners for Educational 
Leadership (formerly 
Connecticut Center for 
School Change) 

August, 
2021 

BOE Resolution & Diversity Self-
Reflection, 

9-12 Kim Longobucco, NHS 
Principal  

November, 
2021 

DEI Overview, District Goals, 
Building Plans  

9-12 Kim Longobucco, 
Principal & Wesley 
Johnson, DEI 
Coordinator 

April, 2022 DEI: Definitions, Terms, & 
Resources 
 

9-12 Kim Longobucco, 
Principal & Wesley 
Johnson, DEI 
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Gender Identity & Pronouns  Coordinator & NHS DEI 
Committee 

May, 2022 Curriculum Development 
Training 
(including use of Equitable 
Practices Rubric) 

Select Group of ELA & 
Social Studies Teachers, 
Curriculum Developers 
and Reviewers 

EdAdvance 

August, 
2022 

Introduction:  What is Diversity, 
Equity and Inclusion? 

K-12 Equity Leaders Wesley Johnson, DEI 
Coordinator 

September, 
2022 

Why the 4 Pillars of Affirming 
Race and Diversity as a 
Framework  

K-12 Equity Leaders Dr. George Coleman 

October, 
2022 

Micro Behavior (Aggression, 
Assault, Invalidation, Insult) 

K-12 Equity Leaders Teresa Rangel, Director 
of Diversity, Equity and 
Inclusion, Naugatuck 
Public Schools 

November, 
2022 

Instructional Strategies for ELL 
Newcomers and SLICE 
(Students with Limited or 
Interrupted Life Experiences) 

9-12 EdAdvance 

November, 
2022 

Conceptualizing DEI Planning & 
Implementation Using the 4-
Pillar Model 

9-12 Dr. George Coleman,  
Esther Bobowick 

November, 
2022 

Understanding Bias K-12 Equity Leaders Kevin Walton, Director 
of Equity and Inclusion, 
ACES 
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Appendix C 
 
Current committee responsibilities: 
 
DIVERSITY, EQUITY AND INCLUSION COMMITTEE 

1. Meet quarterly (or as needed) with the Coordinator of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion to support his/her 
work and make the Board aware of any needs. 

2. Work with the Superintendent and Coordinator of Diversity, Equity and Inclusion to ensure that actionable 
items they have developed are addressed while reflecting the Board of Education's mission, beliefs and 
objectives.  

3. Recommend to the Board of Education any action that needs their approval to support the Diversity, 
Equity and Inclusion needs of staff and students. 

 
Proposed updated version: 
 
DIVERSITY, EQUITY AND INCLUSION COMMITTEE 

1. Review, support, and oversee the goals and objectives of the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion work in the 
District to ensure consistency with Board policies. 

2. Work with the Coordinator of Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, the Superintendent, Assistant 
Superintendent, and the Equity Team and act as a bridge to the Board of Education and its committees on 
matters related to Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion. 

3. Recommend to the Board of Education any action that needs their approval to support the Diversity, 
Equity, and Inclusion needs of staff and students. 
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