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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 [MILFORD SCHOOL DISTRCICT] Board of Education.

My name is Yvette Dennehy, and I am a native Milfordian and proud graduate of Milford High School.  I have a Bachelor's degree in Political Science, a Master's degree in Education, and teach English and Humanities at Wilmington University.  After many years of traveling, in 2001 my husband and I decided to settle in Milford where much of my extended family resides. We have two young children, Liam who is in fourth grade at Mispillion Elementary, and Keegan who is in kindergarten at Morris. We have a true vested interest in this community; my husband is the Parks & Recreation Director for the City  and both of us do our best to volunteer, serve and support organizations and events throughout Milford. I am running for school board because I think we need people on the board who have children in the district, who are willing to put the time in by not only attending meetings, but by showing a true presence within the schools, and people who can see the big picture, but who are also willing to work on the smaller issues that arise as well.  A board member needs to be an advocate for students, parents, teachers, and administrators, and needs to set a vision, prioritize goals, and formulate a plan for success. 
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? 
While there are many ideas and even emotions that are associated with this issue, much of this goes back to two factors: time and money.  As a board member, I will  have the opportunity to insure that the school district is allocating funds to the proper trainings for staff and that the schedule allows them the time to aquire and implement these new trainings.  I think that it is also imporatant to include parents in this process. 
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? 
The bottom line is that teachers need time to teach.  I support teachers and students’ rights to a learning environment that is focused on learning.  While I understand we need to occasionally measure growth of student progress, I believe that we are overtesting.  I support a parent’s right to opt their child out of the state test, but I also sympathize with local districts who are trying to conform to the dictates at the State level, which is where I believe the real problem lies – and where I think school boards across the state need to take a stand in initiating chage. 

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?
No, I’m not in support of that.  If we have effective leadership in schools, the current evaluation (DPAS II) can assess a teacher’s effectiveness.  The Smarter Balanced test may end up being an effective measuring tool down the road for students, but I don’t think that it is appropriate to measure teachers based upon a few days of standardized testing.  These don’t measure the extra time a teacher puts into planning instruction; they don’t measure the mentoring that many teachers do every day, and they don’t measure the positive realtionships that teachers forge with students.   While teaching has scientific practices and principles, effective teaching is an art.  
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?
There are pockets of these in Delaware.  Milford High has a very high graduation rate in the upper 90s.  However, any student who drops out is a tragedy.  Milford High School has a credit recovery program already that allows students to make up failed courses through the computer.  In addition, they have a mentoring program as well, providing students at risk with adult mentors.  As a board member, I would support expanding these programs.  In addition, I think we need to look beyond standards and engage our students, parents, teachers and community stakeholders to come up with creative solutions to these problems.  Does the district have a relationship with Baltimore Air Coil or Caulk for example?  Are we making sure our CTE programs lead to jobs in these great local industries?  These relationships are things I would encourage as a board member. In addtion, if our referendum passes, I am hoping to target these types of students early with the new programs we are hoping to offer at our new high school. Being proactive about this problem instead of just reactive is key. 
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?
During times of fiscal constraint I think it is most important to focus on the academic programs that we offer and programs that increase student engagement and achievement.  These would include investments in technology and updated curriculum. The next focus would be to try and maintain enrichment programs as best we can.  Milford has tried to cut unnecessary coaching positions, and make efforts to cut programs and spending in areas that do not have a direct impact to students.
7. How do you feel about family engagement in areas such as shared decision-making at the building and district level?
It’s critical that we encourage family engagement in decision-making at the district level.  I recently created a group called Buccaneer Tomorrow, which is made up of a group of concerned parents in the Milford School District.  We went to the school board and told them that we wanted to help offer positive solutions to issues facing the district. Our first order of business was to get a referendum passed to build a new high school and increase the operations budget.  Our group has been instrumental in getting the vision and message out.  I think if parents and the community work in conjunction with the school board / district, then great things can happen in schools. 

8.  Do you believe extracurricular activities are necessary? 
Yes! They are essential!   While education should  focus on learning in the classroom, a great education does not stop there. Extracurricular activities enhance learning and provide experiences that can’t be found in the classroom. They make for well-balanced, well-rounded 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. 
Yes! Just as extracurricular activities enhance student learning before or after school, the arts, languages, and physical education are critical to student learning during the school day. There is endless research that shows the importance of these subjects and yet because of the mandates passed down by the State and Federal Government, districts are cutting back on these programs.  It’s time to find a healthy balance.  If we work together to find more ways to incorporate cross-curriculum learning within these subjects (which we are doing  in some ways already) there is no reason why we can’t allocate more time for these subjects. Students all learn differently, and the availability of these types of classes may make the difference between success and failure for many students. 
10. If you could change one thing about the district’s proposed school budget, what would it be and why?  
.I think we need more flexibility in our budget.  About 1.7 percent of the district budget is flexible.  Everything else is already spoken for by the state or federal governments. Each district across the state is different and districts should be able to use discretionary funds to benefit the uniqueness of their districts to make the money really work for the the students we serve. 
In addition, I would suggest a proposal to change the way school districts are funded in the State of Delaware. It is very difficult for the district to maintain a high level of programming with an uncertain funding stream.  It is also challenging that the local district has to make a case to its taxpayers and receive funding based on a vote.
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