
 

Woburn Welcomes - Statewide Office Questionnaire 

 

The following questionnaire was sent to all declared candidates in each election we are following. The questionnaire is 

based in large part on that of our parent organization, Progressive Massachusetts. Questions are generally support/do 

not support, but candidates were encouraged to expand on their answers if they felt they had additional experience, 

views, or plans that they wanted to put forward. Answers have been formatted and a few typos have been corrected, 

but otherwise the answers are unchanged from those submitted by the campaigns. 

 

These answers will be part of the process Woburn Welcomes members will use to determine whether we will endorse a 

candidate in this race. We are also making them public so that our wider community and use them to inform their own 

voting decisions. All candidates were made aware that the questionnaires would be public before they filled them out. 

 

Candidate Joseph Lahiff of Lexington declined to return our questionnaire. Candidates Michelle Ciccolo of Lexington, 
Matthew Cohen of Lexington, Mary Ann Stewart of Lexington, and William Sweeney of Lexington provided in-depth 

and thoughtful answers to our questionnaire. Their answers are below, and we thank them for their participation.  

 

D. Education 

1. Please share your personal values and principles regarding public education. What value does public 

education have in improving our economy as well as in addressing matters of economic justice? How can we 

close persistent achievement gaps? What measures should the Commonwealth take on these issues? 

Ciccolo: As a public school parent, I know that great schools are the key to success for our communities and 

our region. As State Representative, I will place a high priority on investing in our public schools to ensure that 

every child across the Commonwealth has access to a great education and the opportunity it brings. While 

Massachusetts does well in education compared to other states, there are deep inequities and disparities 

among our cities and towns and there are areas clearly in need of improvement. 

 

Because the ability to support educational services through local property tax varies greatly across our cities 

and towns, it is critical for us to fix the state-wide education funding formula (Chapter 70). I believe we need 

to fully implement the comprehensive recommendations of the Foundation Budget Review Commission which 

details out the deficiencies in the current spending formula. I will continue to support and advocate to fully 

fund Special Education, METCO, School Transportation, education-related employee benefits (health 

insurance and retirement costs), and programs for English Language Learners.  

 

There are also a number of innovative approaches under consideration to help close the achievement gap. For 

instance, the recent Budget Amendment 888 offered by Rep. Paul Tucker of Salem proposes to create a new 

pilot program to fund summer learning opportunities in low income communities. This is the type of targeted 

approach that I would support as a means of closing the achievement gap. 

 

With 95% of communities in Massachusetts now offering all-day kindergarten (with 56 districts charging 

tuition), I would advocate to restore the state’s kindergarten grant funding program (cut from the FY 2017 

state budget) and work to ensure that needy families are provided free tuition associated with all-day 

kindergarten. I will also fight for the creation of a universal Pre-K program in Massachusetts and for widely 

 



 

available vocational and technical programs. Finally, I believe we should strive to provide needs-based free 

and affordable options for college. I will work closely with parents, teachers, and community stakeholders to 

advocate effectively for these important educational programs. 

 

Cohen: Providing high-quality education is a cornerstone of a strong society and economy.  High quality 

education leads to improved lives for students as they can gain higher paying jobs, and for the economy and 

society as it helps lead to advances in sciences, medicine, technology and other fields.  Currently, access to 

high quality education is highly unequal, and this has a particularly negative impact on low income areas and 

communities of color.  The Commonwealth should provide funds to help such areas improve their educational 

systems.  Massachusetts should also make it easier for students to go to college.  For students who do not 

wish to go to college we must ensure adequate access to vocational schools and training programs.  Education 

is key to a healthy democracy, as educated students will be better and more productive citizens and will be 

better able to detect truth from lies in social, economic and political spheres. 

 

Stewart: Public education is a cornerstone of our democracy. I will continue to champion adequate funding, 

arts integration, and opportunities to welcome all families into the school, free of language, cultural, and 

socio-economic barriers. For over 20 years, I’ve dedicated myself to speaking up for children and families: for 

family engagement language in laws; safe, healthy, and technologically advanced schools; and equal 

opportunity for all children, regardless of socio-economic background. Educators need resources for special 

education, English language education, and for educating students from economically disadvantaged 

situations. The best economic driver is to invest in education for our children, especially for early education 

and care and for those considered “high risk”. 

 

Sweeney: There is not enough space here for a full elaboration on this topic and the question as asked, so I 

will say it this way:  Educated citizens are a PUBLIC GOOD the same way clean air, and clean water and roads 

and bridges and public defense are all public goods.  Public education is a critical investment and not an 

expense.  It also needs to include vocational and technical education.  

 

a. Optional/As Applicable: Please indicate work you personally have done to advance your principles on 

public education. 

Ciccolo: Lobbying is a routine and important activity of the municipal and regional boards and 

committees that I have served on or headed. My gubernatorial appointment to the Local Government 

Advisory Commission involved considerable advocacy as well. I have pushed strongly for the 

recommendations of The Foundation Budget Review Commission and for Chapter 70 aid and 

Unrestricted Local General Government Aid (through which much funding is provided for ancillary 

school related bonding and employee benefits). 

 

As past President of the Metropolitan Area Planning Council, and current Chair of its Legislative 

Committee, I have encouraged, provided input into, and voted in support of its State of Equity Policy 

Agenda and implementation recommendations. More on that effort can be found here: 

http://www.mapc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/State-of-EquityPolicy-Agenda-FINAL-tagged.pdf. 
I am also a member of the Leadership Circle of the Mass. Budget and Policy Center which dedicates a 

significant portion of its research to early childhood education and child welfare. 

 

Having personally benefited from attending a well-regarded public school system, I have maintained a 

lifelong belief in the importance of excellence in education. As a Lexington Selectman, I have worked 

to ensure that our local public schools receive the funding they need to thrive. During my time 

working as Assistant Town Administrator for the Town of Hudson, I worked closely with the Hudson 

http://www.mapc.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/State-of-EquityPolicy-Agenda-FINAL-tagged.pdf


 

Public Schools to prioritize investments in public education for new schools and an increasing share of 

the total municipal funding pie. Personally, I have been an active supporter of and volunteer in the 

public schools where both of my sons attended. 

 

Cohen: This issue is of great importance to me as evidenced by my current career as an educator at 

the college/university level. 

 

Stewart: As the appointed Parent Representative on the Statewide Board of Elementary and 

Secondary Education since 2014, I’ve learned what it takes to both advocate for progressive change 

and navigate the body to move forward that agenda. It’s that, with my 20 years of experience fighting 

for our community, that I will bring to the legislature. As member and chair of Massachusetts PTA 

Federal and State Legislative Affairs, I’ve attended every legislative conference sponsored by National 

PTA between 2006-2015, taking the fight for better funding for education, IDEA, SNAP, and more to 

members of the Massachusetts Congressional Delegation. I’ve maintained an active blog since my 

years on the Lexington School Committee, blogging on local, state, and national issues since 2009, 

much of it on education; it also includes letters and public testimony going back to 2006.  

 

Sweeney: I will say that the work I will do to advance my principles is the first bill I will file when 

elected will be to stop the public funding of so-called Charter Schools.  
 

2. How would you address persistent racial and economic achievement gaps in education? 

Ciccolo: Addressing the achievement gap and opportunity divide is critically important to moving 

Massachusetts forward. We need to ensure that every child in Massachusetts, regardless of their zip code, has 

access to high quality education. By investing additional resources in our lowest performing schools and 

providing effective programming and support for our youth, we can put young people of all backgrounds on a 

pathway to academic success and economic mobility. However, we also have to approach the achievement 

gap with an understanding of how the whole child is impacted by inequality. African American and Latino 

youth have 5 times the asthma rates than white youth and low and moderate-income children are more likely 

to suffer from food-insecurity. When we consider a child’s readiness to learn, we must be prepared to address 

a wide range of issues that impact learning including health disparities, discriminatory disciplinary practices, 

poverty, nutrition, and access to transportation among other issues. As a life-long practitioner in Community 

Development and policy, I understand full well how interconnected and complex these issues are and I have 

the background to think comprehensively about state-level solutions to these difficult problems. 

 

Cohen: As I mention in the previous question, it is critical to increase funding to lower income areas and areas 

with higher concentrations of people of color.  This will help address the issue.  Beyond that, the 

Commonwealth should work to build programs that encourage both promising young teachers and teachers 

with proven successful track records to work in under performing schools.  Ultimately, the answer is ensuring 

good teacher salaries and well supported education for every district and every student. 

 

Stewart: There are no silver bullets. Ultimately, each student needs to be understood as an individual with 

particular learning needs. Taking on a personal approach requires funding, smaller classes, highly qualified 

and experienced educators, and more. The FBRC made several recommendations that should be 

implemented, and such a proposal is underway. But more than that, based on an Adequacy Study, we will 

need to recalculate the Foundation Budget formula. Student engagement increases with greater individual 

agency, student-directed project based learning, state-of-the-art facilities and equipment, and more School 

Counselors. Some of these decisions are determined locally by their School Committees, so I will be sure to 



 

meet regularly with Lexington and Woburn School Committees, Selectmen, and Aldermen to understand the 

impacts of state legislative decisions on their work.  

 

Sweeney: (i) Make sure that Head Start and other similar programs are available and expanded throughout 

the Commonwealth (ii) make colleges, universities, vocational and technical training available to all tuition 

free.  

 

3. Would you support or oppose creating universal, free Pre-K, accessible to any resident of Massachusetts, 

integrated into the public school system? 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: I support such efforts, and I believe the Commonwealth should establish a fund to help communities 

pay for such services so that K-12 programs do not suffer from a decrease in funding.  These types of programs 

are great for children and research shows these programs improve their performance in K-12 schooling.  We 

should provide opportunities for all children to be successful, not just those whose parents (or communities) 

can afford pre-K educational opportunities. Further, they are great for families like mine with two working 

parents.  Thus, these programs are important not only for children in need but for all families and the 

economy as a whole. 

 

Stewart: Support 

 

Sweeney: When something is described as “free” that means it has no value.  I support programs that provide 

access to early childhood education, accessible to any resident of Massachusetts, integrated into the public 

school system.  Too often this particular issue is characterized a “daycare” and we need to be very precise and 

clear about the public policy goals here, which is to be the foundational entry point for the public education 

system. 

 

4. Do you support or oppose the use of high-stakes testing for such things as student promotion, high school 

graduation, teacher evaluation, and the evaluation of schools and districts? 

Ciccolo: Oppose 

 

Cohen: I generally oppose these types of programs.  They lead students and teachers to just focus on the test. 

This means other important topics are not covered, individual needs and talents are not considered and 

student education as a whole suffers.  There does not yet appear to be a good way to test how schools 

perform that also gives schools the flexibility they need to treat each student as a worthwhile and unique 

future citizen.  I think this type of program should be done away with until a more appropriate/accurate 

assessment tool exists that still allows for flexibility in how and what teachers cover in class.  In addition, tying 

student performance to teacher and school evaluations is misleading because there are many factors, other 

than just teaching, that contribute or detract from student performance. 

 

Stewart: The use of high-stakes tests for such things as student promotion, high school graduation, etc. is a 

questionable practice. However, we do need a process by which to understand the impact of all the testing 

being done in classrooms. I will continue to challenge common narratives about testing, accountability, and 

achievement to ensure students are safe, healthy, engaged, and supported. 

 

Sweeney: I do not know enough about “high-stakes testing” to answer authoritatively. 

 



 

5. Would you support or oppose changes to the Chapter 70 Education formula, including the Foundation Budget, 

to incorporate proper state funding for ELL students, Special Education students, transportation costs, charter 

school reimbursements to sending schools, and class size reduction? 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: Yes, this is part of what I would like to achieve.  These are all critical programs, but too often local 

communities struggle to pay for them from property taxes alone.  This is particularly problematic in lower 

income communities where property tax revenue is smaller, making these programs more difficult to support. 

 

Stewart: Support. The FBRC concluded, “the good work begun by the Massachusetts Education Reform Act of 

1993, and the educational progress made since, will be at risk so long as our school systems are fiscally 

strained by the ongoing failure to substantively consider the adequacy of the foundation budget”. 

 

Sweeney: I do not yet know the specifics of the Chapter 70 Education formula and so cannot not answer 

authoritatively at this time.  Clearly Charter School reimbursements need to end. 
 

6. In November 2016, Massachusetts voters overwhelmingly rejected a ballot initiative to lift the cap on charter 

schools given the millions of dollars it would have siphoned away from public schools. How did you vote on 

this question, and why? 

Ciccolo: I voted “NO” on this ballot question. The Legislature has a track record of underfunding Charter 

School Reimbursements to public school districts and it is inappropriate to expand a system that is currently 

not funded adequately. For Fiscal 2019 it is projected that there will be more than $660 million dollars 

deducted from local school systems statewide due to Charter School assessments on communities. Despite 

the fact that the House of Representatives is proposing to increase Charter school reimbursements, the 

amount of funding at the proposed House level will still be nearly half of what the Department of Elementary 

and Secondary Education (DESE) estimates full funding needs to be. 

 

The larger policy implications are even more concerning as the Charter School system has the potential to 

completely undermine our public school system and create gaping holes in the social safety net system. I 

place a high value on public education and do not support expanding the Charter School System as it is 

currently constituted. I believe fundamentally that our focus should be on improving our existing public 

school system. 

 

Cohen: I voted to reject the initiative.  While the idea of allowing innovation in education is wise, it would be 

better to do so within the general public school system, so that all our students get a high quality education. 

Charter schools take money from other public schools and can only be used by a small number of students. 

Also, it is not clear that charter schools perform any better than do other schools. Charter schools can easily 

expel problem students who are returned to the public school system.  Furthermore, teachers do not have to 

be unionized in charter schools.  This impairs the ability of all teachers to engage in collective bargaining 

across the system.  Instead, the Commonwealth must invest in improving public schools and ensuring that all 

students have access to quality education.   

 

Stewart: I voted No On 2. Ultimately, it was a resource question. It’s reasonable for families to want a 

personalized education for their child, but the answer isn’t more charters, because that’s not what they’re 

about. Ultimately, charter schools compete for funding that should be going to the core district schools, and 

this turns the whole thing into a resource problem because charters drain money and resources from schools 

and districts, thus increasing class size, resulting in fewer educators necessary to address student needs in the 



 

home core district. Considered another way, such a condition contributes to the very problem everyone says 

they are trying to solve -- closing the achievement/proficiency gap. 

 

Sweeney: I voted against lifting the cap on charter schools. 

 

a. Would you support or oppose keeping the cap on charter schools? 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: I support keeping the cap.  Please see the answer above for my reasons. 

 

Stewart: Support  

 

Sweeney: If elected, I am going to introduce legislation to eliminate public funding of charter schools 

on day one. 

 

b. Would you support or oppose legislation to bring greater accountability and transparency to charter 

schools, such as by requiring them to adhere to the same disclosure and disciplinary standards as 

public school districts? 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: Absolutely.  There is no reason charter schools should be held to a different standard in these 

regards.  Further, it is only possible to see if charter schools work, or what works in charter schools, if 

there is transparency and accountability.  If those who run charter schools truly believe such schools 

have advantages, they should also support such moves. 

 

Stewart: Support  

 

Sweeney: Once charter schools are no longer publicly funded the should be free to operate as any 

other non-government affiliated school.  

 

7. Would you support or oppose legislation to grant in-state tuition and financial aid to undocumented 

students? 

Ciccolo: Support, and have taken proactive votes and helped to formulate policy in favor of the legislation as 

Chair of the MAPC Legislative Committee and participant on its Executive Committee. 

 

Cohen: I support such efforts.  I understand why opposition to this exists, but anyone who is making a life 

here and contributing to our shared society deserves to be treated equally to anyone else.  As discussed 

above, increased access to education benefits all of society.  It is equally true in this case. 

 

Stewart: Support  

 

Sweeney: This issue is not as simple as this question lays it out.  Yes children seeking education need to have 

access to in-state tuition rates, tuition free university, vocational and technical training and financial aid even 

if undocumented.  In this climate just getting them on that “list” could be an issue and can be an issue for 

them even seeking this aid for fear of getting on a list like this.  Let’s attack the issue of immigration and look 

for ways to get productive members of society full citizenship.  

 

8. Would you support or oppose making tuition free at public colleges and universities? 



 

Ciccolo: Support 

 

Cohen: I support the idea. While I have not seen a convincing proposal on how to pay for it, I would be happy 

to work with others to bring this idea to reality.  If such a plan is developed I would certainly vote in favor as I 

always support increasing access to education.  I am currently an academic teaching at Northeastern 

University and Merrimack College, so I know firsthand how important education is and I always want to have 

as many people as possible have access to colleges and universities. 

 

Stewart: Support  

 

Sweeney: Support – 100%.  It has to be one of the absolute top priorities of the Party so that we can set the 

national standard for how to do it right.  Also there has got to be a commitment to vocational and technical 

schools and their expansion and this part of the solution is all too often overlooked.  

 


