School and Neighborhood Association Leadership Discussion Notes
Discussion held 4/22/09

Called by the Kingfield Neighborhood Association www.kingfield.org / info@kingfield.org
Discussion Purpose:

The Kingfield Neighborhood Association (KFNA) brought leaders together to acknowledge and discuss opportunities and impacts of closing open areas in our area, with an interest in creating successful schools and neighborhoods.   The goal of the discussion is to start building relationships now, so we have a better idea of who to call once the District announces changes on April 28.  We hope to then be able to work together to bring information to our constituencies and continue building our relationships  so that when the changes are implemented we have a strong base to begin the 2010 school year with.

Present:

	Patty
	Born Selly
	East Harriet Neigh Ass

	Bridget
	McGinnis
	Burroughs PTO Chair

	Matt
	Perry
	East Harriet Neigh Ass

	Kate
	Kampa
	Green--Comm. Ed

	Ryan 
	Fisher
	Tangletown Neigh Ass

	David
	Curle
	Barton

	Pam
	Costain
	MPS Board

	Lydia
	Lee
	MPS Board

	Peggy
	Clark
	DPAC/Area C

	Rebecca
	Totzke
	Bryant Neigh Org

	Rich
	Flint
	Hale/Field

	Elizabeth
	Short
	Lyndale School

	Mark
	Hinds
	Lyndale Neigh Ass

	Jill
	Krieger
	Lyndale Neigh Ass

	Julia
	Mullin- Paulsen
	Barton

	Tom
	Parent
	Kingfield Neigh Ass

	David
	Brauer
	Kingfield Neigh Ass

	Sarah
	Linnes-Robinson
	Kingfield Neigh Ass

	Jim
	Parsons
	Central Neigh Org


Tom Parent, Kingfield Neighborhood Association President, welcomed participants and talked about the goals of the meeting.  He also updated the group on KFNA’s work on the issue so far including the neighbor led meeting in mid-March, the Conversation with the District held at Bethlehem Lutheran in late March, the resident-established ‘ning’ blog, and the challenges that KFNA has experienced through this work the past two months, including calling this meeting.  He reiterated the goal was to have leaders talk freely about what they are hearing from their constituencies without critique from other groups, and to express their hopes and concerns for the reorganization by the District. 
David Brauer, Kingfield Neighborhood representative, then spoke to the historic elements of this issue in Kingfield: the fight 10 years ago to get a community school, the resulting 3-choice guarantee, the break-down of this guarantee in the last few years.  He stated that Kingfield neighbors are feeling a great deal of anxiety about not being wanted anywhere and also fear of being pushed to a school of low poverty.  
Brauer spoke to the April KFNA Board resolution which states that the Board would like to see the Kingfield neighborhood kept together in one community school building and the decision on school changes should be delayed, if necessary, so that the community has enough time to understand the rationale for the changes and to respond.  Additionally Brauer presented and also talked about the most openly discussed school model that Kingfield neighbors have been talking about; this model which he underscored is not supported by the KFNA Board, assumes that the Lyndale neighborhood, Kingfield, and East Harriet neighborhoods could combine to make a large and diverse school community and should remake the Lyndale and Barton school buildings into a community k-8 dual campus for these families.  He acknowledged that many of these folks have stirred up hard feelings in their criticism of the Barton and Lyndale school programs.  He again stressed that although neighbors have been working on this proposal and have been very vocal about it, the KFNA Board has not been working with them nor supported their proposal.  
Kate Kampa, Community Ed Director from Green School, spoke next and questioned why no one would want Kingfield families.  She said she understands why Barton wants to stay in their building and that Lyndale has bad feelings, but said that Green would welcome all of Kingfield.  Kampa explained that 10 years ago her school was a tech magnet with great diversity but in the switch to a community school about 6 years ago they drew from the immediate area only and now have a concentration of poverty close to 96%.

Kampa stated that no one talks about what is happening in these lowest performing schools because the parents are not at the table.  She said Green has an incredible staff and she admitted that her ‘dog in the fight’ was for her kids at Green, many who enter school not even being able to count and not having any one to advocate for them in these changes.  Kampa said that ½ of the Green population needs to go to a different school and another population needs to come into the building.  Think about equality, she implored.
Elizabeth Short, PTA Chair from Lyndale School then spoke.  She asked if it is an issue of racism or classism at Lyndale or Green?  She said most people will state they do not embrace those values but they cross schools off their lists saying they’ suck’ without even going and looking at them.  Ten years ago neighbors should have walked in and seen what a quality school really was and they would have embraced it, but they didn’t and so she, as a Lyndale parent can’t get what she wants because she cannot go back in time and change people’s prejudices.  She feels that Kingfield will end up with Lyndale and East Harriet will end up with Burroughs—she will accept this if this is the decision but Kingfield families need to approach the situation as equals—not as a situation where they are superior families who will come and take over an inferior school.  
Short talked about test scores at Lyndale and analyzed who Lyndale is educating and what their test shows really show.  She said many of the ning blog postings talk with disdain about test scores but most people don’t really look into them and understand what they are saying and where the kids are starting from.  

Short asked how do we discuss  ”quality” and do how we understand it.  She stressed that just because some families from Kingfield are privileged parents, it does not make them better parents.

Kampa added that one of the problems has been schools have been left to, almost encouraged due to a lack of District funding, market themselves.  This has set schools against each other and resulted in unequal products due to the inequality of skills, resources and time to spend on this.
Mark Hinds, Executive Director from Lyndale spoke next.  He stated LNA has a good relationship with Lyndale School.  The Changing Schools issue came up slower in Lyndale than in Kingfield but he is now hearing a lot from parents and is definitely learning where all the kids currently go to school.  What he has noticed is a lot of anger from parents toward other families for making different educational choices; he has also noticed that most families currently in a school want to stay at that school.  Hinds said he is concerned about a lack of communication on the subject as a whole, and stated that giving input on the plans should not be confused with actually communicating with the District.

Hinds does not see LNA taking any position on the subject of the Changing Options Plan.  He sees the organizations role is to communicate to the neighbors and to carry the neighbors’ input to the District.  He stated he feels it has been a mistake on the part of the District to not ask the neighborhood associations for help.  According to Hinds, “we are a resource that has been overlooked.”

David Curle, Barton parent, spoke next.  He stated this whole process has been a communications and process fiasco—and said that maybe this is one good thing that can come out the conversation we are having this evening—the District may acknowledge that they should have pulled this group together six months ago to talk about the boundaries, schools, and people’s feeling about the proposed changes.  According to Curle, the conversation we are having tonight is a good one for the District to endorse—the idea of schools and neighborhoods coming together to share their concerns and hopes and create solutions together. 

Matt Perry, President, East Harriet Neighborhood took over the conversation and said he does not share the views of Kingfield.  He said the most vocal people are getting the attention but there is no proof of majority.  He claimed what neighborhood organizations have failed to do on this issue is create a safe, welcoming environment where people can share their thoughts.  Perry felt the meeting held at Bethlehem was horrible and the ning blog has led to some of the most uncivil communication he has ever seen in the City.  Perry stated that what he would like to ask the other neighborhoods present is if they would work with him to create an environment where people can come have a dialog on the Changing Schools Options and express facts in person, not online.

Perry added that the District’s role is to improve academics and a neighborhood association’s role is to improve the neighborhood so the District should not be asked to adhere to our boundaries.  He has not seen any proof that keeping a neighborhood together can actually result in higher academic results.  He sees the role of the neighborhood groups as being able to disseminate information, however, and work together.  He stated that for some reason this is very hard for neighborhoods to do.
Tom Parent, President of Kingfield Neighborhood Association, responded to Perry’s criticism and said that on this issue, none of us have had the facts to share, and still do not have them.  Parent spoke to KFNA’s attempts to bring information to the public through the two forums KFNA held, and also through the social networking site set up by a Kingfield neighbor.  Parent admitted that KFNA’s journey into social networking has not been smooth and the ‘ning’ site was taken over by a group with a particular opinion; Parent stated that this did not necessarily discredit the attempt to provide an open discussion and a dissemination of information and that this tool should not necessarily be discarded in the future just because this one attempt did not work.
Peggy Clark, District Parent Advisory Council (DPAC) and Area C Co-Chair, then spoke.  She said that the division between District work and neighborhood association work is real, but there are also areas where the work meshes.  Clark said that the District has known this problem has existed in F2 for over 10 years, since about 1982, when the neighborhood school was torn down.  The District should take the blame for not dealing with the issue then, in an open and adult manner.  All the old anger erupting at this time could have been prevented by leadership from the District in the past. 

Lydia Lee, MPS School Board, spoke next and admitted that for a long time MPS was the only game in town.  The District made arrogant decisions and now they recognize they cannot operate the way they have.  The District is trying to learn a new way to work with parents but it is still a problem for many and the District recognizes that this process has been bad.  But, Lee said, the District could have also said ‘here is the plan’ and that even if this process hasn’t worked well for all, the District did not do that this time.  More nagging from the community and schools is necessary to remind the District that they cannot delay this time.  When asked why the District could not delay this time Lee responded, “Because we cannot afford it.”
Elizabeth Short commented that it would have been great to have more options presented to bounce around and another six months to discuss them.  Short admitted she was impressed that the District came to the public and asked questions, but also added that there should have been an additional step in between the presentation of the draft plan and the final—one month is not enough and the District’s claim to take input does not seem genuine.

Lee commented that that this process is so complicated, there are so many variations of the plan. Moving one school, or making changes, impacts 4-5 other things.

Rebecca Totzke, representing the Bryant Neighborhood Organization, spoke next.  She stated there is no buzz at all in Bryant about the plan even though Bryant is also an open area.  She does not feel there are a lot of school-age kids in the neighborhood, but there are a lot of babies and a lot of young couples—and she feels they do not even know that any changes are being discussed.  She had posted a question about the Changing School Options Plan on the neighborhood yahoo group and no one responded.  Most of the families in Bryant go to Green, Bancroft, and Ramsey although her child goes to Barton, and she is a music teacher at Hall.  Totzke stated that she is worried her neighbors do not know of this issue at all, so she wants to share information with them so they can share their opinions too.

Bridget McGinnis, PTO President of Burroughs spoke next, and acknowledged that “yes, Burroughs has some “stuff” going on in relation to the plan”.  She summarized the Burroughs statement which had been shared with the District a few days earlier; the school statement says that Burroughs would like: 

1. The present families to be allowed to stay at the school (grandfathering)

2. Families be permitted to stay together (sibling preference), and 
3. (Restated due to recent issues between the Burroughs Principal and a MPS Board Member) to welcome any new students to their school, but in light of resources the former NNL program would be welcomed back.

Julia Paulson Mullin, representing Barton Open School, spoke next.  She currently lives in Tangletown but had lived in East Harriet for years.  She stated that she felt things were working really well in some schools and that as a planner, she felt the process of the District has been ok.  She would like this process to focus on expanding on the positives at these schools.  She feels Barton is a great school and provides a choice for families.  “Can’t we work to get another strong program?”  should be the discussion.  When people move to the “where should this program be?”, that shuts down the conversation.

Jill Krueger, a parent in Lyndale Neighborhood representing the neighborhood association, spoke next.  As a parent in the school-search process she feels that this whole Changing Schools Options process came up after the choice cards were due in.  She acknowledged that the current choice system seems confusing and competitive.  Krueger admitted that her opinions on schools were largely made based on friend’s opinions and from where friends were going.  She is excited to think that Lyndale School might get more attention, and as Lyndale parent she might want to take another look at the school and not look toward her first choice of Kenwood.
Rich Flint, parent representative of Field School, spoke about the people at the table and asked, since he was generally unfamiliar with the Kingfield neighborhood and surrounding area, if everyone in the neighborhoods at the table was also white.  He questioned the use of yahoo groups and social networking sites to inform anyone of anything, since so many people do not have internet access.  Flint stated that he feels the biggest problem in the schools is the achievement gap; we used to be recognized as having a low achievement gap, and now we are 11th from the bottom of having the largest gap.  He stated that chat lines for sharing information are forgetting a huge segment of folks.  

Flint then talked of Hale and the demographic changes that have happened there.  Over the last 10 years the school has gone from 1/3 Hmong, 1/3 black, and 1/3 white to less than 25% minority.  He says the school is pleased to be a community school but the diversity added so much to their school and is really missed.  Hale and Field were the first schools to be partnered and he felt is was very successful in blending the races initially.  Flint stated that parents miss out when they walk away from a school because of race, because it really adds a lot.  Everyone claims they are not a racist but really everyone does not want to be the minority.
Flint stated that he feels the Hale/Field Schools are separate from this whole conversation, and does not really feel they will be impacted at all.  He does feel race needs to be part of the conversation, however.  The Hale School has a large and strong population now and this is important to bring in the money to get the programs needed.
Ryan Fisher, President Tangletown Neighborhood Association, spoke about his neighborhood’s work on the issue so far. His board had discussed the issue briefly earlier in the week.  He said those folks that are in the issue have their heart in it, but the neighborhood association would not likely take action or a stance as they are a clearing house.  Their group has been working on their relationship with Washburn since the school restructures last year, and sees the school as an asset.  They do not have the same relationship with Ramsey.

Jim Parsons, Executive Director Central Neighborhood Organization, had left earlier in the meeting.  Linnes-Robinson, Director with KFNA had caught him at the door as he left to see if he wanted to leave a parting comment since he had not had a chance to share his thoughts.  He had mentioned that his organization has no relationship with Green School, in fact the school seemed to not care they were part of a neighborhood, even to the point of scheduling their Area B meetings on the same night as neighborhood association board meeting nights. 

Next Steps—
The group discussed potential next steps including a joint-neighborhood information sharing forum as Perry had mentioned.  The timeline of the draft announcement coming in less than one week was discussed.  The question was raised “how do we handle as a group the impact of the decision impacting each school and neighborhood differently?”
A general agreement was reached that doing anything as a group in the next month, between the draft recommendation and the final recommendation, is not valuable as we might each be working in a different direction with different schools and neighborhoods depending on the impacts of the proposed plan.  Linnes-Robinson restated that one of the goals of this meeting was to connect everyone to everyone else, and the participation list with contact information will be shared immediately after this meeting with all so they can build their own relationships without KFNA needing, nor wanting, to be in the middle.  
Pam Costain, MPS School Board, who had joined the discussion late, took a few moments to share her thoughts.  She thanked those present for stepping back to have this conversation tonight, and understands this conversation has been really risky for some people but she feels the outcome will be good.  She stated that on Tuesday, they expect the proposal coming from staff for approval by the board  will  be as close to the final plan as possible.  While public meetings on school closing will be held, and of course input will be gathered, she expects that the work has been done to present the best plan possible and that radical change will not happen to the plan before May 26.  Of course the final plan may change, but that is not the intention.  

She commented that it is a hard time to take the high road, but after the 26th of May we have our work cut out together to co-create our schools.  She agreed that is the District does not have the neighborhoods  working with them, even a flawless decision will not turnout great.  

Lee added that it is true, 1/3 of kids in the city will see change.

Hinds added that it is very important the District be clear not only what the decisions are, but what is the rationale behind those decisions.  

Costain concluded that that we all need to enter into this new situation with optimism, and the neighborhoods role is to help out with this.  The venting that may occur after the draft plan announcement on April 28 is a necessary reaction of people and although neighborhoods may need to allow this, they then need to move their neighbors into a more constructive process.  The question raised, and not answered, is when the schools enter into this process with the neighborhoods.

Brauer and Hind’s dually articulated their visions, which meshed: that each of those present go forward and meet with separate constituencies at the table after the draft announcement next week as they feel is necessary.  As a group, those at the table may decide to come together again after the May 26 vote to work on a larger joint-neighborhood conversation.  
The group adjourned.

Notes taken and minutes prepared by Linnes-Robinson.

