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PN Questionnaire:
Questions for Board of Education Candidates 2014

1) Achievement Gap: As stated in our Legislative Agenda, Progressive Neighbors believes
in schools that give all students an opportunity to reach their full potential. What are your ideas on
how to reach that objective? How would you address the issue of the achievement gaps that exist
between students of color and other students and between students from lower and upper income
families?

Thanks for the opportunity to answer questions on issues you value. The achievement gap is a long
standing challenge and current attempts to close it have not worked. In fact, the gap may be widening
if you look at the most recent AP results since both Black and Latino students performed worse on APs
in 2013 than in 2012.

Continuing to attract and maintain quality teachers is probably the best chance at improving
achievement of all students. Great principals set the tone and expectations. School Improvement Plans
should have a deliberate plan for at-risk students who need more support.

In addition, MCPS could better tap the strengths of our county’s rich diversity. This approach involves
listening to our many groups of parents and getting their input on what can help. It also involves
getting parents more involved in their child’s education. One idea I received from a Latino parent: a
preschool Spanish immersion program for areas of a large Hispanic population, such as in Silver
Spring. Research shows that children who are bilingual have improved cognitive skills. Besides the
improvements to the child’s brain, the program would encourage pride in his/her culture. At the same
time, the program would be easier for parents who don’t speak English, the chance to connect with the
school before kindergarten, to engage them in education with their child which will lead to engagement
in elementary school.

I support a better coordination among nonprofit groups and a better method of linking services to
parents and youth in need. I also support mentoring programs, connecting youth to adults. Every child
needs a parent or mentor actively engaged in his/her life so I support programs such as ACES and
Future Link and Big Brothers Big Sisters.

2) Your Priorities: What are your priorities for what you would like the Board to achieve?
Why do you want to be on the Board of Education?

3) Priority #1: Building an environment of collaboration.

There are many competing needs county-wide and it is vital for our Board of Education

members, County Council, and state delegates to work in tandem. I think we can all agree

that education is the #1 asset and priority in Montgomery County. Yet, even though the goal

is clear, competing needs are growing and threaten the stronghold we have on education.

All the political and educational leaders need to roll up their sleeves and think more creatively

about how to grow revenue and continue to showcase MCPS.
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As a School Board member, I would work with our County Council members, County

Executive, state delegates, parents, teachers, administrators and community members (which

include the labor unions) to make the best use of county resources while keeping the

commitment to schools the priority.

Priority #2: Focus on learning with less emphasis on test taking. While state tests are

an important tool to use in evaluating student performance and teacher effectiveness, it isn’t

the panacea for education. Great teachers who can reach each child are far more important

than any test. The School Board mission should emphasize that MCPS work toward

attracting and cultivating the best teachers in the world to raise MCPS as a top international

school system. I believe the all encompassing goal of “closing the gap” will be reached when

students are learning from teachers who are well qualified and supported with challenging

curriculum and a mentoring atmosphere.

Priority #3: Revitalization/ Expansion. If we don’t keep up with the district’s plan to

revitalize our school buildings and expand the footprint of current buildings to keep up with the

2,500+ annual enrollment increases, our schools will decline to a state not conducive to

learning. It is vital to keep all projects on time and on track. I would be an activist in

collaborating with elected officials to obtain the funds to make this happen.

Priority #4: Gain back state control over education. I want to work with our local and

state officials to assure Maryland has high academic standards, but gain back state control.

For a $250 million “Race to the Top” grant, Maryland has given up much control and we are

now feeling the pain of the state’s decision to accept money with strings attached. If you have

a 4th grader, you and your child are probably suffering the most since your child has been the

guinea pig for each year since kindergarten as Curriculum 2.0 has been hastily “rolled” out to

meet the timeline required by the federal Race to the Top policies.

Besides losing control over the timing of a new curriculum rollout, the state no longer has

control over what goes into the curriculum and what goes into the PARCC tests. There is no

process in place to modify these standards. So, there is an unlikely chance for parents to

have a say now in what is taught to our children. The governor-appointed Maryland State

Department of Education adopted the standards blindly in draft form and did nothing to

examine expected costs. This concerns me because nationwide, over $4 billion in federal

funds have been distributed yet it’s costing at least $16 billion just to get started with the first

year of implementation. Follow my tweets on Common Core @HalversonLaurie.

3) Role of Board of Education: In your view, what is the proper role the Board of
Education should play in relationship to the County Superintendent of Schools?
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The superintendent is an expert educator, leader, and driver of the mission. The Board of Ed is the
overseer of the mission and the budget. Tough decisions are made on how to allocate the funds after
hearing the superintendent's recommendation and the public’s input through testimonies and
conversations at the Board table. The Board of Ed can intervene in county-wide issues and help to
resolve public concerns. The Board of Ed sets the policies and revises policies after listening to public
input. The Board of Ed is the watchdog for the public and asks probing questions and makes sure the
superintendent is held accountable. They all work as a team to do their best to meet the needs of all
students.

4) Collective Bargaining: What is your position on collective bargaining rights for
teachers and other school employees and on collaboration with unions in the schools?

Montgomery County is fortunate to be a county supported with a pretty solid record of collaboration
with the school-related unions. Part of the reason for the good relationships is that the unions are at
the budget table and are involved in so many other aspects of MCPS decision making. Parents are also
represented as well through MCCPTA and other parent leadership groups. I have been on MCPS
committees with leaders of MCEA and MCAAP and have appreciated their collaborative input. I also
value the input of community members. When I was an MCCPTA leader, I always kept in mind who
the unions are representing because there were times that their views on issues were not the same as the
parent views. I would carry that experience as a Board member, representing all the county’s citizens.

Standardized Tests: What role do you think standardized tests should play in our schools
and the education of our children? Is there too much emphasis on standardized testing? What can be
done to rectify the discrepancy between the new Common Core curriculum and the tests which
measure the old curriculum?

The current MSA tests under No Child Left Behind and future PARCC tests based on

Common Core State Standards are diagnostic tools that I believe can be used as one part of

many in evaluating teachers. The most important thing for MCPS to focus on is cultivating

great teachers with emphasis on learning, not on test taking; teaching to the test is a sad

byproduct of standardized test scores being used too heavily to evaluate teachers.

Tests are already beginning this week to students for MSAs and the test group for PARCC. I

don’t have much of a problem with kids taking MSAs this year while Dr. Starr and other

groups have hoped to trash the MSAs this year. Yes-the MSAs no longer mirror the new

curriculum but as Curriculum Co-Chair last year, I was told that the curriculum isn’t really that

much different than Common Core. I believe the real issue at hand was the fear that MSA

testing would be tied to teacher evaluations. I have never liked MSAs much because the

standard is a low one, in my opinion but at least it is something you can compare with other

schools. If MCPS had won the battle of trashing the MSA tests this spring, PARCC tests

might also be delayed or trashed and there would be no data to measure our children. Is it fair

to the public to leave them in the dark for several years without any data? (I found it very

interesting March 11 when Rebecca Smondrowski asked how MCPS will measure how their
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new intervention strategies are working and the response was that MCPS would look at test

results. So, it looks like MSA results will be useful after all!) In addition, keeping MSA tests

was also one of many commitments that MSDE made when they accepted the $250 million

grant with the Race to the Top application.

6) Cafeteria Food: How would you make progress in serving nutritious, appetizing and,
where feasible, sustainable and locally grown food in school cafeterias as well as supporting programs
to educate students on the importance of healthy diet?

The food distribution system at MCPS is massively huge and the facilities at most schools aren’t set up
for food preparation. This is unfortunate.

I wish there could be a salad bar at every school with fresh vegetables. I wish students could take part
in growing their own vegetables in a school garden. Last year, I attended (with Kristin Trible who is
also running for Board of Ed) a US Department of Education food contest for kids where I sampled the
meals they made for their much smaller school system and they were healthy and delicious. When I
asked them how they made their meals, I could not see how that could work with the current set up at
MCPS.

The challenge is providing fresh food with the limited kitchen facilities as well as keeping costs low so
all students can afford a healthy lunch. I would support pilot projects at schools as well as looking at
the possibility of building new schools with full functioning kitchens.

7) Charter Schools: What is your view of public charter schools? If you support them,

under what parameters should they operate?

I support charter schools if they meet a need that is not being met at MCPS schools. I was part of the
charter school application committee to improve the transparency of the process as well as the
committee that reviewed the applications. I had to review 3 school applications three years ago that
were hundreds of pages long each! It was a valuable experience, but time consuming. I served on the
committee with the union representatives as well and they were very collaborative throughout the
process. However, I would like to see better state laws that allow more flexibility for the charter school
to select their own principal. Unfortunately, the first charter school failed this year due to lack of
funding.

8) Experience: What experiences have you had that would help you be an effective Board
member? What groups have you participated in or led that would give you such experience?

As a county PTA Vice President, I was a representative for 50,000 members and often served on
MCPS committees as a stakeholder. I have been a leader on MCCPTA committees as MCCPTA
Health/Safety Chair and Curriculum Co-Chair and have run meetings as PTA President for Bells Mill
ES and Cluster Coordinator. I have worked with communities on a number of occasions as a mediator
of sorts between MCPS and parents. MCPS asked me to be a Co- Chair on the Bullying Prevention
Committee to write the new county policy, and I was also asked to be on the MCPS Charter School
Committee so I have earned respect and trust from MCPS leaders. It is also important to have a
county-wide view, so I was in Leadership Montgomery last year to gain that perspective and developed
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new county-wide contacts with some fabulous leaders.

9) Your Motivation: What has motivated you to run for public office? Is there a political
event or something in which you have been involved that has particularly influenced you?

I became a grassroots activist when I experienced a health issue at my elementary school in 2005/06
when children and teachers were getting sick from the mold in the portable classrooms. I was a PTA
President elect at the time and the officers worked extremely well together to accomplish what no one
person could have accomplished-8 new portables to replace the bad ones and a modernization one year
sooner than planned.

When I achieved results at my school, I knew that there were 500+ portables county-wide that were not
being maintained and many were in bad shape so I became a Cluster Coordinator and then a Health/
Safety Chair to advocate at the county level. One thing led to another as I got involved in health and
safety issues and then curriculum and education issues as Vice President of MCCPTA. I was
recognized for my advocacy by the Obama administration as a “White House Champion of Change.” I
still keep getting involved in county-wide issues and felt the Board of Education position was the
logical step because it fits my passion for education and helping people to “be heard.”

10) Other Comments: Do you have any other comments to make that might help us make

a decision in our endorsement process?

I am a college graduate with a Bachelor of Business Administration degree in Personnel/ Industrial
Relations and Marketing. Before volunteering for PTA, I was a senior analyst for a benefits consulting
firm (Booke & Company that later merged with AON.) I also worked in Human Resources for
Victoria’s Secret. This background can be very instrumental since the Board often makes decisions on
personnel appointments and issues as well as being able to analyze data and employee benefits issues.

I am also on Linked In under Laurie (Schroeder) Halverson.

My website: http://www.lauriehalverson.com/

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/LaurieHalverson4BOE?ref=hl


