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Public Hearing on School Closures Boundaries and Feeder Patterns within the District of Columbia Public Schools

      November 15, 2012
Members of the City Council, 
My name is Cathy Reilly, I am the Director of the Senior High Alliance of Parents, Principals and Educators which has been around for almost 15 years and the mother of three DCPS graduates.  

On our current trajectory, it is inevitable that DCPS will be closing large numbers of schools every few years – this round will bring it to close to 50 since 2008.  If the city constantly opens publicly funded schools in close proximity to one another without regard to need, it is not surprising that the majority of them are small.  DCPS is saying it cannot do small. It currently has 47 under 300. The charters continue to do small schools at every level. They have 45 schools under 300.  Larger or small size does not guarantee quality in either sector.  
I don’t believe DCPS can remain sustainable under the current policy structure across the city, as Mary indicated.  DCPS is all ready the minority system in wards 1, 5 and 7.  This plan closes 4 middle schools, DCPS all ready has far fewer of these students. These actions primarily east of the river will potentially mean a further reduction of neighborhood schools of right there.  As a citizen, I want the option of a strong central system where we have the right in a public forum to debate what we want for our city’s children.  This closure plan potentially closes that door for more families and for our poorest families. 
DCPS tried to save neighborhood elementary schools in the last round by converting them to K-8 schools. However children in those schools did not have the opportunities or advantages of children attending a Deal Middle School.  Ward 5 and ward 6 have demanded something better.  This conversion to 6-12’s for Roosevelt and Cardozo is a similar effort to hold on to these schools and programs.  It has not yet inspired confidence that it will be the best setting for the vulnerable middle school students.  The next round of closings may well affect even more of the high schools central to many communities and to our history.  I believe our high schools in their new buildings hold great promise and can connect us to the past and the future.  However, opening competing small schools within blocks of these public schools in some neighborhoods but not in others is not the way a city invests in its overall neighborhood structure. 
Over a hundred people are signed up these two days with many quite frustrated to learn an hour after the closing announcement that the lists were closed.  Many are here to fight for something larger than their school – we are here to fight for our publicly operated system of public schools. We may feel very frustrated with a lot of decisions of DCPS including significant problems with this proposal but we do want a DCPS to be here and to be a system that we have the right to improve through our involvement in the coming decades. 
The vignette that most poignantly brought home to me the difference was the contrast of the mayor listening to students from a charter high school complain bitterly about the food at their school and the Mayor’s response – I cannot do anything about that – go talk to your principal.  Essentially the message to the students in this structure becomes “if you don’t like it leave and go to a different school”. 

The challenge for you is to give voice to a vision the whole city shares and then to the policy and budget that will make that vision a reality.  We cannot have this hearing addressing closings which are not part of the proposed bills on boundary and feeder patterns and then have no action. 

What are you going to do, will you hold a hearing on whether the city wants to be a full charter city like New Orleans and then plan the phase out of the public school system; will you pass a resolution saying that DCPS will guarantee a minimum of 65% capacity in every ward to serve the families of this city in publicly owned and operated public schools? Will you then work with us to require a DCPS that does a better job of listening and adjusting?  Convening two hour community meetings on this proposal is not good public practice. Will you limit the growth of charter schools to some percentage of the need for schools instead of a market model that subjects our children to constant change as Mark Simon has indicated?    
I believe it is unconscionable for you to allow this proposal affecting over 3,000 students mainly in the poorest parts of our city, to go forward without a long term vision and then plan for public education in place.  A proposal on DC charter school and DCPS school openings, program initiatives, closings and consolidations as well as boundaries and feeder patterns should become a part of that plan informed by the larger vision.  Hundreds of citizens met over the summer in the community conversations sponsored by the Deputy Mayor for Education to express their values.  We need to start to see these values reflected.  You have the power to demand a plan prior to these closings.
I have here a city wide plan we started many years ago for our DCPS high schools. The outline and approach gives you some sense of the potential of a coordinated embraced vision in one sector anyway as a start.  
