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Home, where academic leadership begins

By Editor Ken Harvay

Leaming hegins at home. So does the love
of learning.

Research confinues to support this
premise, and this recognition is one reason
why Bridgeport School District has become
nationally acclaimed for its efforts to overcome
the challenges of poverty, English as a
second language and family mobility, say
Superintendent Gene Schmidt and Mary
Anton, special programs director, at the
Bridgeport School District.

A few years ago the Bridgeport was best
known for having the highest juvenile
delinquency rate in the state, and now it's
winning national awards, the educators say.

“The parents are the first teachers, and if
we can engage the parents in good literacy
practices, it will be a good marriage betwesn
the home and the school,” says Schmidt.

“The Hispanic family is big, and if we can
figure out a way to involve the expanded
family, we can have a very powerful thing,”
Schmidt says.

The Bridgeport superintendent told of how
they had secured 180 used computers from
the federal government and gave them fo
families during 2 Christmas celebration.

“The whole family — uncles and aunts and
grandparents — all showed up for their
computer, and one said, "You have raised our
status in the community now that we have a
computer,™ Schmidt recounts.

During those 10 years, Bridgeport moved
from a mostly white community to one thatis
largely Hispanic.

It i=n’t easy for schools to get migrant
families and those with similar challenges
involved in the schools.

“Parent involvement tends to be a middle
class sort of thing,” Schmidt says. “That is fo
ignore the gift our community has. People
forget to look beneath the surface to see what
people have to share. We don't expect the
poor parents to contribute, but if you
understand the Hispanic culiure, they are
actually quite involved in their community,
good at fund-raising and in many other
activities.”

Research does show that “Anglo” parents
are four times more likely to volunteer than
Hispanics, two times more likely to go on field
trips, and seven timas more likely to serve as
room moms, he says, but it doesn't have to be
that way.

“Our perceptions tend to become reality.
We hegin to believe those other parents are
had parents. We nead o find ways to engage
those parents, and this perception will be
changed,” he says.

Indeed, parental participation has been
shown to be a critical element in the academic
success of minorty students, Schmidt says.
“We need to help the students by helping their
parants get more and be more involved.”

Despite the stereotypes and the realities
shown by research, “all parents desire to be a
part of their children’s education, but many
have felt the school did not listen to their
needs. They have falt their contributions go
unnoticed.” But that is changing in Bridgeport,
and the result has been greater academic
success for all students, the superintendant
says.

“Something good is going on in Bridgeport
that has begun to change the climate. Peaple
are choosing o send their children to
Bridgeport because we are changing,”

Dr. Gene Schmidt, Bridgeport School District superintendent

Schmidt says. “We now have a mariachi
band, and when there is a musical event,
there are more people now than at a
haskethall game. Mow we want to invite the
parents to come into the schoal and join our
band.”

The district benefited greatly from the
influence of Lt. Col. Consuelo Kickbusch
(retired) of the Family Leadership Instituie
who practically adopted the small school
district isolated in the northern part of the
state.

“She lived the story of our kids," says the
district's special programs director, Mary
Anton.

It was arranged for Kickbusch to come
speak to the Bridgeport staff. These included
high school teachers who were siill focused
on teaching their fraditional wheat farmer
kids, although their rooms were filling up with
Hispanic children.

“Two years later these teachers were
national award-winners,” Anton says.

Then the district had Kickbusch return to
help improve Bridgeport's parent-
involvement program. It was an 18-month
process, starting in 2003, with one five-hour
workshop each month for 10 months.

“The school has now become very
inclusive. And we are finding ways to get
people in school,” Anton says. “We brought
her in to work with parents, but we also saw
aneed to have her meet with educators. She
was an absolute godsend for our
community.”

At the first parent meeting with Kickbusch,
only three parents showed up. But at the
next there were 37, and later over 70.

Kickbusch taught the local leaders that if
the parents won't come to you, you have to
go to them. During the harvest, parents
couldn't come to the mesting, so Kickbusch
and the educators went to a local orchard.

“The foreman drove us around to 11 sites.

We invited the
workers to come
to a meeting two
weeks later, but it
was pouring rain.
Some of us
thought we ought
to have if at
school, but
instead went out
to the orchard.
They had totally
cleaned out their
| shop. They had

| blue tarps up,

| ready for
Consuelo to
present to them.
We had 25 chairs
set up and
henches, but we
ended up with
300 people
standing in the
back, and they all
listened,” Anton
describes.

They then
organized a
picnic, and over
500 meals were
served — and it
was promoted
just by word of
maouth. It was an incredible eye-opener for
all of us,” Anton says.

“Now we see our parents feeling better
about themselves, and the 25 parents
who graduated from the institute are
confident enough in their l2adership skills
that they are ready to teach the next
institute themselves,” Anton says.

FLI's core curriculum for parents
consists of 10 modules:

1. Home: Where Leadership Begins

2. Self-ldentity: Past, Present and Future

3. Living in Two Worlds.: Cultural and
Generational Parspectives

4, Storytalling and Journaling: Valuing
Literacy though Family History — The value
a family places on literacy and the joy of
reading has a profound effect on the ability of
children o acguire essential reading skills. This
highights the role of traditicnal storyteling
within Hispanic culture. Participants collect
famity stories and oral histories — which are
recorded, franscribed, analyzed and mined for
leadership lessonz. The joumnal is assembled
over the remainder of the course, and iz
presented to a school or public library at the
conclusion of the institute program. Thus, the
course alzo stresses the importance of libraries
as personal and family rescurces.

& lot of our children have never heard their
family stories. We got them to do that. We then
took speciiic examples of leadership fraits out
of these stories. They are coming o find out
that they can be leaders,” Anton says. "By this
fime we've gof them, and they're scaking things
up.”

5. Education: The Key to a Befter Future
— This lesson focuses on the role of education
in the social, economic and intellzctual well-
being of children. Participants come to see
education as a key to the future. A college
education for boys and girls is more than just
desirable — it's attainable.

“They come to see education as the key to
their future,” says Anton. "Not just the
education of the children but of the parents.
They no longer want their children to have o

Hogar, donde
comienza el
liderazgo
académico

Por Ken Harvey, Editor

El aprendizaje empieza en el hogar.
Tambien el amor al estudio.

Las encuestas siguen apoyando esia
premisa, v este reconocimienio es una
de |as razones por las que el Distrito
Escolar Bridgeport es aclamado por sus
esfuerzos para sobreponerse 3 los retos
de la pobreza, inglés como segunda
lengua y movilidad de las familias, dicen
el Superintendente Gene Schmidt y Mary
Antan, directora de programas
especiales del Distrito Escolar
Bridgeport.

Hace algunos afios, Bridgeport era
conocido por tener la mayor tasa de
delincuencia juvenil en el estado, y
actualmente gana premios nacionales,
dicen los educadores.

“Los padres son los primeros
maestros, v 51 podemos interesar a los
padres en mejores praciicas de
alfabetizacion, se dara un bugn enlace
entre hogar y escusla,” sefiala Schmidt.

“La familia hispana es grande, v si
encontramos un métado para involucrar
a toda la familia, tendremos algo muy
poderoso,” dice Schmidt,

El superintendente de Bridgeport
comento gue habian obtenido 180
compuiadoras del gobiermno federal para
darselas a las familias en Navidad.

“Toda la familia —tios, tias y abuslos—
acudieron a recoger su computadaora,
uno de ellos dijo, "se ha elevado nuestro
estatus en la comunidad ahora gue
tenemos una computadora,™ nara
Schmidt.

Durante esos 10 afios, Bridgeport ha
cambiado de una comunidad
principaiments angla a una
mayoritariamente hispana.

Mo es facil hacer que las familias
migrantes y aquellos con retos similares,
se involucren con las escuelas.

“La participacion de los padres tiende
a ser una cuestion de clase madia,” dice
Schmidt. “E=o es ignorar los dones que
nuesira comunidad tiene. La gente se
olvida de mirar mas alla de la superficie
para ver lo que la gente tiene para
comparir. No esperamos que las familias
pobres contribuyan, pero entendiendo la
cultura hispana, ellos paricipan bastante
en su comunidad, en recaudacion de
fondos v muchas ofras actividades "

Las encuestas muestran que los
padres “anglos” son cuatro veces mas
participativos que los hispanos, gl doble
estan dispuestos a ir de excursion, y
siete veces mas a servir como madre
voluntaria, dice, pera no tiene por QUE ser
asi.

“Muestra percepcion fiende hacerse
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