
My name is ———-and I’m here representing Grand Rapids Education for Justice.

We were here on October 7 to discuss what we feel has become a Two Tiered System of education in GRPS.  We see evidence of this two tiered system cropping up around the nation.  The Chicago Teachers Ed Assc strike and an article published by the Atlantic entitled “An Attempt to Resegregate Little Rock of all Places”, are just two recent examples.  Gary Orfield, a UCLA professor leading a 2019 Civil Rights Project is quoted as saying, “Segregation is expanding in almost all regions of the country!”   An elite segment of the population attends Tier 1 schools in new state of the art buildings, have access to advanced and current coursework, are exposed to alternate curriculums, have sufficient materials and supplies, and provided a stable teaching staff with the resources necessary to insure an excellent education.  Roughly 80% or more of the students attend inferior and ill equipped buildings, lack similar coursework and curriculums, lack sufficient materials and supplies, and are left with a limited number of full time staff and many classrooms staffed with permanent substitutes.  Typically there are limited resources to provide the same level and quality of academic services.   

Mr Helmholdt, in addressing the press, felt data was taken out of context, but the results of the recent scores on NAPE, as well as reviewing the districts scores on the SAT, college readiness scores found on Michigan’s Center for Educational Performance and Information website seem to refute his comments.   While we agree some progress has been made, the data certainly tells a very compelling story of the disparity, inequality, and segregation of students by color, academic ability, and student behavior and social/emotional development.  

We are not here to dispute, disrupt, or demand the closing or elimination of the districts many magnet schools, academies, or theme schools and programs.  We are here to advocate for the 80% of students that are being left behind by GRPS.   We want to insure that every student has an equal and equitable opportunity to receive the same quality of curriculum, instruction and teaching afforded the students currently in the Tier ! schools.   We want to insure that every student and their parents are aware of the opportunities given in the Tier ! Schools and are notified, encouraged, and supported in the application process.  We propose that GRPS students meeting the criteria for entrance, are given 1st choice in admittance to these programs.  School of choice students should be considered only after all GRPS students have been placed in these alternate programs.  After all, it is the responsibility of the Board and the administration to serve the students residing within the district first.

We also want to insure that the safety and well being of the districts students are first and foremost when making policy and placement decisions surrounding the students attending GRPS.   We are extremely concerned about the districts handling of students in GRPS who have displayed inappropriate and violent behavior in the Tier 2 schools.  There seems to be a lack of administrative support when dealing with these students as well as transparency in recording and reporting the numerous incidences of these behaviors.  We have been made aware of numerous situations where reports have been filed, but the data somehow lost.   Students are frequently returned to the classroom with no support and no disciplinary plan. It’s also been reported that teachers are being told not to report these incidents and there have been repercussions and reprisals for teachers who have dared to report these extreme student behaviors.  Tier 1 schools have few if any behavior issues as the application process and acceptance criteria insulates them from students with cognitive and or behavioral issues.  This is a situation that must be addressed and is one that is first and foremost on the minds of the educators and staff working in the Tier 2 buildings.   

It has been brought to our attention that parent groups have been attempting to encourage the district to adopt a brown studies curriculum and a native american curriculum in the district, but have been met with an unwillingness to consider the programs.  As described by the parents and also looking at district data, the needs of these students are not being met and the curriculum being adopted by the district has failed the district’s students of color.  These parent groups have presented programs and the data demonstrating their success in other areas of the country.   They have been met with dismissal and told that the districts curriculum experts should direct the districts curriculum.   Unfortunately, it appears these experts have failed in this regard and that failure can easily be seen in the districts scores, and when the data is disaggregated, the scores demonstrate the poor performance of our students of color.   

Finally, when looking at the number of administrators and their compensation packages, we begin to question district spending.  Using figures from Kent ISD, the district spends at least $250 dollars more on administrative costs over all other districts in Kent County.  This ranks them the highest in Kent County!  On the other hand, the district educators and support staff are the lowest paid in Kent County.  Perhaps if the district were more concerned and willing to pay competitive salaries to the GRPS staff they would find it easier to recruit teachers and support staff as well as retain that staff!  This certainly would be a factor in the districts need to hire so many permanent substitutes to staff the districts classrooms.

The district and media has asked what we would propose to improve GRPS and insure equity and equality for all students. We have several recommendations:


1.
Establish a committee consisting of bd members, administrators, teachers, union leadership, parents and community members to visit each school in the district.  Spend a day or two, visit classrooms of each grade level or subject. After the visits arrange a staff meeting to allow teachers, itinerant staff and support staff to have an honest and frank discussion with the committee.  Give them an opportunity to air their grievances, share success, and express their deepest concerns and frustrations.   To insure success and open dialogue, the district must give the staff, in writing, the promise that they may be open and honest and that there will be no repercussions or retaliation on the part of building or district administrators.  Discussions with district staff indicates that district staff feels intimidated, threatened, admonished, or retaliated against if they challenge the building administrator or district administration.  It is necessary to insure a safe listening environment in order for this process to be successful. 


2.
We are requesting that district curriculums, textbooks, and materials are available and being used in every building in the district.  There needs to be consistent math and reading programs, as well as intervention programs for struggling students.   In the secondary, we would expect that the course work in each of the subject fields would have access to the same or similar textbooks and materials and that expectations would be the same.  Again we would expect that support for interventions for struggling students would be available to all students with the same level of support and personnel.  


3.
That the district accurately report and record all instances of consistent disruptive, inappropriate or violent behavior reported by the district staff.  We are not asking that the data be made public, but that it be consistently reported to district administrators and complete records kept.  We also feel that it is the districts responsibility to encourage teachers to report these incidents without fear of reprisal or retaliation.   Once reported the district should be willing to meet with the teacher to discuss the incident, see if they are able to determine a cause and then work with the teacher and building administrator to determine a course of action to deal with the student in a clear, concise, timely and consistent manner whenever the behaviors occur.   Students displaying these inappropriate or violent behaviors should not be returned to the classroom until a plan has been developed and the teacher and building administrator are able to quickly and effectively remove the student from the classroom to insure the student, his peers, and the educators are safe and free from harm.   Based on interaction with district staff, the district is slow in responding, students are returned to the classroom without definitive plans, it takes several violent incidents before any real action is taken, and the district is reluctant to refer students for testing and provide alternate classrooms and programming for students displaying severe outbursts and violent behavior.  

4. Class size has to be examined in the district.  Citing greatschools.org, March 19, 2018, researchers have found that gains in achievement generally occur when class size is reduced to fewer than 20 students.   While we understand that just reducing class size does not guarantee increased achievement.   What research does show is the gains are strongest in the early grades and in areas where students come from disadvantaged backgrounds, minorities, and immigrants.   According to great schools.org, a recent study published in the American Journal of Public Health revealed that reducing class size in the elementary school is more cost effective than public health and medical interventions.   Their research found that students in smaller classrooms are more likely to graduate from high school.  Researchers indicate that class size reduction in the early grades provides greater chances of individual interaction with the teacher resulting in greater academic achievement.   They also feel that class size reduction provides a better morale reducing anxiety and making the teacher feel less overwhelmed with meeting the needs of his or her students. The Tier 2 schools in GRPS are in desperate need of class size reduction.   The buildings housing Tier 2 students generally have a much larger population, a more diverse populaition, and large numbers of students coming from disadvantaged backgrounds, children of color, students with lower cognitive ability, and students exhibiting poor behaviors and social/emotional development.  Class size is an issue that must be addressed by the district if they expect students to meet district and state standards and outcomes. 
With each of these suggestions, it is our recommendation that the district sit down with educators and support staff to openly and honestly discuss the results of these findings; looking for common threads or causes prioritizing the course of action.   Educators must be an integral part of developing a course of action, and in developing curriculum that better meets the needs of our Tier 2 students.   

In conclusion, we feel strongly that the Two Tiered system does promote segregation leaving the Tier 2 schools with a much more diverse population.  Overall the students in the Tier 2 schools are more disadvantaged and require far more support academically as well as socially and emotionally.   With the current system of magnet, themed, charters, academies, the application process, and academic requirements the district has segregated the best and brightest from the ranks.   Moving forward it is important to consider this basic fact, and when determining staffing levels and resources that it be given priority consideration.   Overall, we are asking for an equal and equitable education for all GRPS students.
We are not here to be combative.  If it was our goal to be combative or sarcastic we would have been after our lawyer recommended that we take the district to court over its failure to legally respond to our FOIA requests.  On the contrary, we came in a spirit of cooperation, presented empirical data, and asked pertinent and professional questions related to educational problems in this district.  Those questions were asked on October 7, 2019 and remain unanswered, even though we left phone numbers for each presenter.

Here are a few of the points that were presented that were summarily spurned, rejected, and classified as lies.  1. We were accused by the communication director of not taking the time to meet with school officials before our board appearance when in fact we met on 4 occasions twice with the superintendent, once with the school lawyer, and once with John Helmholdt.

2. That 5% of Ottawa Hill graduates are academically not prepared for college admittance.  That data is provided by GreatSchools.org 2019 and adds the following warning: This school is far below the state average in key measures of college and career readiness.

3. That of our 7K students tested in GRPS with the important Mstep reading test 75% if 3 thru 8th graders flunked in 2017 data provided by Mlive Brian Mcvicar 2018.

4. That the two tiered schools have classrooms unattended with inability to find a sub 30% of the time compared to tier one schools that have 98% classes covered.  Information collected from our FOIA requests to the district.

5. That GRPS has the highest paid administration in Kent County with the question poised, How do you justify this when having teachers that our near the bottom pay scale in Kent County.  That evidence is in my hand and was compiled by the Kent ISD.

We are tired of our serious concerns being dismissed under a bogus attack of our data and veracity via the administration having the last word with the media.  We therefore are announcing our continued FOIA research to the media with examples of 1. Where do the millions of business and DeVos donations end up.

2. We want to see the privatized and paid for curriculum at Ottawa Hills slated for the bevy of academies.

3. We want to see the private business advisory board people that will be overseeing Ottawa Hills.

We are asking the media to check with us when we quote statistics from those FOIA requests and we will gladly provide accurate sources.  We welcome sincere dialogue with the district and our excited for the continued conversation with the many minority groups who have contacted us like the Urban Core Collective.  Thank you!

