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Board of Education Candidate Questionnaire 2010
San Francisco Parent Political Action Committee

We appreciate your time and thoroughness with these answers and will be posting them online for voters to educate themselves on your views and experience. Please return this questionnaire by September 1 to sfparentpac@gmail.com.
Candidate Information
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For questions that indicate a written response, please answer in 100 words or less. If desired, you may choose two questions to answer at greater length.
Qualifications and Involvement

1. Why are you running for Board of Education and what sets you apart from other candidates?
2. What is your experience with SFUSD? (Have you been a student, parent, educator, and/or advocate?) Please explain. 

I am passionate about public education and I am highly qualifed to serve on our school board. A graduate of San Francisco public schools, K - 12, I am now a parent of 2 kids attending public schools. I have been an active parent volunteer in the Japanese Bilingual Bicultural Program for the past 8 years, having served as a board member and co-chair of the parent body, advocating for additional school resources and engaging other families to get involved with public schools. I currently serve on the Rosa Parks School Site Council.

I have advocated for public schools on a city-wide basis as a member of the SFUSD Parent Advisory Council (2006-2008), the 2008 Proposition A Steering Committee that worked to successfully raise teacher salaries, and, now serve on the Parents for Public Schools Advocacy Team which championed the successful 2010 Proposition A for earthquake safety in public schools.

As Executive Director of the San Francisco Department on the Status of Women, 

I have 6 years of experience managing a public budget through deficit years and I have also worked collaboratively with city agencies and community advocates on such challenging issues as family violence and human trafficking. 

3. Do you think SFUSD’s Strategic Plan and its implementation is on target? Why or why not?
I support the SFUSD Strategic Plan because the goals were developed through a
n open and inclusive process. I served a the SFUSD Parent Advisory Council Co-Chair when the Strategic Plan was being designed and discussed.  The PAC and Parents for Public Schools partnered to convene dozens of community 
conversations to provide valuable school-based and community input into the Strategic Plan. I also participated in the development of our school site's Balanced Scorecard. 
I think it is too early to tell whether the implementation is on target. While there is some evidence that the achievement gap for African American, Latino, and Pacific Islander students has narrowed overall in the past few years, the results for African American 10th graders, for example, reflect a drop in achievement from 2007-2008 to 2008-2009.
Student Achievement

1. There is a wide range of student achievement and needs in our school district. How would you allocate resources to best serve all students? Provide an example of how current practices are working or not working.
African American, Latino, and Pacific Islander students underperform not just at a handful of schools, but throughout the school district. Clearly, a systemic approach is necessary. One promising approach is the Academic English Mastery Program that has proven successful in the Los Angeles Unified School District. The program recognizes that some children grow up learning non-standard English at home. Like ESL students, these students need to learn standard English to be successful, and should be invested in accordingly. The program presents a culturally aware curriculum that addresses the opportunity gap, and has been employed in several underperforming schools already. We need to analyze if those schools using AEMP have better outcomes among African American, Latino, and Pacific Islanders students than non-AEMP schools.
2. How could SFUSD better serve its higher achieving students? What about its lowest achieving students?
For higher achieving students, additional resources should be allocated to the Gifted and Talented Program. As a member of the Rosa Parks School Site Council, I was disappointed to learn that the school allocation for GATE was a just a few hundred dollars. Like underperforming students, higher performing students deserve to have their needs addressed. GATE identification in elementary school also appears to vary from school to school. This should be made uniform.

For lowest achieving students, we must also consider non-school related factors as potential causes. For example, there needs to be early diagnosis of learning challenges such as dyslexia. Also, there should be an assessment of the family situation. Is the home environment contributing to poor performance? If so, what City services can be leveraged to stabilize the family? This is a problem that must be addressed in a comprehensive, not episodic way.
3. Should the District goal be to get all students ready for college? Why or why not?
All students should fulfill requirements to apply to the public university system in California so that enrollment at a California State University or University of California campus is an option. However, not all students will want to go to college right away. Some may decide to work a few years before embarking on higher education. I support multiple pathways for student success, not just graduating and going to college right away.
4. Do you think we are serving our Special Education students well? Why or why not?

I am concerned about fairness in the allocation of special education classes city-wide. 
A special education teacher alerted me to the fact that inclusion programs are 
concentrated on the west side of 
town, so that families living on the east side seeking 
an inclusion program must travel 
across town. 
It would be more equitable to add 
inclusion programs to schools on the east side of town.

5. What are the advantages and/or disadvantages to the school district to have charter schools? Should the School District consider increasing the number of charter schools?
The public school system should address the needs of the community broadly. A good example of this are the language programs in Cantonese, Mandarin, Italian, Japanese, Spanish, and Tagalog that have attracted families to our public school system. However, if there is a need that cannot be met by the public school system, for example, a Russian language program in elementary grades, then I do not think a community should be prevented from proposing a charter school. In the case of the JBBP, the Japanese American community worked with the first elected school board over the course of 2 years to develop a program within the school district, enrolling students for the first time in 1973. I would strongly prefer the creation of attractive programs within traditional school models, rather than granting new charters.

6. How could SFUSD better serve its Middle School students? 
While I know that some object ot the specific configuration of feeder schools, I support the proposed system of identifying feeder schools for each middle school as I do think students benefit from having a cohort of friends from the same school. My 8 years of school volunteer experience has been at the elementary level, so I am just beginning to understand the parent perspective of middle schools.
7. Principals play a critical role in a school’s success. How can SFUSD attract, retain and develop the best school leaders?

At least one strategy should be expanding workforce housing. The lack of affordable housing is one of the top reasons our district loses promising educators, even after they have trained successfully in our schools. The district should have both short and long term strategies. In the short term, the district should provide resources and referrals on housing issues. For example, in 2008, the district and Mayor Gavin Newsom announced the "Teacher Next Door Program" in which educators are eligible for $20,000 interest-free loans which are entirely forgiven after 10 years of district employment. 
8. What should we do to increase involvement of all parents in their child’s education?
Clearly, parent involvement is an essential element of a successful school. However, we need to reach a better understanding of the lack of involvement. Is it merely apathy, or is it because parents are juggling several jobs and just cannot afford the time? Also, there are dozens of organizations in and around the school district that are somehow involved in increasing parent involvement. It would be very important to convene all of these organizations to bettter coordinate their efforts.
Student Enrollment
1. SFUSD will begin implementing a redesigned student assignment system this fall after many months of hearing from experts and the community. What are the advantages and disadvantages of the new system?
2. What criteria will you use to judge if this system is meeting its stated objectives?

The primary advantage of the new enrollment system is that it introduces, for the first time in a long time, a neighborhood preference. It has been said that it only takes 6 parents to turn a school around. The likelihood is that these 6 parents go to the same playground or preschool and live in the neighborhood. The new system promises greater community involvement in schools. The disadvantage is that despite the priority for students from low-performing census tracts, this option is not easily a choice for families who live across town. Racial diversity may suffer. In my view, the new system can be deemed a success if we see a spike in new enrollment. I suspect that families who might otherwise enroll in private schools will seriously consider public schools in their neighborhoods.
3. In the discussions regarding the new student assignment system, many people said the neighborhood versus choice wouldn’t matter if ALL schools were "quality". How do we get to a place where every school is a quality option for any family?
4. What should the District be doing to keep all families in the City and in public schools?
I firmly believe that program placement, rather than the school assignment process, is the better way to balance performance and enrollment across the east and west sides of the district. Rosa Parks Elementary School is a model. When the School Board voted to move the Japanese Bilingual Bicultural Program from the West Sunset school site it had outgrown to Rosa Parks in 2006, Rosa Parks was underenrolled, underperforming, and previously on the list for closure. As a 37-year old signature program of the school district, JBBP attracts students city-wide and even from neighboring school districts. While some families did not like the Western Addition location and left the program, many other families who appreciated the proximity to Japantown and the historic Fillmore District enrolled in the newly formed school community. Rosa Parks now has an enrollment waiting list for the first time. Starr King and its Mandarin Immersion Program, De Avila and its Chinese Immersion Program are also good examples of program placement that have made these schools highly desirable.

In addition, the district should improve strategic thinking around afterschool programs and work closely with service providers to ensure that these meet the particular needs of underserved students. Afterschool programs at under-resourced east side schools should not be merely custodial. They should focus on improving student success by emphasizing individualized tutoring and academic skills-building.

5. Should SFUSD have competitive entry schools, such as Lowell and School of the Arts? Why or why not?
Yes. I am a strong proponent of affording families choice, including competitive entry schools. One of the values reflected in our school district is diversity. We should have as many different kinds of schools as financially possible. Lowell and School of the Arts are unique in the kinds of education they offer and they keep families in the public school system.
Budget and Finance

1. California public schools have been facing severe funding cuts, resulting in $113M cuts for SFUSD over the next two years. How would you suggest SFUSD restructure and reform existing resources to serve our students more effectively? What do you think is the best approach to the budget process? 
2. What ways would you suggest to increase revenue?
Before imposing layoffs, I would make sure that all other avenues for cost-savings and revenue-generation have been exhausted first. Cuts, if any, need to be made as far away from the classrooms as possible.

For example, I am interested in implementing an Employee Budget Challenge modeled after the one the City implemented this year as a way to generate cost- saving and revenue-generating ideas from all City employees. Using a web 2.0 tool, employees contributed their ideas to a website with the ability to evaluate all other ideas and give them a "thumbs up" or a "thumbs down." It was a very interactive tool that garnered hundreds and hundreds of ideas that wouldn't otherwise surface, such as leasing the excess capacity of Laguna Honda Hospital kitchen to a community-based organization for a catering business. Who knew?!

We could even open up the exercise to public school families. For example, there is so much paper waste at school sites that could be eliminated by moving to on-line communication. Families with ample economic resources should be asked to pay for things that they currently receive for free (e.g., afterschool programming in middle school, busing to private afterschool programs). 

My expectation is that the on-line tool will generate many ideas from teachers and parents that administrators sitting at their desk at 555 Franklin would never otherwise hear about. Only after all of the cost-saving and revenue-generating ideas had been explored should layoffs impacting classroom instruction be considered.

3. When we are able to fill back in the holes of the current cuts, what should our next funding priorities be?
These priorities should be determined through a public process that includes major stakeholders. Personally, I would advocate for reinstituting shop classes in the middle and high schools.  When I was in middle school, I had the opportunity to take wood shop and metal shop. These classes still required math and reasoning skills, but were applied to projects. I believe strongly that different children learn differently and there are just some who do not learn best in a lecture style classroom. Shop classes would encourage students to use their hands.
Role of the Board

1. Who do you believe are the most important stakeholders to shape the direction of the school district? How would you engage those stakeholders to ensure they have a strong voice in the Board of Education decision-making process?
2. How do you plan to strengthen the partnership between the City and SFUSD?

3. What should the role of parents be in our school district?
I do not believe there is a single most important stakeholder. Instead, what is important is the collaboration among parents, educators, school district administrators, and City officials. I have a proven track record of bringing together City officials and community advocates to address such issues as family violence and human trafficking. Folks will not come to the table in the spirit of cooperation without trusting that discussions will not be used against them. An excellent model for collaboration among these stakeholders was the 2008 Prop A Steering Committee where parent advocates, community organizations, business leaders, and school board members teamed up to raise teacher salaries. Parents must partner with educators, school district administrators, and City officials.
4. What is the role of a School Board member versus the Superintendent?
Having served as a Commissioner on the Status of Women for 6 years before assuming the position of Executive Director on the staff-side, I have a very clear understanding of the role of School Board members who set policies and provide oversight of the Superintendent, and the role of the Superintendent in managing district staff to implement policies and programs. Program implementation is a primary duty of school site administrators. However, when there is a problem with program implementation, an intervention by the Superintendent may be necessary. An intervention by a School Board member would be highly unusual, but could be necessary if the problem is not addressed effectively by the school site administrator or Superintendent.
5. What role should the Mayor and the Board of Supervisors have in the school district, if any?
The Mayor and the Board of Supervisors have an interest in keeping families in San Francisco. A recent report on the out-migration of African Americans cited the quality of the public schools in African American neighborhoods as one reason for the out-migration. 
I fully support Supervisor Bevan Dufty's joint committee of the Board of Supervisors and the Board of Education as another space for stakeholders to discuss issues of common concern.
Is there anything else you would like us to know?
I am endorsed by the following leaders:

Elected Officials

State Senators Leland Yee, PhD and Mark Leno

Assemblywoman Fiona Ma

Mayor Gavin Newsom

San Francisco District Attorney Kamala Harris

San Francisco Public Defender Jeff Adachi

Assessor/Recorder Phil Ting

Sheriff Michael Hennessey

City College of San Francisco Trustee Steve Ngo

Board of Education Commissioners Hydra Mendoza, Rachel Norton, Jill Wynns, Norman Yee

San Francisco County Board of Supervisors President David Chiu, Commissioners Michela Alioto-Pier, Sean Elsbernd, Carmen Chu, Eric Mar, Ross Mirkarimi.

Parents (partial listing)

Michelle Parker, Parent Teacher Association Legislative Chair, Sherman Elementary*

Todd David, Parent Teacher Association Advocacy Chair, Alvarado Elementary*

Teri Olle, Parent Teacher Association Advocacy Team, Grattan Elementary*

Vivian & Jeff Eng, Alamo Elementary*

Gladys Soto, Claire Lilienthal Elementary*

Teanna Tillery, Rosa Parks Elementary*

Educators (partial listing)

Dr. Carlota Del Portillo, Dean of City College Mission Campus*

Dr. Veronica Hunnicutt, Dean of City College Southeast Campus*

Andrew Ishibashi, Principal, Lowell High School*

Phyllis Matsuno, Principal, Longfellow Elementary School*

Gwen Chan, former Acting Superintendent, San Francisco Unified School District*

Joan-Marie Shelley, former President of the United Educators of San Francisco

David Nagle, Teacher, Rosa Parks Elementary*

Taeko Morioka, Paraprofessional, Rosa Parks Elementary*

Organizations

Alice B. Toklas LGBT Democratic Club

Democratic Women's Forum

United Educators of San Francisco

*For identification purposes. Does not constitute endorsement by the agency/organization.

The SF Parent PAC may contact you for an interview following its receipt of this questionnaire.
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