REPORT OF THE 
SCHOOLS COMMITTEE
OF ANC 6A

March 23, 2005


Present

Committee Members: Commissioner Marc Borbely (6A06), co-chair; Commissioner Mfon Ibangha (6A08), co-chair; Mark Williams (6A04); Mary Spencer (6A06).

Honorary Member: Tommy Wells, Ward 5/6 Representative to the D.C. School Board

Residents: Sam Manivong (6A04); Audra LeBlanc (6A06); Miner Elementary School PTA President Dora Lindsay (6A06).

Guests: Rosalind Lyle, Parent Coordinator, Spingarn SHS; Lynwood Watson, Substitute Teacher, Spingarn SHS; Janet Myers, DC Congress of PTAs, and PTA President of West Elementary School; Jackie Pinkney-Hackett, parent, School Without Walls, special education advocate.

I. Reports

Ms. Spencer reported that she had testified on behalf of the ANC at the March 16 school board hearing on the capital schools budget. She asked the school board not to cut the school facilities budget. She testified about the need for new schools for the children in the D.C. area. She spoke about R.H. Terrell JHS’s budget needs, described Miner ES’s beautiful building and that all children deserve similar accommodations to be educated.

II. Spingarn SHS

Ms. Lyle said the principal, Mr. Burke, requests assistance with parental involvement. She described her efforts to reach out to parents, including parent calendars, “chats with the principals,” parent workshops.

She said girls, especially, are having identify crises. Need volunteers to come into the school to work with the mental clinicians to try to talk with the girls to see what’s going on. She said children are bringing issues from the neighborhood into the schools.

Ms. Lyle mentioned that Spingarn is not up for renovations, even though roofs are falling down and bathrooms are in terrible condition. The school has to lock the bathrooms because of fights, gambling and smoking -- there are not enough security guards. Kids are letting other kids into the building. Last week, there was an incident where a child had a gun in school (reported by other children). Expelling procedures were iniatied. The kids think they have to fight their own battles. Ms. Lyle said it would be good to go out in the neighborhood to speak with parents, since the parents aren’t coming to the school. 

There are many positive things going on at the school -- academies, a great ROTC program, barbering and cosmetology programs, shoe and leather design repair (also done to raise money).

She said the school has repeatedly been promised that an official would come to the school to pop in, but it never happens. There is a big problem with marijuana in the school, especially on the third floor. The kids just bring the marijuana in (they’re not patted down as they enter). There is also a big problem with gambling in the bathrooms. 

The school has decided to try to increase lunch-time activities next year; they would offer teachers a small amount for extra activities. To do this, children would have to be broken up in small groups, since they get crazy if they’re all in the auditorium at once -- the teachers can’t control them. If there was more involvement in supervising, from parents or volunteers, that might help. The school wants children to participate in at least one activity to keep them busy. Many children don’t eat lunch, in part because their free lunch forms haven’t been filled out. One idea would be to have descending gates to restrict access to parts of the building during lunch, to minimize inappropriate activities (smoking marijuana and gambling in the bathrooms, for instance).

She said student and teacher attendance is poor. Some classes have had 40 students on the roster. Mr. Wells said Spingarn’s staffing arrangements should probably be looked at, as student-teacher ratios are very low, District-wide -- about 14 per teacher. Ms. Lyle said the school is not fully staffed -- there are teachers missing in some subjects.

At times as many as 10 teachers are absent. Mr. Wells reported that truancy in elementary schools has been cut in half by instituting new rules that hold parents legally responsible for their children’s truancy. She said children are still out in the school at 9 or 10 a.m. They don’t come in, because if they’re late, they’d have to stay in the auditorium until homeroom. She said the school is thinking about instituting a policy requiring attendance in every class. Currently, if they attend homeroom, they’re counted as present for the day (also for purposes of calls home).

Ms. Lyle said there was a parent communication workshop at the school last night. Two parents attended. One child said her father never speaks to her at home. The other child felt like he has the world on his shoulders -- nothing is fun anymore. He’s been raising his siblings since he was little. He broke down and cried.

Ms. Lyle invited community members to visit the school anytime, to see how things are.

Ms. West said there need to be more social workers in the schools, to help address some of the children’s needs. Mr. Wells said DCPS has started partnering with the DC Mental Health Department. He said he would like to see mental health services, as well as other agencies,  co-locate in Spingarn, where there is space.

Ms. West said parents need to be held accountable, for not picking up children’s report cards, for example. Mr. Wells said he’s started with immunizations -- three parents have been locked up for not having their children immunized -- but that he couldn’t do that for parents not picking up report cards. Ms. West said maybe motivational speakers could be brought in. Ms. Spencer said there should be requirements that parents be involved, to motivate or encourage them to visit the school, for instance.

Special Education 

Ms. Lyle said she has heard that for the past few years, the special education department at the school has not been updating children’s Individualized Education Program’s, as required by federal law. Mr. Wells said he would follow up on this.

Ms. Pinckey-Hackett said this is ridiculous. Mr. Wells said people would get fired for this, if it’s true. Ms. Lyle said new people have just been hired at the school, and they’re trying to address the problem. Ms. Pinckey-Hackett said she holds the downtown administration responsible, because they should be able to tell, from their computer system, that records are not being updated.

Ms. Pinckey-Hackett said parents are active when their parents were active. Many parents are intimidated by teachers. Many teachers tell parents things that are not true. She herself spends hours educating teachers about different learning styles. There is an over-representation of black children in special ed because teachers don’t understand how black kids learn -- there’s something wrong with the teacher, not with the kids. Many children don’t learn because they don’t have educated teachers who understand different learning styles, such as visual learning. There are many learning differences that are not learning disabilities. Most children want to learn. They don’t learn in school because school is not interesting. We’re not reaching all out children, and it should not be acceptable to let so many fall through the cracks.

Ms. Pinckey-Hackett said community volunteers could help parents advocate for their children -- even to meet with teachers and administrators, and teach parents their rights. Children need mentors, so the ANC could start a mentoring program. Parents, too, need mentors. Many parents are afraid to go to IEP meetings alone because they’re intimidated. Community members can help just by being supportive.

Hilltop Campus

Mr. Wells presented a vision of a Hilltop Campus, encompassing the 40 acres of Spingarn SHS, Phelps SHS, Browne JHS and Young ES campuses. He said schools should be integrated into community life, so it’s not just a negative relationship of reward and punishment.

The Hilltop Campus vision would call for a transformation of the area, which is truly a beautiful, scenic spot, into a glorious place for both students and the neighboring community at large: instead of the local kiosk library, a full library would be built, open to students and neighbors. There would be recreation opportunities. The campus would be gated and secured like Gallaudet University, and thru-traffic would be eliminated by closing one of the roads. Multiple social agencies would be located on the campus, so seniors, for example, would visit the campus for their needs. Education would become more meaningful for students, as school would no longer be an isolated world of its own, but would bring real life, and the community, into the schools.

Mr. Wells said a university has been working on developing the plan over the past few years. Now it needs to be presented to the community, and the various city agencies have to start working together to accomplish the vision.

He suggested that the ANC could help promote such a vision by inviting officials from various agencies to make a presentation to the ANC about the future of the Hilltop Campus area.

There was widespread appreciation for the vision.

Recommendations

After discussing how the ANC could address some of the issues raised, the committee supported the following recommendations without objection: 

1) that the ANC work to help connect volunteers in the community to work with Parent Coordinators and PTA Presidents; 

2) that the ANC invite representatives from the D.C. Public Schools and various city agencies to the May ANC meeting to present their vision for the Hilltop Campus, including Spingarn SHS and Browne JHS, which serve about one-third of the high-school-age and junior-high-school-age children attending public schools in ANC 6A; 

3) that representatives on the Schools Committee compile a list of social services available in the District; 

4) that the ANC send a letter to DCPS Superintendent Clifford Janey requesting that his staff investigate reports by staff at Spingarn SHS that the Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) of special education students at Spingarn have not been updated yearly, as required by law, and to correct any deficiencies immediately; 

5) that the ANC agree in principle to hold neighborhood meetings at various schools serving ANC 6A, including Spingarn SHS, so that invited officials, including the mayor, will spend time in the schools.

Next Scheduled Schools Committee Meeting 

The committee’s next meeting is scheduled for Wednesday, April 27, 2005, 7-9 p.m., at Miner Elementary School, 601 15th St. NE (15th and F NE). 

Respectfully submitted by Mr. Borbely

