
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?  

I believe Montgomery County could and should be a model for the nation, and yet so many of our 
disadvantaged kids and children of color are failing. For example, 40% of our African-American high 
school students do not have the credits they need to matriculate to the next grade.  

We know what many of the barriers to success are in Montgomery County and have been talking 
about them for years. I was appointed to the MCPS Parent Advisory Council in 2008 and served as a 
member and an alumni until 2012. We hosted myriad workshops with recommendations regarding 
language (jargon and non-native), service, expectations, and policies to help decrease these barriers.  

Still those barriers persist.  

We know small class sizes; healthy, adequate school facilities; tailored instruction; and keeping 
experienced teachers in our highest needs schools all play a role in closing the achievement gap. But 
we are not meeting those goals. More than 30 years of research says family engagement leads to 
better educational outcomes for children. But at the largest high school in the county with the largest 
cohort of Hispanic students, no one in the front office speaks Spanish. We have a middle school 
actually successfully narrowing the achievement gap with a modified 8-period schedule (rotating 
classes that do not increase the length of the school day), which allows for additional class time for 
reading and math for the highest-risk students and much needed additional planning time for teachers, 
yet MCPS wants all schools to follow the same 7–period schedule. Teachers responding to MCPS’s 
own task force on Alternative Programs for students mostly likely to fail declared that 7 periods does 
not work for all. 

I believe we must listen to parents, teachers and administrators in our schools. We must respond 
based on the unique needs, population, environment and history of each school. Without that flexibility 
we cannot adequately serve the wide spectrum of learning levels present in so many of our 
classrooms. We need to find more ways for our school system to say yes. 

Finally, we must make the achievement gap a budget priority. Recently, MCPS proposed that the 
County Executive’s budget did not include the full supplemental funding for MCPS. MCPS responded 
that this shortfall would jeopardize initiatives to attack the gap. If the gap is indeed a priority, funds 
would be shifted to attack the gap first – not be the first to go. The school system budget must stand 
behind the values it purports – which include “equity.” 

 

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?   

I want to join the Board because I believe we must transform the culture of our school system in order 
to meet the challenges we are facing now and in the future. Our county is rich with resources – talent, 
income, skill and motivation. I have talked with parents, professionals, entrepreneurs and volunteers 
who want to partner with the schools. They can offer after-school programs, field trips, services like 
conflict resolution, technology and other enrichment opportunities. We must better connect with all of 
these residents because the best ideas often come from the ground, not from the top. Our county 



draws experts from around the world who have already done the research on many of the issues we 
face, and they want to help us develop solutions. 

By promoting a culture of responsiveness and accountability, I hope to open channels of dialogue to 
better inform the policies for our school system. I hope to encourage an attitude of openness to new 
ideas and approaches. It can be very difficult for a large bureaucracy to adapt, but perhaps we need to 
take a hard look at the organization of the administration in order to become more adept at addressing 
sparks before they become fires, and proactively trying new models. And when the market or 
feedback says an initiative has been successful or a program has become popular, we need to make 
them more widely available. 

The challenges we have — overcapacity schools bursting at the seams, a growing population 
impacted by poverty, the achievement gap — can only be met if we value and nurture the 
relationships we have with our community and legislators, and demonstrate good faith with tangible, 
practical solutions. I have built these trusted relationships with our county and state leadership through 
my years of advocacy. Through my conversations with our elected leadership and our community, I 
know that we must take steps toward increasing transparency in the budget and decision-making, and 
having candid conversations with honest answers, in order to bolster the support of both so we are all 
playing on the same team and putting children first.  

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? 

The culture of the Board of Education is characterized by being relegated to an advisory role with no 
real authority over budget decisions. This means that we have developed a system where the school 
district staff’s decision-making is left unchecked. We need a collaborative board to exercise the 
appropriate oversight of the school administration. By not having adequate staff to do their own 
research on budget and policy issues, they are dependent on a queue that backs up to MCPS staff 
who already have their own work responsibilities. So, not only are board members unable to develop 
their own independent analysis, but their questions must wait for MCPS staff to deliver it. In addition, 
although they are overseeing half the budget of the county, they are paid as part-time positions as 
opposed to County Council members who are considered full-time positions. The Board of Education 
is elected by the people with an expectation that they will be a conduit of information to the public, 
ensure sound budget decision making, and take action when necessary to respond to policy issues as 
they arise. Too often it appears they are unable to fulfill these expectations. Board members need to 
be in a position to hear what our community is saying and act on it. 

 

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? 

I support collective bargaining. We need to ensure we maintain benefits of our school staff to attract 
and retain highly qualified personnel while encouraging the unions to strive to be culturally 
representative and responsive to the community in which we live. In other words, we need to make 
sure that we are balancing the interests of all staff with the range of needs of our students — 
especially our most vulnerable. By supporting staff in comprehensive ways that do not just focus on 
salary but on collaboration to reach the common goal of student success, we will better help students 
reach their full potential and maintain good staff morale which is essential to a positive classroom 
experience. 

 

5) 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? 

Administrating the MSA this year when it was not aligned with the curriculum the students have been 
learning was an enormous waste of limited school time and resources. I had extensive conversations 
at both the state and federal levels with leadership in charge of the standardized testing to no avail. 
This was an irresponsible contest of wills, and spoke to the hierarchal thinking and tunnel vision that 
often happens in bureaucracies. The new PARCC, which is supposed to be aligned to the curriculum, 
was field tested at schools throughout Maryland with some students taking it instead of the MSA. A 
good standardized test is hard to find. And it takes years to work the bugs out.  

There is no correlation between standardized test scores and ultimate success in life, particularly 
since very bright and capable students can be terrible test takers. The intent of Common Core as 
measuring competency on core subject strengths is worthy, but the rollout has been a disaster. 
Teachers throughout the country including Montgomery County have been caught unprepared to a 
surprising degree receiving curriculum two weeks or less before they are expected to teach it, 
resources that are inaccessible and not fully developed, and too little professional training to 
understand the new standards and how to teach to them. And the enormous time suck of constant 
assessment restricts time to actually teach.  

Our children have been part of a large scale educational experiment without the critical scaffolding that 
is essential to curriculum success. In addition, the high-stakes testing that ties a teacher’s evaluation 
to their students’ test scores is about the worst idea that could possibly have come from school reform. 
It’s a disincentive for experienced teachers to go to or stay at schools where disadvantaged students 
need them most. There will be high turnover of teachers in struggling schools. Low achievement 
schools will face closure. Eventually, it could lead to a charter school program that utilizes public 
funding with no responsibility to be accountable to the public. 

At first blush, holding educators and schools accountable for student standardized test scores sounds 
like the right thing – tough love. But in reality, all we have gotten is significant disruption to children’s 
education – the last thing that children need. 

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?  

I would support initiatives that make partnerships possible so that the agricultural reserve and other 
local farms can provide more food options to our cafeterias. Having conducted workshops on the 
importance of organic, sustainable farming with rural farmers, I have learned the importance of 
creating markets for these crops. Connecting the preservation of the tremendous asset of our 
agricultural reserve to the meals served to our 151,000 students seems like an obvious win-win. 

I agree with the goals of Real Foods for Kids in Montgomery County, 
http://www.realfoodforkidsmontgomery.org/, and have attended events that they have sponsored and 
the Montgomery County Council hearing on the real food initiatives to show my support. I advocate for 
field trips to educational farms where children can learn about food sources, the environment and 
nutrition. I also support food gardens at schools that educate students about the relationship between 
what they eat and where it comes from. 

In addition, the relationship between the availability of healthy food and academic achievement has 
been well documented. If we are truly serious about closing the achievement gap, educating our 
students and families about healthy food choices and making them available should be a priority. 

7) Charter Schools:  What is your view of public charter schools?  If you support them, under what 
parameters should they operate? 

http://www.realfoodforkidsmontgomery.org/


The charter school movement started out with good intentions to offer viable school choice in areas 
that had persistently failing schools. Further, charter schools can offer unique curriculum for certain 
student cohorts not easily served by the traditional public school system, e.g., the Maya Angelou 
charter school in Washington, D.C., for young adults who have dropped out of school but wish to 
return to school in their late teens: http://www.seeforever.org/maya-angelou-public-charter-
schools/young-adult-learning-center/ 

Charter schools can also be a concern. Communities need to carefully consider introducing the 
charter school movement into their communities. There are for-profit charter schools as well as non-
profit charter schools operated by a staff employed by for-profit companies. I don’t believe we want 
private companies beholden to quarterly profits and stockholders to be in charge of our students’ 
education in charter schools that are publicly funded but typically less accountable to the public. 

 

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? 

My work has been focused on service, informing the public and working toward solutions on myriad 
progressive issues for most of my career. I first used my education in media communications to 
produce documentaries on issues such as homelessness, poverty and illiteracy. I then moved to direct 
action as a full-time volunteer for Habitat for Humanity International. In addition to serving as a public 
relations specialist, I built houses throughout Latin America and in Georgia. My desire to make a 
difference continued with lobbying for environmental justice policy on Capitol Hill to working with 
environmental justice organizers at maquiladoras in Mexico. In addition, in my position with the Faith & 
Politics Institute, we provided diversity training for legislators and other leaders.  
 
When my kids were born, I turned my energies to our schools and the community where I would raise 
my children. I used the skills I gained from my cumulative career experience in a variety of roles 
including cofounding an ad hoc group to advocate for equity for the schools in our region, which led to 
my becoming PTA president where I focused on exponentially growing the PTA and community 
support for our local schools, and outreach to our underrepresented parent populations. I also served 
on the National Trust for Historic Preservation’s advisory committee on schools as centers of 
community. My community leadership continued as neighborhood association president. I was 
appointed to the MCPS Parent Advisory Council, where we led workshops to educate parents on 
advocating for their children in the school system. I sat on panels to advise principals on creating 
welcoming environments for diverse student populations, and assisted with making MCPS information 
more accessible. I am now serving as an MCCPTA delegate for Montgomery Blair High School.  
 
In advocating for the funding needs of our schools, I produced a video to educate our legislators on 
the challenges of our schools. I have also presented testimony of behalf of our schools to the 
Montgomery County Council, and Maryland House Ways and Means and Appropriations committees. 
 
Since 2010, I have also served on the Advisory Board of the Silver Spring YMCA which provides a 
range of services for our neediest families and youth. For the last several years, I have owned my own 
consulting business. I provide leadership training, teambuilding and strategic planning to organizations 
from local non- profits to international agencies.  
 
I believe the full breadth of my experience positions me well to be an articulate and ardent advocate 
for the county's schools and children, and a conduit for a better informed public and more accountable 
school system. 
 

 

http://www.seeforever.org/maya-angelou-public-charter-schools/young-adult-learning-center/
http://www.seeforever.org/maya-angelou-public-charter-schools/young-adult-learning-center/


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 want to use what I've learned to make a difference in the lives of as many kids as I can. 
 
In the last year, while collaborating with leadership from a number of area schools to get our diverse 
needs met — from mold remediation to registrar staffing — I have heard from too many people who 
can't seem to get their voices heard at the decision making level in our school system. So I would like 
to become one of the decision makers to change that dynamic. 
 
10) Other Comments:  Do you have any other comments to make that might help us make a decision 
in our endorsement process? 

I’m not the establishment. As a more than 20-year county resident, I have worked hard and with great 
success at improving our community and our schools. I’ve mobilized grassroots coalitions, worked 
collaboratively with elected officials, tapped into our business community and increased civic and 
school participation among a broad section of stakeholders, including those most under-represented.   
I have been a demonstrated community leader and advocate for our schools and kids, and I know 
what it takes to get the job done.  

It will be a lot of work to win, and challenging to create change in the Board of Education. Change is 
always is always difficult. But as is evidenced by my experience, I work hard for change. Also, I have 
competed in dozens of triathlons, will be running my 7th marathon in November, and I recently 
accomplished a personal lifetime goal by completing an ironman triathlon (2.4 mile swim, 112 mile 
bike, followed by a marathon) in 14 ½ hours. I like challenges and I don’t give up. 

Thank you for your consideration of my candidacy, and for the important and vital work Progressive 
Neighbors does for improving Montgomery County. 


