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Delaware PTA 2015 School Board Candidate Q &A

Please introduce yourself giving a brief background of your qualifications and why you are running for the Brandywine School District School Board.
My name is Karen Gordon, and I retired in 2013 after almost 35 years of teaching.  Twenty seven of those years were in the Brandywine School District, the District in which I am running for School Board. My undergraduate degrees are in Elementary Education and Library Science and my Master’s Degree is in School Counseling.  During my tenure in Brandywine, I have served on many district committees including: technology, professional development, library media, report card development, and referendum oversight.  My professional organizations included the Brandywine Education Association, the Delaware State Education Association, the National Education Association, the Delaware State Reading Association, and the Reading Council  of Northern Delaware.  Some acknowledgements of my service in education included an appointment to the Professional Standards Committee (2003 until retirement), the Delaware State School Library Media Specialist of the Year (1996), the Brandywood Elementary School Teacher of the Year (2006), and the Fulbright Memorial Fund Program to Japan (1998).  Since retiring, I became involved in a variety of school and community activities including co-chairing wwreading.

I am running for school board in Brandywine because I believe, that as a district, we must establish additional means to provide two-way communication with both our internal and external communities.  I believe that parents, teachers, support staff, and the community at large must have access to the information that they want and need, and the ability to provide feedback to the district on both financial and academic matters.  I believe that it is imperative that we increase the involvement of all the stakeholders in our community.  I would like to assist in providing that access and encouraging that involvement.
2. There continues to be a focus on full inclusion in our schools statewide.  What are your thoughts on inclusion? If elected, how would you ensure our educators receive adequate professional development on inclusion strategies,implementation of IEPs, diversity training for teachers and students and the necessary support for sustained and successful inclusion? 
As a philosophy, full inclusion is an outstanding ideal, but it is very difficult to implement.  Brandywine, in recent years, has attempted as much as possible to hire teachers who are dual certified in a subject area and in special education.  That has made the placement of special needs children somewhat easier.  Classes that provide an additional teacher trained in special education for inclusion classes are available in some buildings, but in others the special education teacher must provide services in more that one class.  To remedy the situation would require the hiring of more teachers college or university trained, or professional development for the teachers assigned to these classes.  Both of these alternatives have financial implications for districts.  I feel that I should add, that in my  opinion, there are cases where individual children should not be mainstreamed.
3. The state is facing a very turbulent time with different implementation efforts around recent resolutions and even legislative bills supporting a Parent’s Right to opt out of the state assessments and to potentially move toward less testing and more teaching and learning. What are your views on this issue and why? 

Much of my information on testing in our district has come from parents, teachers, and in some cases, students.  The consensus seems to be that there is too much time given to test preparation and testing, that it infringes on academic time, and that some of the testing has little value in forwarding the instructional process.  Test scores used for punitive measures or bragging rights have little value.  I was pleased with an article from your organization which was a succient statement of how I believe we have reached the place in which we find ourselves in regard to testing.  “We believe that the lack of a collaborative process has resulted in misguided decisions regarding the efficacy of the Smarter Balanced Assessments, further misleading parents and students.”  The final statement in that article was also in line with my thinking, “Decisions made in a vacuum often lead to outcomes that are misaligned and unsuccessful.  Delaware parents, students, and teachers deserve better.”  This leads me to agree with the legislation providing for a parent’s right to opt out.  The fact that parents and teachers are questioning is a positive in my thinking, and it appears that the legislators are finally listening.
4. Do you support teacher accountability based on the results of the statewide student assessment results (SBAC)? What role do you think state assessments should play in student accountability?

Assessments should be used to determine future instruction.  End of unit, end of story, end of course assessment should give an educator the information needed to prepare for the next series of lessons.  Has instruction been successful, have the students learned what was taught?  Is reteaching necessary?  Would using a different method of instruction be beneficial?  A single test to determine success or failure of a student, a teacher, a school, or a district is a misuse of the rationale for assessment.  If we accept the statement of the Delaware PTA regarding the efficacy of the Smarter Balanced Assessment, how could when the believe that high stakes testing should be used as and indicator of quality of a teacher’s instruction.
5. It is said that many of Delaware public high schools are referred to as dropout factories and that our students lack the 21st Century skills necessary to compete globally. What do you see as the state’s role versus the local district’s role in increasing graduation rates?  How would you improve 21st Century Learning in your district?
Brandywine School District appears to be working on the problem with some success.  In a recent article the News Journal stated “The number of students dropping out of high school continued to decline last year after reaching a 30 year low the year before”.   I propose surveying those students who drop out to discover what was missing in their education that led them to give up the idea of completing high school.  Specifically inquiring, how many were simply looking for an alternative to college and were more interested in a trade, and saw no hope of an “education” in that area available to them at one of our high schools.  For all students, class size and the quality of curriculum and instruction will effect success, but responsibility for learning does not reside with the  educator alone.  Students and parents must share the accountability for success or the lack thereof.
6. During times of fiscal constraint, what programs you consider essential to keep in order to maintain the current level of education in your district and why?
It is easier to discuss programs that I believe need to be evaluated.  The International Baccalaurate Program at the secondary level appears to be challenging students in a way that was not available prior to its inclusion in the curriculum at Mount Pleasant High School.  For this reason, I believe the program should continue.  However, I also believe it is time to evaluate the need for an elementary school IB program at Halan Elementary.  Has it improved the student achievement to the point that the financial investment continues to be money well spent?

The district has invested money, time and personnel in the STEM program.  Again, it appears that this is a program that must continue.  

I would add that I would like to see the Early Reading Interventionists returned the the elementary schools.  They worked directly with kindergarten and first grade students who were struggling with beginning reading skills.  The program had documented success.

7. How do you feel about family engagement in areas such as shared decision-making at the building and district level?

I believe that family involvement is essential to the the success of education at every level.  When stakeholders are involved in the discussions, there is a greater chance that the final decisions will have support and success.  When decisions are presented as a top down decree with no input from those involved in creating the atmosphere for success, there is often a sense that alternative opinions or suggestions are not valued by decision makers.  Unfortunately, I believe many parents feel that their opinions will be ignored, and therefore, they are reluctant to express them.  That must change.
8.  Do you believe extracurricular activities are necessary? 

Absolutely!  We have students who are in school each day because they are involved in extracurricular activities and know that their attendance, and often their academic performance, is tied to their eligibility to participate. Additionally, participation in activities outside of the classroom can enhance a student’s sense of community and involvement with their school. 
9.  Do you feel that subjects such as music, art, physical education, technology, and foreign languages play an important part in a child’s education? Explain. 

Absolutely!  Education defined solely as “academic subjects” cannot, and should not be taken seriously. Hopefully, education is preparing students for life, not just for the test.  The subjects you list in your question provides for life skills and interests that will last far beyond high school graduation.
10. If you could change one thing about the district’s proposed school budget, what would it be and why?  

I have not seen the district’s proposed school budget for the 2015-16 school year and therefore do not have an ability to answer this question.
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