DC Public School Closings and Reorganization Proposal:

City Leaders Considering Fast Track Action
In late November 2007, Mayor Fenty and Chancellor Rhee released their highly-anticipated “Renew, Revitalize, Reorganize” plan for DC Public Schools.  The effort was reportedly shaped to address both the current year DCPS operating deficit as well as to “pave the way for further educational reform and improvements in the years ahead.”  

Certainly the plan for closing 23 schools has drawn the most attention – and real heat -- from opponents across many city neighborhoods and among some city elected officials. The changes would be implemented over the next two years, unlike prior proposals based on much longer implementation schedules. The overall plan, it should be noted, was made in conjunction with a $96.1 million, one-time request to dedicate city supplemental funds to fill the DCPS budget gap and finance other education programs.  

No Ward 3 schools are on the closure/reorganization list. Janney School and others in and beyond our area will be affected, however.  Janney and other nearby schools are overcrowded and we have a long waiting list of families who live outside the schools enrollment boundary, indicating a high demand for Janney’s high quality programs. Dollars spent on maintaining and staffing surplus school facilities could be reprogrammed to improve educational efforts according to Rhee and Fenty.  Also, reducing the number of schools with very small enrollments may free up supplemental funds currently committed to those schools above and beyond the per capita funding formula. 

Whatever your position, this is an ideal point for Janney School parents to weigh in with our elected officials. Since there are no proposed closings in our area, no public hearings were scheduled for our neighborhood.  However, our elected officials should factor in your view of support or opposition to the pending plan. 

· Mary Cheh,  our Ward 3 Member, mcheh@dccouncil.us
· Vincent Gray, Council Chair, dslonneger@dccouncil.us (chief of staff)

· Carol Schwartz, At Large Member, cschwartz@dccouncil.us

· David Catania, At Large Member,  dcatania@dccouncil.us

· Phil Mendelson At Large Member, pmendelson@dccouncil.us
· Kwame Brown, At Large member, tellkwamebrown@gmail.com
Background:

Dropping DCPS Enrollments: Between the last school year and this, total enrollment dropped from 55,000 to an estimated 49,600 (-5,400 or by 270 classrooms of 20 children each). In fact, since 1990, DCPS enrollment declined by 30,000.  This reflects demographic trends. While the DC population has grown, there are fewer school age children.  Further some children are enrolled in independent schools and/or the public charter schools.  

Spending High on Administration But Not In Classrooms: According to a June 10, 2007 Washington Post article, the DCPS ranks first among the largest 100 school districts nationwide in the share of budget spent on administration, but comes in last in spending on teachers and instruction. 

Facilities in Poor Repair with Massive Maintenance Backlog: DCPS schools are too often poorly maintained.  Most are badly in need of emergency repairs.  Again the Post series found that schools wait on average 379 days for conditions reported as dangerous or urgent to be fixed. As of the Post article, 113 school buildings had a repair request pending for a leaking roof. 

The Proposal: The “Renew, Revitalize, Reorganize” effort proposes to “reconcile the number and location of buildings and students in order to focus resources on teaching and learning rather than building maintenance.”  In addition, the plan proposes to standardize grade configurations initiated with the Master Education Plan and to take a new look at student assignment policies, feeder patterns, and out-of-boundary policies.  

School Closings Proposed: DCPS operates 143 school buildings with 15 million square feet of space at present.  The proposal could be expected to result in 120 buildings and 12.8 million square feet of space.  The proposal would close 23 schools and relocate 3 special education programs.  The list includes 17 elementary schools, 1 combined elementary/middle school, 4 middle schools, and 1 high school.  

Criteria for Proposing Closing/Reorganizations: The list was derived from a research project conducted by The Brookings Institution, the Urban Institute, and 21st Century School Fund that analyzed school enrollment patterns and neighborhood changes.  The factors considered included student demand, school supply, and neighborhood context.  The researchers reportedly collaborated with city officials through several reviews that included studying how alternative scenarios for school closings, consolidations, or co-locations would affect the distance students’ travel, the redistribution of enrollment among schools, and likely effects on surrounding neighborhoods.  

Potential Budget Savings: The administration estimates the proposal could save the school system an estimated $23.7 million annually in costs associated with utilities, operational maintenance and staff, including principals, custodians and clerical employees.  Third-party estimates suggest much lower net savings.

Administrative and Legislative Action: Under current DC law, the Mayor and Chancellor have authority over the closing/rightsizing plan without prior Council approval.  However, a bill (B17-536) sponsored by Council Members Barry and Thomas would require Council approval of school closings.  It would also “institute a system of assessments to track school enrollment, maintenance and operating costs, utilization, building condition, and effective use so that communities could get annual reports of their local schools’ viability.” Schools rightsizing and consolidations are likely to be subject to further hearings and proposed legislation, including through the annual budget process.   

