Date : 1/24/2024 7:43:06 PM

From: "Amy Ray"

To : ""Maggie Fehrman" , ""George Sieburg"

Subject : Facebook post

Attachment : 1.20.24 .pdf;

Hi, Maggie and George. A Attached is the Facebook post I mentioned to you.A As I say in the post, these are my preliminary thoughts, subject
to many more conversations and input. A But I thought it might be helpful for folks to hear what one board member is thinking. A Remarkably,
most of the comments have been very respectfill, though tinged with anger in some instances.A I am going to follow up with another post soon,
responding to some of the questions and concerns raised.

Happy to chat about this with either of you. A And please do let me know if you think I am wrong in my thinking or should consider factors I am
ignoring,

Thanks for being such terrific partners in this work,

Anmy




January 20, 2024

As promised, here is a stupidly long post with some thoughts about the
middle schools specifically and where my thinking is at the moment. Please forgive
the typos and mistakes — I am taking time to write this but not time to review it
carefully. Also, as I recount the history in this post, I may have some of the details
wrong. This is all to the best of my recollection. But if I get some details wrong, the
gist of what happened is correct.

These thoughts are based on almost two years of study, conversations,
information gathering. This is not an expression of my final decision, assuming I am
asked to vote on the matter, which will depend on recommendations and study that
are currently underway, as many of you know. I ask that all of you read these
thoughts with the understanding that I do not intend you or your families harm. I
do not assume contrary opinions are the product of ill will or ignorance. I assume
and believe that the vast majority of human beings, including all of you, want to do
right by their community, defined both narrowly and broadly. Do me the favor of
trusting that I am the same, and let’s engage while believing and trusting there is
light in all of us.

Asheville City Schools has exceptionally strong teachers and administrators
and staff at every single school in the district, at central office, in the maintenance
building, and in every nook and cranny of its physical campuses. Our schools
already are exceptional. They are not perfect, and there are groups of students we
have historically and persistently failed. But for most of the kids who attend ACS
schools, these schools are outstanding. Montford is outstanding. Asheville Middle
School 1s outstanding.

As I consider where to focus my work as a board member, I have two primary
objectives. (1) I want to do all I can to make decisions that will increase educator
pay. What we pay our educators in this country is a travesty. It is some of most
important and most difficult work anyone does, and yet my sister made three times
as much as a bartender than she made as a teacher. We are not competitive with
nearby states, and we are losing experienced, passionate educators.

Asking the county to contribute more will not get us there. Last year, we
pushed for and got more from the county, but several commissioners have made it
very clear to me personally that they are expecting to “right size” our district by
shrinking our footprint. Until we do that, I do not believe we will be able to secure
significant increases in our funding. And do not hear me as blaming the
commissioners or throwing them under the bus. They see class sizes of 8 or 12 or 15,
and they have a duty to all of us to insist on careful financial stewardship. They are





strong leaders, and we are lucky to have them holding our feet to the fire. Good on
them.

(2) Friends, we have a serious wrong to correct and harm to repair. Ten years
ago, the Randolph Learning Center was thriving with nearly 100 students. It was
led by Dr. Gordon Grant and an incredible team of gifted and committed
administrators and staff. Some of the best and most gifted teachers we have ever
had at ACS were teachers at Randolph, including Derek Edwards, Elzy Lindsay,
Brian Randall, and others. Parents chose to send their kids to Randolph, and the
program, which served grades 6-12, saved lives and succeeded with students our
more traditional programs had not been able to serve well. To be clear, though,
Randolph also served students who just wanted to be there because the approach
was pedagogically sound and the staff worked to ensure that all students were seen
and honored at Randolph.

When Randolph was closed and the building opened to Isaac Dickson
students instead, the middle school program housed at Randolph was eliminated
and the high school program was moved from place to place at or near the high
school, steadily diminished through lack of resources, lack of clear vision, and
neglect. Good people continued to work hard, but neither staff nor students had
what they needed.

When the Dickson students no longer needed the Randolph building, the
decision was made to open a new, smaller middle school to stem the tide of private
school middle school departures and accommodate an overflow from Asheville
Middle that never materialized. Meanwhile, the students whom Asheville City
Schools has never served well continued to be moved around and under-resourced.
The number of students decreased, and we lost far too many of those students to
violence and drop-outs — and one is too many.

A year and a half ago ACS decided to give that program a new home and a
new name and to try to create a program to serve those students. It is called the
Education and Career Academy, and it is currently housed at the Arthur Edington
Center. Though good folks have worked hard to make it a success, it is not a secure
building, the capacity is limited, and it is still under-resourced.

In the 10 years that we have lacked a program for students who entered ACS
with many challenges far greater than most kids’ challenges, through no fault of
their own and because of a history of systemic oppression and discrimination, and
who needed and deserved more than our traditional classrooms could give them, we
have again and again and again lost children with limitless potential to violence or
the criminal justice system. Over and over again, I have read presentence reports
detailing violence done by or to kids who went to school with my older sons or were
part of our ACS family. They were baby Cougars who never had a fighting chance,





in part because we gave up on the one school that had a chance to help them. On
Christmas Eve this year, we lost a young man who was at the Academy last year.
Police recovered 16 shell casings at the scene.

If I do nothing else in my four years as a school board member, I hope to be a
part of a school board that brings back a thriving and even better Randolph
Learning Center (though perhaps by another name). Importantly, I hope we can
create a program that can serve kids K-12 who need, temporarily or longer term,
more than they can access in a traditional classroom.

I mentioned teachers leaving because of low salaries. The other reason they
are leaving is because of behavior challenges that make teaching difficult or
impossible. You can only try so many times to teach a class with one or two or more
students who are not able to listen and learn and who make others’ learning
difficult — often because they simply need a different environment, more intensive
services so that they can participate and learn. Every child and every challenge is
different, and we need a program and a building to house that program where
teachers and students can get the break they need to create the learning
environment all of our kids deserve.

Okay. So let’s get to the question of the middle schools. We have a beautiful
middle school campus designed to house well more middle schoolers than we
currently have in both of our middle schools combined. AMS is not an especially
large school in terms of population. It is, give or take, only about twice the size of
Montford. MNSA is an excellent school with teachers and a model of instruction
that is highly effective. Students and teachers alike love the project-based learning
model that enables students with different learning needs and styles to succeed. As
a parent of a young man who never felt smart because he has three learning
differences that went undiagnosed until he was in high school (he is miraculously
about to finish his PhD because he realized in college he is smart and found a home
in the study of fish), I celebrate what MNSA has accomplished and provided. Cheers
to Shannon and her team!

Asheville Middle School also has its positives. With its pod design and grade-
level separation, students spend nearly all day with the same 100 or so students.
Those students share the same teachers. The teachers collaborate and work as a
team. Sixth graders have almost no contact with seventh and eighth graders. And
only in electives do students learn with kids outside of their pod — their little school
within a school. The facilities at Asheville Middle are beautiful, and the space is
bright. The teachers are just as gifted as those at Montford, and the administrators
and counselors are tireless and, honestly, amazing. But perhaps most importantly,
students do not experience it as a big and scary place because it was designed and
in fact does facilitate learning among smaller teams of students and teachers. Just





as in Montford, AMS has neuro-divergent students and staff. At both schools,
teachers and students are passionately dedicated to the schools.

The stories about the scary Asheville Middle School have abounded for years.
Middle school is hard. My younger son was seriously bullied at AMS when it was in
the old school. As a family, we worked through that together, and it was not easy.
But he eventually found his people, and he graduated a proud Cougar — he now
regularly returns and recently taught a master trumpet class at AHS. This is not
the story of everyone’s experience. Some kids struggle at AMS. Some kids struggle
at MNSA. I am personally convinced that the vast majority of our students could go
to either school and thrive. Some of you will tell me differently, and I will tell you
that just as they did before Montford existed, the vast majority can thrive at AMS.
So here is my thinking at the moment. I don’t want to lose Montford. Montford does
some things very well, and has become a school to watch and a B school because of
what it does well. But I believe that all students could benefit from the project-
based learning expertise Montford has developed. I also believe that what Montford
does well can and should be scaled up to benefit all of our middle schoolers. I would
not close Montford as a learning institution with teachers and families and
successful learning models. I would move it to the Asheville Middle School building
and bring that program, or one that is even more “Montford,” to all of our middle
schoolers. I do not believe we should have a school within a school. That would
destroy the one-grade-level-per-floor design and inevitably lead to even more
destructive and unhealthy fear-based comparisons. And it is unnecessary because
you have kick-ass teachers and administrators at both current middle schools who
can bring and successfully deliver project-based learning to all of our middle
schoolers.

I acknowledge that this decision would be painful to many at both schools. It
will hurt. And I sincerely hate that. Some of you are friends, and I do not want to
cause you and your families pain. I also acknowledge that some families have
already experienced the painful loss of APS that was handled abominably by ACS
administrators at the time. I am sure some families will leave, and every family lost
1s painful for many reasons. It is painful, in part, because I am confident that if we
actually worked together and communicated to our kids that they can thrive at an
AMS that incorporated what Montford does well, we could have one, cohesive
Cougar middle school family, instead of assumptions and stereotypes that serve no
one and that are based in fear and not reality. THAT is the definition of scarcity
mindset.

Let’s address timing. Why can’t a decision wait? Shouldn’t we await the
facilities study? What about the consolidation study the county is undertaking to
consider a merger between Buncombe County Schools and ACS.

Starting with the last issue first, the best way we can avoid consolidation is to
become more efficient and a stronger, unified school system. Dr. Fehrman has





brought stability, integrity, and skills that we desperately needed. Under her
leadership our district will thrive and I believe it will grow. But if we are not careful
with our resources and fail to right-size our district for where we are now, we risk
(1) encouraging the county government to force consolidation and (2) continuing to
lack resources to pay our educators what they deserve. We have to make changes
now, and that was made abundantly clear to me during last year’s budgeting
process.

With respect to the facilities study, that study will help us figure out how
best to use the properties we have. But with a building thoughtfully designed to
house middle schoolers that can accommodate all of our middle schoolers, I do not
believe we need to wait. This is the proverbial low hanging fruit in terms of right
sizing and use of space and resources.

The other reason I would not wait goes back to the second objective I
addressed above. For 10 years we have given up on ACS students who deserve and
need more of our resources, not fewer. This is a matter of equity, and it is crystal
clear to me. There is harm to repair. We cannot bring the lost lives back. But we
have a duty to do all we can to create a school where students who do not feel a
sense of belonging in AHS or AMS or Montford or Dickson or Jones or any of our
other schools can find a sense of belonging. I understand that Montford and AMS
families feel strongly that their own sense of belonging will be destroyed by a
merger of the middle schools. And a new Randolph Learning Center will be
available as an alternative to all students who need something different. We cannot
wait to find a home for this program. A wing of a school is not enough. This program
needs its own secure building. And because of the first objective — to pay our
educators more — I cannot support any decision that adds more administrators or
adds additional space to the space we are using now. It is about paying teachers
more and it is about equity.

I read a suggestion this morning that those of you who oppose this suggestion
could expect to be vilified or labeled as opposing equity. I will not do that, in part
because reasonable minds can disagree about whether one solution or another
promotes equity. For me, the closure of Randolph was a tragedy, the results of
which I have seen in my work and it angers and saddens me. I believe we have to do
better by our educators and by those students and families whom the closure of
Randolph harmed (and the closure of Stephens Lee if you want to get real). At the
moment and subject to being convinced that I am just wrong (it wouldn’t be the first
time), it seems to me that expanding Montford into Asheville Middle and returning
that building to Randolph will serve both of my primary two objectives best. I
believe families will leave, and I believe that we will ultimately recoup that
enrollment loss because ACS is an outstanding school system with much to offer.
We are only going to get better.





At the end of the day, whether we choose public education for our kids cannot
only be about where our kids will receive the most. That kind of decision making is
the opposite of progressive, liberal ideology. We have to measure what is best for us
and even for our precious, amazing children by what is best for the entire
community. That is just what I believe..

At the moment, there 1s no plan before the board that will require a vote on
anything to do with the reconfiguration of the middle schools. Maybe I will never be
asked to cast that vote. But I share with you these thoughts so that I can hear from
you and you can hear from me as one of your elected representatives. Reach out to
me. If I do not respond right away because of the press of work or other obligations,
try again. This is a conversation, and as long as it is respectful, I am eager to
engage. If you made it this far, congratulations— you get a gold star! And thank
you.





