REPORT OF THE 
SCHOOLS COMMITTEE
OF ANC 6A

April 27, 2005


Present

Committee Members: Commissioner Marc Borbely (6A06), co-chair; Commissioner Mfon Ibangha (6A08), co-chair; Mary Spencer (6A06).

Residents: André Taylor (6A03), president of the DC chapter of the American Association of School Librarians; Gus West (6A03); Pat Cooper (6A06); Aliaya Gwaltney (6A06), student, Watkins Elementary School.

Guests: Jennifer Smith, principal of the Capitol Hill Cluster School; Suzanne Wells, PTA President of the Capitol Hill Cluster School; Joshua Godec, student, Stuart-Hobson Middle School; Cesar Watts, Read Out Loud Hotline Coordinator, DC Learns.

Committee Members absent: Mark Williams (6A04).

I. Capitol Hill Cluster School

The Cluster School is comprised of three campuses -- Peabody Early Childhood Center, Watkins Elementary School and Stuart-Hobson Middle School, all under the supervision of one principal. Within ANC 6A, the Cluster School attendance boundaries include the blocks from 8th and East Capitol on one corner to 12th and G on the other.

Ms. Smith described her approach to parent involvement: she tries to support whatever parents bring to the table. At the beginning of the year, she circulates sign-up sheets for parents to indicate their interests. Some parents might be interested in quilting, others in taking kids to the Library of Congress; others in taking kids to a park or garden. 

She said this approach generates interest and energy; people like to know they’re useful.

Ms. Smith said she tries to open the school’s doors to “anything that’s going to be good for the kids.” Parent-initiated or parent-run clubs are a fairly new addition to the school. Among them: a knitting club, an environmental club, a space explorers club, a cheerleaders club, a scouts program, and an extra-curricular foreign language program.

Ms. Smith said she tries to acknowledge people’s varying schedules. For example, parents who are busy during the day can contribute to the school by selling items at their workplace or by cleaning the school on weekends.

Ms. Wells commended Ms. Smith’s approach to parents: “If you have an idea, she lets you run with it.” She said the Cluster School has the largest PTA in D.C., with 458 members. She said the school has a long history of strong parent involvement. Last year, the PTA was recognized by the National PTA as a Parent Involvement School of Excellence, a process that requires a self-assessment she recommended for all schools.

Ms. Wells said that the DCPS budget “just doesn’t allow for the basic materials that the school needs.” The PTA has bought a photocopier for the school. It pays for a maintenance contract for the copier and buys paper, ink and toner. The PTA contributes about $3,000 per year for books for the libraries and buys a dictionary for every third-grader to keep at home. Thanks to some very generous grants, the PTA has been able to create beautiful gardens outside Watkins Elementary School that she said everyone should go see. The PTA reimburses up to $150 to every teacher, for extra-curricular supplies. 

Ms. Wells said the PTA budget is about $110,000. Most of the fundraising is done via the Capitol Hill Classic, organized by the PTA. The PTA also organizes a Renovators House Tour (which raises about $18,000 per year), a Gift Wrap Sale ($25,000), a Casino Night ($5,000), School Pictures and other fundraising programs.

The PTA also helps the school communicate with parents. There is a weekly e-mail that goes out to 270 people, and a bi-monthly print newsletter. The PTA also prints a calendar the beginning of the year, listing all the PTA events. The PTA puts together a student directory to help families stay connected, as well as a parent handbook describing DCPS and school policies. The PTA organizes “meet and greets” so kindergarten families can meet 1st grade teachers, or fourth-grade parents and children (leaving Watkins Elementary) can meet 5th grade teachers (at Stuart-Hobson Middle School).

Ms. Wells said Tyler ES, Maury ES and Hine JHS have participated in Walk to School Days organized by the Cluster School. The PTA is also trying to reach out to other schools on Capitol Hill, and since January has bee meeting with parents from Brent, Tyler, Maury, Payne and Ludlow-Taylow. Miner and Gibbs have been invited but haven’t participated yet. The purpose of these meetings is to bring together parent leadership to talk about areas of common concerns and find ways to provide quality education. Ms. Wells said there are prospective parent groups forming at Brent and Maury, and there is also a principals group.

Ms. Wells said the PTA meets quarterly, with interesting talks by teachers, on topics parents are interested. The next PTA meeting will be on May 11 -- Marian Wright Edelman will be the guest speaker.

Ms. Wells described the demographics of the Cluster School. At Peabody: 63% black; 31% white; 21.5% free or reduced lunch. At Watkins and the Montessori program: 77% black; 20% white; 32% free or reduced lunch. At Stuart Hobson: 92% black; 6.5% black and 54% free or reduced lunch. She said there is a good range of family incomes.

Ms. Wells said there are always volunteer opportunities, for parents or other community members. Currently, volunteers are needed to help staff a “Sports Swap” (used sports equipment) on May 7; clean and paint at Stuart Hobson on Greater DC Cares Workday on May 21; help staff registration tables at the Capitol Hill Classic on May 22; and help the librarian at Payne ES get donated books from the Library of Congress.

Ms. Wells said she thought parents are leaving the public schools because schools are being forced to cut music, counselors, libraries, foreign language, and arts. Also, school grounds are generally unattractive (unlike at Watkins) and school facilities are generally in poor condition. At Stuart Hobson, there are paint chips falling off the ceiling in the basement. There is serious water damage in the auditorium, and there is peeling paint and boarded-up windows on the third floor. Ms. Wells thought that by the time families get to Stuart-Hobson (middle school), they’ve lost much of the energy they had in elementary school, and so Stuart Hobson looks bad.

II. Requests 

Ms. Wells and Ms. Smith requested the ANC’s help in trying to harness energy around making all school libraries in the area first-class. Due to budget cuts, Stuart-Hobson no longer has a librarian; the school’s library is essentially closed. They said all schools should have a library like Miner’s (they had just taken a look at it). 

Ms. Wells and Ms. Smith suggested that the first thing to do would be to gather information about the various libraries -- whether the collection is up-to-date; whether there are cataloguing systems; whether the libraries have means to check out books; whether there are functioning Internet-connected computers; whether there is a librarian.

III. Recommendations

The committee recommended unanimously that the committee focus specifically on the conditions of school libraries on Capitol Hill, at the next Schools Committee meeting. Ms. Taylor will invite Ms. Bonner, head of the DCPS libraries program, to the meeting. Ms. Spencer will invite principals or other school representatives, and Mr. Borbely and Mr. Ibangha will invite representatives of local parent groups. Before the May meeting, committee members will try to gather as much information about the state of local school libraries as possible.

Next Scheduled Schools Committee Meeting 

The committee’s next meeting is scheduled for Wednesday, May 25, 2005, 7-9 p.m., at Miner Elementary School, 601 15th St. NE (15th and F NE). 

Respectfully submitted by Mr. Borbely

