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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 Appoquinimink Board of Education.
My name is Ryan Scott.  I am running for the position because I’m passionate about education, especially ensuring we’re doing as much as we can for students who may lack resources for success.  All of my adult and professional life has been spent working with students, from preschool to high school aged.  I’ve served in several non-profits, in areas ranging from administration to board work to hands on service.  My strengths include strategic planning and creative thinking.  I’m excited to help our district maintain it’s excellent record of education moving forward.

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 if IEPs, diversity training for teachers and students and the necessary supports for sustained and successful inclusion? 
This is a really tough path to walk without increased resources.  I believe students should be included as much as possible in regular schedules, but determining what level of inclusion works best for the student should be part of the IEP process.  We should be doing what’s in the best interest of each student regardless of the cost to the school district.

The difficulty arises in preparing teachers adequately.  The necessary meetings, trainings, and paperwork required are an increasing burden on teachers, reducing the amount of time they have for class preparation.  We must work to balance expectations on teachers to ensure success for inclusion efforts.
Reduced class sizes and more co-taught classrooms can often provide needed support for these additional requirements, but without adequate training and facilitation from the schools and districts, this may not help.  I’ve advocated a more individualized professional development scheme that would help teachers learn new skills and improve their capabilities in areas of immediate need.  A system like this could provide better training for teachers struggling with needs arising as a result of inclusion efforts.
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? 
I believe standardized tests can be useful for the educational process in a number of ways.  However, the current testing scheme is far from ideal – in fact it’s likely hurting our educational outcomes.  The tests take too long, remove students from too much instructional time, and don’t work towards outcomes beneficial to improving instruction.
There is a move in the US Senate to amend many of the testing requirements on the No Child Left Behind Act that would allow states more flexibility in testing; I support these efforts.

Focusing on testing detracts from a focus on learning.  I wholeheartedly believe that solid, innovative instruction will instill the lifelong love of learning students need to succeed.  If teachers and students feel supported and empowered, test scores will take care of themselves.

While tests are an important means of measuring academic progress, they should be limited in scope and far from a central focus in our educational system.  I will always support a parent’s right to decide when to exempt their children from particular instruction.

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?
I believe using test results as part of a teacher evaluation is acceptable, so long as it’s done in the context of the larger teaching and learning picture.  Using test results as some percentage of a teacher evaluation without interpretation is unfair.  Just as every student in a unique individual, so too is every teacher.  I am comfortable with test results being included in a comprehensive evaluation of teachers which includes feedback from students, parents, peers, and administrators.

As for students, tracking progress on standardized tests is a valuable tool for understanding strengths, weaknesses, and growth during the educational process.  As with teachers, it is appropriate to include such testing, in context, as part of an overall evaluation of student ability, but using them as concrete metrics of passing or failing makes little sense to me.
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?

Graduation rates are not as big an issue in my district as they are in other places.  However, generally, I believe local districts should be given as much freedom as possible to organize and oversee education in their communities, with the state stepping in only when a pattern of failure has been evidenced.

Certainly things like fair academic standards and increased state funding can help provide resources for improving graduation rates and overall academic improvement, but I believe the state should trust its districts to use those resources wisely until there is ample evidence the problem is beyond local control.

6. During times of fiscal constraint, what programs would you consider essential to keep in order to maintain the current level of education in your district and why?
The Appoquinimink School District is fortunate enough to offer an impressive diversity of academic offerings.  Traditionally the district has found ways to keep its programs intact, even during times of financial stress.  I applaud these efforts and would support the same.  
Should, however, the situation be uniquely dire, I would advocate narrowing the diversity of offerings without eliminating individual programs altogether.  For example, we could reduce the number of foreign languages offered or put on hold course offerings outside the minimum academic requirements.
I would work hard to keep art, music, and technology courses, even if they need to be limited or curtailed for financial reasons.  I believe strongly they are integral parts of a solid education.

7. How do you feel about family engagement in areas such as shared decision-making at the building and district level?
I believe family engagement is essential to the best educational outcomes for students.  There are times the building and district level administration does a great job of including families in the decision-making process and there are times when the level of inclusion can be improved.  There are also times when families need to make more of an effort to be involved.
When the relationship doesn’t work well, things can often become adversarial – an “us vs them” mindset.  I believe strongly that the school district is the community and vice versa – there is only “us.”  We must work diligently to make decisions where all sides feel validated and included. 

8.  Do you believe extracurricular activities are necessary? 
Not only do I believe they are necessary, extra-curricular activities are often important academic tools, providing unique skills that can be applied to classroom learning and opening a well of opportunities students with limited resources may get nowhere else.  In my experience, attaching academic requirements to extra-curricular participation is a powerful motivational tool for students.

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. 
I believe engagement in art, physical education, technology and foreign language is as essential to academic success as any of the traditional core subjects.  I believe the purpose of education is to develop thinking, mature, well-rounded people, and that the best way to do so is by engaging the whole person.

10. If you could change one thing about the district’s proposed school budget, what would it be and why?  

I think I’d reduce the amount of money our district spends on consultants and outside experts.  I believe our community has a lot more to offer the school district than our administrators expect.  If the expertise and manpower to tackle difficult issues or tasks doesn’t reside within our district employee base, it surely resides within our community.  

The district could make a difference far larger than the financial cost by engaging the community with such needs – and the community could make a profound statement of support by answering the call for help.  We already have so many dedicated volunteers giving their time and wisdom to various committees and programs benefitting the district.  There is no reason why that can’t be expanded.
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