

OPEN LETTER TO THE COMMUNITY
Questions regarding this letter should be directed to Annie Yager or Richard Gwynallen at 410.225.7547

April 5, 2006

Dear Friends and Supporters of Reservoir Hill:

Given RHIC’s involvement with school issues these past two years, we wanted you to be aware of our thinking regarding the proposal from the Maryland State School Board to take over eleven Baltimore City Schools.  

On Wednesday March 29, 2006 it was reported in the Baltimore Sun that Nancy Grasmick, the State Superintendent of Education, would be requesting that the Maryland State School Board take over eleven Baltimore city schools.  Several hours later, the Maryland State School Board approved the takeover of four city high schools and also made the decision that seven city middle schools would be mandated to turn over their management to outside leadership, such as a for-profit school management company, or form a charter school governed by a board of directors.  This decision was made less than 24 hours after the Baltimore City School Board of Commissioners approved the school facilities plan, which includes a recommendation to close four schools and a plan to improve and or re-construct all school system facilities.  Baltimore City School Systems staff, parents, and community members worked over a period of eight months to develop the school facilities plan after receiving a mandate from the State Legislature to reduce their school building capacity in order to continue receiving capital improvement dollars from the State.  Many Reservoir Hill residents attended and participated in these planning meetings.  The question for the Maryland State School Board is: Why now? Parents and community members throughout Baltimore have been deeply involved in this school planning process.  Then they were immediately subjected to a State decision that does not allow community input, and is so lacking in public information that community residents are left with more questions than reasons to see this State action as in the best interest of the students.

It is apparent to Baltimore City residents that many of the city schools are not performing as well as they could be and that reform is necessary to improve the state of the school system. However, it is unclear how a takeover of eleven schools will improve the current situation. What will these for-profit contractors do that will be different from the current management? For-profit contractors such as the Edison schools that Dr. Grasmick brought into Baltimore in 2000 have mixed outcomes in their 136 schools across the country.  In fact, Edison seems to experience success only at their elementary schools, so why would the State want to turn over the seven middle and four high schools to them?  Further, in the April 6th edition of the Baltimore Sun, a guest opinion indicated that Edison Schools “posted retained profit of nearly 16 percent of the total per-pupil funding in fiscal year 2005.” That is money that was not reinvested into Baltimore’s public schools.  

In the Baltimore Sun article “Success rare after takeover of districts,” it was reported that in other parts of the country where states have taken over school districts, the school districts’ academic results rarely improve.  In fact, the school district is more likely to improve if the Mayor takes over the system.  So why does The Maryland State School Board believe they will be any more successful? Will these eleven schools receive more funding or more resources from the State? How will these school management contractors be selected? Parents and community members need to be directly involved in deciding how public schools are to be run.  Do we want school management turned over to a for profit company? To a non-profit entity? How will these schools be evaluated? What are the implications if the schools succeed or fail? Do city residents want a State-run school system? Parents and residents need complete answers to these questions before any decisions are made regarding management options.
The City and State are supposed to be in partnership to bring about school reform for the city school system, but learning of major changes in the school system through a press release (as City officials did) does not indicate a strong partnership.  It seems to us that if the State had approached the City school system with a plan to help get eleven new school leaders into these failing schools, a negotiation would have been made to do just that.  It is unclear if the State has an overall plan for the Baltimore City Public School System.  Why were these eleven schools selected when there are many more that have similar school-wide problems? 

The State Legislature has approved a bill that would place a moratorium on the takeover of schools in the city for one year, which is expected to be vetoed by Governor Ehrlich.  Currently the Legislature has enough votes to overturn such a veto.  This bill would allow the city school system to make some improvements over the next year before the State could take over the eleven schools. In addition, the time would be utilized to examine what the implications are if the school system brings in outside management for the schools and to craft a plan for the entirety of the city school system. 

In response, the federal Department of Education has threatened to put in jeopardy $171 million in federal aid currently due to come to Maryland if the General Assembly stops the State’s bid to take over these schools.  This action by the Bush Administration further aggravates an already bad situation for parents and residents.  Faced with a State action that does not allow for community input, parents and residents now face the threat of even lower school funding if they don’t acquiesce to being removed from the process.

The City and the State agree that the Baltimore City Public School System is not performing adequately; however, the system has been seeing steady improvements on test results over the last few years, so why change things once again?  The constant curriculum changes, school restructuring, and turnover among system administrators, teachers, and even students affects the system.  Baltimore City schools did not become inadequate overnight and they will not improve dramatically overnight, either. The school system needs passionate school leadership and additional dedicated teachers.  Collectively, we need to take a proactive approach to fixing the problems of the school system, like the residents of Reservoir Hill did when the system threatened to close John Eager Howard Elementary School.  We, the citizens of Baltimore, need to take responsibility for our schools, take control of the system, and advocate for more manpower and resources in our city school system.  We need to develop our own plan for the education of our students and work with the School Board and our neighborhood schools to implement the plan.

Take some time to visit your neighborhood school, volunteer, help organize a work day at the school, get to know your neighborhood schools teachers and administrators and get involved.  The Baltimore City Public School System will not change with un-funded mandates that come from the Federal and State government but from the parents, teachers, administrators, students and community residents who take control of their neighborhood school and demand better results.  
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