COUNCIL MEETING

JUNE 17, 2009
6:30 PM COMMITTEE OF THE WHOLE 
Allentown School District School Superintendent, Dr. Karen S. Angello
Mr. Donovan called the meeting to order. 



Ms. Eichenwald, Mr. Guridy, Mr. Howells, Mr. Phillips, Mr. Schweyer, and Mr. Donovan were present.

Mr. Donovan said when they extended the invitation to Dr. Angello, they were interested in the sense of community the school produces, some of the social problems faced by students and what roles the City can take to help the school district in terms of some of the issues that affect all of us.

Dr. Karen Angello thanked Council for this opportunity and thanked Council for sitting down and their willingness to talk about the school district. She distributed an annual report of the school district. By law, they are required to have strategic planning goals. She will outline the challenges they face and the partnerships they have with the City and how we might strengthen that partnership. Pages 1 and 15 use the vital signs. That’s part of their vital strategic planning process. It goes beyond “no child being left behind”, which is academic and attendance expectations. They’re always a year behind. We look at 2006, 2007 and we compare 2007 and 2008; then we look at what we’re trying to project for the school year. Next year we’ll compare again to see how we’re moving forward. On page 3, you’ll see we’re establishing a foundation; we have a Charter Board now. Some local organizations support it financially to get it off the ground. This week we’ll have our 2 hour retreat. We feel it’s a place we can work more with scholarships for our young people; we can look at the related arts; we can be an education break instead of a tax break for our schools. Sometimes they’ve taken as much as an 8% administrative cost. This will keep the money at home. Barry Halper is the chair of that committee. We talked about need for public relations and ways to share our academic results with our business and community leaders. We have a Latino Leadership Club at William Allen; Ferdinand Surita is the team leader; this was our first “Noche De Gala”. On page 4 are our PSSA results, overtime. It talks about participation, graduation, and attendance rates. Our schools should be achieving a target of 63% proficient in reading and 56% in math, and in one more year it climbs up again. Roosevelt and Sheridan were schools that were in corrective action; Sheridan made 15% points gained in literacy. We continue to work in partnership with the PDE. They provide a group of people called distinguished educators that work side by side with them. Pages 8 and 9 are good overviews of our facilities plan, which is also a great contribution to economic development. We will have 3 LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) certified sites. Pages 10 through 13, and the very end of the document, we have worked very comprehensively on our curriculum. We were presented with the Compass Award for Excellence in Civic Learning. It will be celebrated again this fall. She thanked them for having the students come in and present to Council their “Project Citizen” project.,  Our students work with real live problems and they bring real live solutions. On page 14, we talk about safety nets, which are very important for our students. Our community and student services are wrapped around our families. The young women pictured are parent liaisons. It’s important they be bilingual and bicultural; they are a degreed staff of professionals within the school district; They have made such a difference; sometimes they are the first person one of our family go to when they enter the building. It is all about access and knowing someone is there to help you to move through the services and support for students. On page 16, is Junior ROTC and Athletics. These are some of the things we provide to have a truly quality learning experience for our students. They cover safety, family engagement, and academic improvement. We’ve gone from 16,174 to 18,015 in terms of enrollment; mobility went from 23.6% to 23.5%; ESOL went from 11.3% to 12.0% (in this category Allentown has the highest percentage of any school district for the size of our district, with Philadelphia having the most ESOL students. Students who qualify for the specialized programs are making very substantial progress in achievement to where they get to safe harbor. More and more of them are moving out of below normal and moving to more proficiency. They’re doing that almost across the board. We do not see the same with the Hispanic groups. For students who don’t qualify, they’ve been doing a lot in the area of writing English fluency with all of the students. Free/Reduced Lunch went from 62.3% to 72.4%.  It’s going to be nearly 80% of the next school year. We have very goal-oriented boards; it’s all about academic achievement. We worked through a district improvement planning process and a school improvement planning process, and we have a commitment to a comprehensive education; the other piece we’re working on and have a high concentration on for next year is to put more challenges forth for high performance students. Those are challenges we look at in terms of academic achievement in a very productive, proactive and accountable manner. Funding is always a challenge; we’re all experiencing it. The uncertainty of the budget at the state level has compounded. We’re very concerned about it impacting at the local level right now. Our local revenues are down $2.3 million. All taxes, with exception of the EIT, the rest are significantly low. We’ve had a dramatic increase in Charter School impacts with the new one coming on board. We will have a $4 million impact there. Our debt service is about an additional mill for this year. The impact of poverty upon our families is very significant, therefore, impacting the children. The other area that is a continued challenge is safety and security because of crime-related issues within our community. She hopes to meet the challenges by mutually working together. She applauds the Board of Directors because they look at some of the taxes we may lose, under the KOZ, but they look at what we’re going to gain as they come off. We need to work on a combined plan on how some of these unproductive buildings become a reality so they will be tax bearing when they come off of that status. She believes the Facilities Plan is linked into economic development. During the time we had our Comprehensive Facilities Plan, Michael Hefele served on the board as well as then CEDC Director, Ed Pawlowski. We gained a lot of help in working with the City. Economic development, she holds regular meetings with the Mayor because some decisions that are made may have ramifications. Youth Success Zone has been important for United Way, the City and school district to work together. As part of the Founders Board she is very dedicated to that effort. She will be busy preparing to write grants because that will have an impact on social issues and economic development around Central Elementary School. Our CFO, George Crawford, is now serving on AEDC. She served on the Master Plan and asked George to serve in that role. She has come from a number of cities and can’t say enough about the Allentown Police Department and the Health Bureau. She could not do her job without the help of either one of them. Chief MacLean and she have a Memorandum of Understanding on the website, and they review it every 2 years. It helps talk about how they’re going to operate with one another if we have issues like searches and arrests. We’ll debrief; they put together proactive plans. The police have been working with the 5th graders in a program called Gang Resistance Training, and they want to expand it. They’re on a committee with the Pennsylvania State Teachers Association, eastern division. It’s very critical. We always prepare for and address school related events (afterschool activities, safety events, communication is ongoing); we have school resource officers which are invaluable. They’ll work together to achieve any kind of grants. She was very impressed with the Police Athletic League Banquet – the families, the students, it was a partnership. They worked together with the Route 222 Anti-Gang Initiative. The City was the recipient of the Achieve Grant, and that’s to bring more physical activity into our schools. They have a great time working with Tina Amato who is going to have a great impact on our curriculum. Vicky Kistler has been instrumental in helping us dealing with various contagious diseases. She knows how to take charge, does press releases and restrategizes. She’s very pleased to work with Greg Weitzel. We have board members as well as well as administrators who serve on the Board of Recreation. We recently used the school’s messaging system to give out notice of upcoming events of recreation. Greg said it almost doubled the participation. They met with the Shade Tree Commission because of trees that had to be taken down due to the construction going on at William Allen. They supported the use of dark fiber for the installation of the City’s security cameras. There are cameras at selected school sites; they also have representation on the Weed and Seed. They have students from high school who are members of the Human Relations Commission. They’ve been involved in the “No Place For Hate” initiative. Some of you have appeared at groundbreakings for renovations of schools; we had our partnership projects with the Chief for the Central and McKinley playgrounds. The tax base continues to erode; the value of the mill has been pretty much the same. We need to continue looking into opportunities such as the KOZ and new development and have a plan for the future. We need to figure out how to have a safer City through empowerment in our neighborhoods; it can’t be just the responsibility of our police. We need to reach mutual approaches to assure our families are in overcrowded or hazardous living conditions. The Hope VI Project will have positive benefits to the residents. It brings a variety of people together. We need to continue discussion on planning and housing development and how it impacts the schools. We need to seek ways to celebrate our achievements together and issue press releases that convey those achievements. She extended her appreciation to Council for their very authentic interest in the school district. As students learn more about civic education they learn more about what they’re doing with Project Citizen and our citizenship education will turn that into a greater reality. We talked about some of the interests Mr. Donovan has and what he might do with our students. It would be a great opportunity to shadow all of you for a day. That would be a great opportunity for a student.
Mr. Donovan introduced Robert E. Smith, Jr., President of the Allentown School Board.

Mr. Howells said he’s very proud of Dr. Angello and the Allentown School District. The students with the Project Citizen Project exemplified future leaders of the City.

Ms. Eichenwald said she knows what good hands the school district finds itself in. The improvements to the buildings, add value not only to the buildings but the neighborhoods where they are. How is that proceeding?

Dr. Angello said they had community meetings. We wanted to make sure we were good neighbors through this process. The 9th grade center for Dieruff will be opening this fall. We move in there while pieces of the building are being put together. Trexler and South Mountain will be completed in mid fall. South Mountain has a beautiful library. Jackson won’t be completed until April. The new edition of Roosevelt is supposed to open this fall. They’ll have a community room. William Allen won’t be ready until 2012 and Dieruff around 2011.
Ms. Eichenwald said we are faced with zoning issues, i.e., building apartments, which bring in more children. That’s especially true of the River Project with multi-use facilities. When we have issues such as this, she wishes they would come and join us.
Dr. Angello said sometimes it impacts the same schools. If we look at the density and location, we need to look at accommodating.

Ms. Eichenwald said if we join forces, we can’t exert influence on the developers. What is the graduation rate situation?

Dr. Angello said the drop out rate in 2003 and 2004 was 11%. Last year, Dieruff was at 5%; Allen was 7.1%. the graduation rate trend, 2004, Allen was at 60% and Dieruff is now at 69.1%; Dieruff was around 65.6% in 2008. We have incorporated a program called the Twilight School. Students were interviewed and some said they wouldn’t have been able to stay in school had they not had that. Some have jobs early in the morning or they might be taking care of their siblings. They’re working on that to increase the graduation rate. The board also chose to go with the 9th Grade Center so they can concentrate with that group of youngsters. We are doing more with 6th, 7th, and 8th, and 9th graders also. Teachers spend a lot of their development days working with focus groups on how to achieve better atriculation, especially 8th and 9th and grades.

Ms. Eichenwald said she remembers the impact the Charter schools had. She read about running our own cyber charter school. Has there been any?

Dr. Angello said the superintendents in the intermediate units have had great discussion about it. 2 of the districts are going to try it next year. So they’re exploring that together. Parkland and East Penn are moving in that direction first. It would be a wonderful opportunity to provide dual enrollments, etc. We felt if we could do something collaboratively, we could strengthen the number of offerings and opportunities we could have for our students.
Mr. D’Amore joined the meeting.

Mr. Guridy said he’s excited to hear about all the programs that you are involved with in the City. There used to be very little communication between the school district and the City. He’s glad they are renovating the schools. The Charter schools spend less money per pupil than the school district. What’s the relationship . . . do you spend more money while they’re attending a Charter school or do you spend more money while they stay in school? Is the Charter school actually helping the school district?
Dr. Angello said they provide transportation which our students do not receive. If you look at small groups of students leaving the school, it doesn’t reduce our costs because we still need to provide for the entire school. They have very good relationships with the 2 Charter schools. Their reimbursement is about 30%. They may get around $1 million for reimbursement this year. She has a concern about accountability for the cyber charter. It’s inconsistent across the state. The legislatures are keenly interested in it.
Mr. Guridy said he was always concerned the charter schools would take away much needed money from the school district.

Dr. Angello said they are going to be convening an advisory group. She would like Mr. Guridy to be involved.

Mr. Schweyer said he knows the Commonwealth requires Memorandums of Understanding, but does not require that they are updated on a regular basis.

Dr. Angello said they need to be updated every 2 years. In 2002, she prepared her first one because there were changes in the police force. She and Chief MacLean are committed to making sure they have it written into their agreement that they will do this every April.
Mr. Schweyer requested the City Clerk make sure there are no statutes on our end that we review one every other year.

Dr. Angello said it’s mandated in legislation that the Police Chief and Superintendent do this. She’ll forward the citation to him.

Mr. Schweyer said PDE must maintain a copy. He is trying to figure out what is the disconnect between the perception of what happens at 17th Street and the reality of the opportunities we have for our kids. You mentioned you were looking to improve public relations between the school district and the business community, which is great, but he thinks we’re missing our target audience. Our target audience for the long term future of the City are young families. If we’re not able to retain the families we already have living in the City, we’re going to continue the cycle of increased poverty and all the social ills that go along with that.
Dr. Angello said she had parents who wanted to move because they didn’t want their children to go to middle school, so special efforts were given to the parents to visit the school. We received an incredible letter. She wrote down 2 things:  parent ambassadors and student ambassadors – if we can incorporate the parents and students. We, as educators, can take people through the schools and tell them how proud we are and show them the achievements, but we need a student to say why they appreciate it and value the education. They had a group of students come to the board meeting last week and talk about leadership opportunities. That’s where we need to work. Hearing you say what you said earlier makes her want to go back and get that ball rolling again. She appreciates any help he can give also.
Mr. Schweyer said you mentioned we were at 23.6% mobility. He missed the definition.

Dr. Angello said it’s mobility coming into the school – outside of the school district. We have a lot of immigration within the school district itself.

Mr. Schweyer asked if she knew what that number is?

Dr. Angello said they do have schools that have higher rates of schools moving in. The highest school is Central which is at 35.9%. McKinley is next. The rest of them move from 18 on up. They don’t find mobility to be a big issue. They’re seeing more stability.
Mr. Schweyer said he likes what they’re doing with civic education. We need to be training the next generation of employees. He thinks it’s tougher and tougher getting people interested in government jobs, especially during strained economic times like this. There used to be some cooperation between the school district and City Hall in getting to know what the different opportunities in employment are available.

Dr. Angello said another part you might want to bring in careerly is for the workforce investment board. We have career days, etc.

Mr. Schweyer said we’ve been talking about Bicentennial Field. J. Birney Crum is an absolutely wonderful facility. Unfortunately, it doesn’t serve kids playing baseball or softball. We have a real challenge when it comes to serving the 14 to 18 year old population. It’s bothersome that we, as a community, are unable to get Allentown Central Catholic High School to play their home games in the City. They play their home games in Limeport. It’s a shame the 3rd largest Commonwealth in Pennsylvania can’t host an American Legion Baseball Tournament, but we go out to Boyertown on a regular basis because they have better facilties. He’d like them to work together to address the needs of that population.
Dr. Angello said the more we can get people who are actively engaged beyond the school or work walls are the other pieces that help us reduce crime.

Mr. Schweyer said he volunteered for Junior Achievement. He had 2 years at McKinley and 1 year at Washington. Washington decided to eliminate their program. Anyone who has 5 weeks a year to spend a ½ hour a week to get into the schools will enjoy it. He requested the school district expand it as much as they can.

Mr. Howells said they used to have student government day. He requested the City Clerk send a letter to the school district to reinstitute student government day. It gave the students the experience of running for Mayor, City Council, directors. They would shadow that City employee on their duties for the day.
Dr. Angello suggested sending a letter to Myron Yoder, the coordinator. It’s a great idea. They need to understand what you do. If students are interested in that field it would give them a valuable opportunity. She’ll reach out to Myron and once they know who they can reach out to, they’ll have further discussion.

Mr. Phillips said 2 of our Councilpersons are products of that program, himself and Mr. D’Amore. We had elections, campaigned and a platform. It was a real flavor of what the political life was about and the whole dynamics of politics. They can also experience other positions within the City.

Mr. Donovan acknowledged City employee, Erlinda Aguiar, who sits on the school board.

The meeting was adjourned at 7:45 PM.
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