“A People United” Community Mobilization Effort 
MEETING MINUTES

September 24, 2009

Rev. Ron Rawls, Pastor

St. Paul A.M.E. Church

85 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. Ave.

St. Augustine, FL  32084

A People United Community Mobilization meeting was brought to order by Rev. Ron Rawls at 5:59 P.M.  A prayer was given by Rev. Ted Voorhees, Vicar of St. Cyprian’s Episcopal Church.

Pastor Rawls welcomed everyone and introduced the Murray Middle School Young Ladies of Excellence for being the hostesses for the meeting.  

Issues and concerns were brought to the forefront concerning busing students who lived in the vicinity of the Webster School to schools farther away from their homes.  Pastor Rawls had talked with Mrs. Yolanda Barber, who gave him a list of about 50 people with similar concerns.  Mrs. Barber was asked  to bring to the community meeting other parents with similar issues.  Dr. Joyner was contacted and invited to attend the meeting, but could not attend due to another commitment but sent representatives from the School Board to try and address the concerns of the parents.

Mr. Tim Forson, Associate Superintendent for School Operations and Mr. Randy Johnson, Director of Professional Development and Leadership were in attendance representing the School District to address the questions and concerns of the parents and/or guardians of students who were denied requests to have their child/children rezoned to other schools.  Mr. Forson had talked to Mrs. Barber but came in on the tail end of the frustrations experienced by the parents.  He said that zoning and exceptions are, “Structured and designed to fill our schools…have to follow the law…there are exceptions…times, places, situations determine out-of-zone requests”.   Mr. Forson said that in the district there are 29,000 students and they receive anywhere between 1,000 – 1200 requests to rezone students.  The reasons some parents choose to rezone their children to other schools are due to such hardships such as childcare, single-parent homes, transportation issues, work related, etc.  In any case, the School District has to “follow the law” meaning the 1970 Desegregation Laws in which they had to rezone the most segregated schools which at the time was Webster Elementary School.  The plan had to be approved by the Federal Courts and the plan was revised maybe two or three times.  Mr. Forson spoke of the G.O. Codes which required Mason and Hartley Elementary Schools to zone students in a particular way.  If parents wanted their children to attend The Webster Elementary School, they would have to request an out-of-zone application stating the hardship to be considered.
Rev. Rawls said that they wanted to assist the parents but leave the law in tact.  He said that the spirit of the Desegregation Law does not always serve the best intent of our kids, but it is better to address the concerns on the local level than try to interfere with the Federal Laws which is a bigger issue to tackle.  Rev. Rawls said that he would write a Letter of Support to the School District, for the parents like Mrs. Barber and Mrs. Felder who are affected by hardships and want their children rezoned to schools closer to their homes.  Rev Rawls stated that there are big obstacles in the way, but would go out on a limb to help the parents if they commit to being involved with their kids education and attending the PTO meetings or events associated with their child.  He said that the NAACP may not appreciate him going out on this limb, but he is willing to do this to help parents find other alternatives to have a say in the way the educational institution that their child attend goes. 
Keith Barber, a concerned and affected parent wanted to know why Webster Elementary School was made the issue and not  another  Elementary School during the 1970’s desegregation argument.  Rev. Rawls stated that in 1971, Webster Elementary School was the most obvious school that needed desegregation, then Mason, etc.  He said that we can make this work, but needed the parents to organize and get involved.  Rev. Rawls stated that there is a bigger monster than St. Augustine in trying to tackle the Desegregation Laws which affect the whole nation: not the smartest thing to do to change a National Law.
Mr. Carlos Richards wanted to know if the School District went out of their way to commute whites to Webster.  Why did they just focus on Webster?  He was very upset that his children have to be bused to another school when there is a school in his neighborhood which is closer.  He had a meeting with Mr. Laughlin, but felt his concerns were not addressed and that he was being overlooked.  Rev. Rawls agreed with Mr. Richards that his situation may not have been given the most respect but his issue would be readdressed if he would just call Mr. Forson.  
Mr. Forson said that he understood what Mr. Richards was saying and apologized to him for not being treated with respect.  He stated that they are trying to do the right thing to meet the needs of the parent and also the desegregation requirements.  He said that he would not discuss staff members in this arena, but would discuss things further with him at a later time and in a different arena.
Mr. Johnson said that Mr. Roberts was a former student and honorable man.  If he says he was mistreated he believes that he was and encouraged him to meet with Mr. Tim Forson at a later time to discuss his issues.
Ed Slavin got up next to speak and talked about the issue of “opt out” forms being sent to parents in St. Johns County to not hear President Obama speak to the children across the nation.  He said even the tone was insulting.  “I hope that we will never in this county have parents to sign an opt out form---racism needs to stop—needs to end”, he stated.

Pastor Rick Torrance said that it was an excellent discussion.

Rev. Rawls said that he wants to make sure that the Webster School is just as up-to-date with resources.  

Mr. Forson stated that the Webster School has been monitored and is ahead of current products, model technology school in the state, houses the most gifted programs.

Rev. Rawls stated that it might be beneficial for the District to allow two visits per year by the parents to compare the teachers and resources at the Webster School rather than taking the word of Dr. Joyner.  He doesn’t want what happened in Gainesville, FL to happen in St. Augustine.  He gave an example of Eastside High School which is known around the country for its IB Program, but students in that program don’t mix with other students at the school and the world around Gainesville was that no one wanted to attend Eastside .
Rev. Rawls instructed Mrs. Barber that when they apply once again for hardships to also ask that spaces be made available for some parents to participate in the SAC and PTO programs.
Rev. Torrance said that his observance of the SJC School System has been one of separate but unequal education.  He said that teachers, supplies, and support are not equal.  He also said that he was offended with the fault-finding criticisms which he said were unfounded by some school board members who were very critical of President Obama’s speech and published their comments in the local paper.  
Monica White voiced her opinion and was in tears because she is a single-parent of five children and can’t participate in her children’s activities at school because of the lack of transportation.  Rev. Rawls assured her that they will try and fix the problems so that she can be involved in her children’s activities.
Further comments were given by Roger Jolley, Ed Slavin, Kenneth McClain, and others.

Rev. Rawls said that he spends 20-35 hours working with kids per week and doesn’t get paid.  Others like him, such as Cheryl Freeman, put in many hours to work with the kids as well.  He assured Mr. Richards that there are people who care about his children advising him not to lose hope.
Sue Clue low commended Rev. Rawls for having the group.  She said that the Good Samaritan Health Clinic would be soon opening near Mt. Moriah Church.  She put in a request for volunteers in the areas of administration, medical doctors, clerical, dental hygienists, etc. to donate 2 – 3 hours per quarter of their time to the clinic.  She said that Lynn & Ken Baker spearheaded the efforts for this clinic.  She said that volunteers would be covered by sovereign immunity and did not have to worry about being sued if this issue was of concern.  Sue said that the clinic would be furnished with all the necessary equipment.  If one wants to volunteer, the contact number is (904) 829-1962: just leave your name and number.  Sue mentioned that a $80,000 loan was secured from the St. Johns County Commission and $66,000 came from a Blue Cross/Blues Shield Grant.
Mrs. Hamilton apologized for being late and commented that she has an 8 year-old granddaughter who attends Otis A. Mason Elementary School.  She lives on Duval Street in West Augustine and her granddaughter had to remain all day in school though being sick because she had no way to get her home.  

Rev. Rawls said that, “…we dealt with that and similar issues…school district have made themselves available to look at hardship applications…agreement that parents will be involved…”

Rev. Rawls said that the next meeting will be 6:00 P.M., January 28, 2010 @ St. Paul A.M.E. Church.  
Dr. Nicholson said that the Education Hub meets bi-monthly on the 3rd Thursday at the Fullerwood Center.  The next meeting will be held on Thursday, November 19, 3:30-5:00 P.M.

Mrs. Daily announced that the NAACP would be having a fundraising breakfast on Saturday, September 26th at Gethsemane Baptist Church.  $10 per plate.

Mrs. Barbara B. Allen advised everyone to have hope and don’t give up…stay together…be supportive.

Rev. Rawls encouraged everyone to come out on January 28th, 2010.  He said to, “Unite with other folk then we can get things accomplished---might not be your issue this time, but someone else’s issue.”  He thanked everyone for coming.
Meeting Adjourned at 7:34 P.M.

Minutes transcribed for “A People United”,   by Gwendolyn Duncan, President of the 40th ACCORD, Inc.
