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Deepening the Conversation

with Parents: The Right

Question
PROJECT

Most likely those of you reading this article already know about Austin Voices for Education and

Youth’s work to amplify the voices of students through our Stand Up movement. After all, we are
Austin Voices for Education and Youth! Starting this school year, we have started to deepen our
work to engage and mobilize parents in connecting with their child’s school. As stated by the
recently released report by the Civic Enterprise Institute and Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation,
“One Dream, Two Realities: Perspectives of Parents on American High Schools”, “Parents are
clearly ready to help their children succeed academically, but they need better tools and informa-
tion from the schools to do so...“In order to support our schools in engaging parents, Austin
Voices for Education and Youth is utilizing a nationally recognized method called The Right

Question Project.

The folks at The Right Question Project maintain “that all people, no matter what their educa-
tional or literacy background is, are better able to address the issues that affect them (and their
children) if they have opportunities to name their own issues and concerns, formulate their own
questions, design their own action plans, and learn from each other.” The Right Question Project
process helps parents organize their thoughts, identify new issues and layers of complexity,
prioritize their concerns, and come up with effective ways to communicate their concerns.
Parents who learn to form their own questions regarding their child’s education are no longer
dependent on someone else to decide what they need to know. They are better able to think and
act for themselves and they are able to hold themselves and the schools more accountable for
providing students with a quality school experience. In this age of No Child Left Behind state and

federal regulations, these skills are extremely important. (Continued on Page 2)

1 Parents at Pearce
Middle School listen

gi#| during the Austin

| Voices Right Question
Project training.




Continued

Currently, Austin Voices for Education and Youth is conducting Right Question Project workshops at Pearce Middle School and has
plans to expand to additional schools in the near future. Our workshops focus on topics such as curriculum, standards and assess-
ments, and school decision-making processes. They are parent-friendly in that we provide childcare and refreshments, but also in that
we do not position ourselves as experts — we take the stance that the parents in the room are the experts on their own child and they
know how to best advocate for their child’s education. This means that our bi-lingual workshops are highly-interactive, with parents
talking most of the time, either in a large group or in smaller groups. Each participant leaves our workshop with a personal plan of
action, as well as questions they want answered regarding their child’s education and who they will contact to get their questions
answered. A special thanks to AISD’s Parent Support Department and to Mr. Carl Shelton, the Parent Support Specialist at Pearce
Middle School, for their partnership in making these Pearce parent workshops happen!

Sarah Stone and a Pearce Middle School
parent participate in the RQP training.
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Mariana Montejano and Daniel Garza lead the
RQP training.

Tim Eubanks and Daniel Garza help facilitate the
Right Question Project at Pearce Middle School.

For more information on

The Right

Question
P R OJE C T please check out their website:

www.rightquestion.org/home or
email Daniel Garza at dgarza@austinvoices.org or
Sarah Stone at sstone@austinvoices.org
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Amy Averett
Executive Director

Greetings!

As you can see, our focus area in this month’s newsletter is
on Right Question Project parent training. The Right Ques-
tion Project (or RQP) is a simple technique to encourage
parents to get the information they need in order to support,
advocate, and monitor to make sure their child receives a
quality education. We often hear complaints about the lack of
parent involvement in our schools, but frequently we have
narrow definitions of what “parent involvement” looks like.
We still cling to the model of the PTA parent volunteer who is
up at the school on a regular basis, organizing events, and
helping out the school staff. But there is a fair amount of
research that suggests that this kind of parent involvement,
while it strengthens communication between school staff and
parents, doesn’t necessarily translate into higher student
achievement. And we know that it doesn’t necessarily fit the
model of today’s families. I'm a prime example— know that
while it is important for me to be involved in my son’s school,
| rarely make it to a PTA meeting or activity. Instead, | closely
monitor my son Walter's homework and talk to his teachers
frequently about his behavior in class. And | feel comfortable
asking his teachers questions to get the information | need to
make sure he is on track.

However, for many parents, it is difficult to know where to
start. If you don't “speak the language” of schools, it can be
intimidating and confusing to try to understand how your
child is doing. It becomes even more challenging if your child
needs special supports or services. The Right Question
Project takes the “teaching a man to fish” approach to
training. Our staff works with small groups of parents to
identify the issues that are most important to them, help them
formulate their own questions, and plan strategies for getting
their questions answered. We don't claim to be experts on
the issues they want to find out about. Instead, we give them
the tools to become the experts themselves. We've started
this training with parents at Pearce Middle School, and will
be adding trainings to three high schools this spring.

In future editions of the newsletter, we hope to post some of
the questions that parents are coming up with, and track their
progress on getting the answers they need. | hope you will
stay tuned.

Best,

Comy Gornst

www.austinvoices.org
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Students March on the Texas Educational
Agency to Call for Reagan to Remain Open

State Representatives/School Board Members Support
Students with Rally at Capitol Before March

On Saturday, November 22nd students were the teachers as they
informed State Legislators, educators, pastors and other commu-
nity leaders about what Reagan High School needs to stay open.
The student-run March and Rally was hosted by the student-led
Stand Up Chapter of Reagan High School.

State Representatives Dawnna Dukes and Donna Howard voiced
words of support for the students at Reagan High School and
pledged to work towards changing the law that gives the Commis-
sioner of Education, Robert Scott, the authority to shut down
Reagan if he so chooses at the end of the year.

Students marched with signs and banners to the Texas Education
Agency to show Northeast Austin’s passion and determination to
keep one of its community schools open for the next generation to
attend. With a police escort, the students marched in the street to
the sounds of the Reagan High School Band proclaiming their pride
and support for their school and calling for the Texas Education
Agency and the Austin Independent School District to provide the
resources and support necessary for the students of Reagan to
succeed.

Back at the Capitol student speakers and performers showcased
some of Reagan'’s pride and honor through music and dance perfor-
mances, and student speeches. Community leader, Allen Weeks,
called on the crowd to recognize the talent, diversity and brilliance
of Reagan students and to remember that Reagan is not facing
closure because of the students, but because the school was not
given the resources and support it needs. Mr. Weeks is facilitating a
community action team that is calling for greater support for
students who speak English as a second language, as well as
mentoring and tutoring for Reagan students.

Students closed out the rally by calling on peers and community
leaders alike to take a stand for the future of public education in
Northeast Austin. “We are not just thinking about the current
Reagan students but the next generation of Reagan Raiders. Will
they have a community school, a school where they can show pride
in their community? For me this is about the future as well as the
present. It's time to take a stand!” Arturo Garcia, an 11th grader at
Reagan, said.

“I march to save what I've come to think of as a second home.
Honestly, | believe that Reagan is too great to close. | believe that
Reagan’s wonderful staff are too great to give up. And | believe that
we, the students of Reagan High, are too great, period!

Student leader

Garcia, calling for students to march to the

and Reagan Junior Arturo

Texas Education Agency (TEA).
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| don’t want the City of Austin to loose the history at
Reagan that has been passed on for years. If
Reagan is closed will LBJ be next? Will Pearce?
Our community cannot afford to continue loosing
our history.

Robert Crawford, Reagan 9th Grader
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Connect.
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Stand UP
MOVEMENT

For the past two months, students at Akins High School
and Lanier High School have been addressing the issue
of their respective schools having a low percentage of
“college ready” students. As defined by the Academic
Excellence Indicator System, Akins had 28% College
Ready Graduates and Lanier had 17%. Great discussion
and debate brought Akins Stand Up students to believe
that a contributor to this low percentage was overall low
expectations of students from the teachers of Akins High
School. Unlike Akins, Lanier Stand Up students weren't
as clear as to what was contributing to this dilemma. They
did believe it had to do with something going on in the
classrooms, better yet, something NOT going on.

Knowing that suspicions needed to be supported by
research, students learned about action research so that
they could take on the challenge of conducting their own
surveys and focus groups. They initiated the process by
meeting with their campus principals to address their
concern about the issue and requesting permission to
hold the focus groups during three class periods on
November 12. Lanier Stand Up students felt it was critical
to conduct one of the three focus groups in Spanish.
Akins Stand Up students collectively decided to comple-
ment the focus group data with data from a survey, to be
completed in various Advisory classes. From there, the
work took off. Through teamwork, students created invita-
tions to recruit students for the focus groups, discussed
and debated questions to use, and prepared for the roles
of focus group facilitator and recorder.

November 12th has come and gone. The focus groups
had great success along with some given challenges that
come with, as our Director says, “working alongside
real-live-teenagers”. Perhaps the two greatest successes
were the confidence expressed in the faces of Stand Up
student facilitators upon finishing the focus groups, and
the relief and hope, expressed in the eyes of some of the
focus group participants, that someone did care and
wanted to do something about their frustrations. While
this newsletter cannot report what the data the research
showed, as it is just now being analyzed by the students,
it appears that the action research conducted by Akins
and Lanier High school students reinforces much of what
is already out there. Learning happens in classrooms
where there is “confianza y apoyo” (trust and support).

Austin Voices for Education and Youth
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In October, friends and supporters of Austin Voices gathered

at Lanai Rooftop Lounge, in downtown Austin, to celebrate

the new school year and to learn about new developments at
Austin Voices. Guests included middle school principals, Dr. James Troutman and
Candace Hughs, and former Garza High School Principal, Vicki Baldwin. Friends
and supporters of Austin Voices enjoyed Lanai's delicious appetizers and cupcakes
while visiting with Austin Voices staff, youth, and Board members. Austin Voices’ first
youth consultant, Michelle Powers, spoke to the crowd about her experience with
Austin Voices and graduating from Garza Independence High School. Austin Voices
wants to extend special thanks to Austin Voices Board members Roger Gordon and
Sinead O’Carroll for hosting the party.
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Austin Voices Receives Computer Donation from IBM

This fall, IBM generously donated several desktop and
laptop computers to Austin Voices. Staff and youth are
excited about this new technology because it has helped our
office to run more efficiently. Additional computers have
allowed us to create more organized systems and we are
better-equipped to complete our projects. Austin Voices
sends a very special thanks to Board member Mike McCarthy, a VP of Global Technology
Services at IBM in Austin. Thanks to IBM we are able to provide the newest technology
resources to AV students, volunteers and staff.

Austin Voices receives grant from
A Glimmer of Hope

At the end of October, Austin Voices received a grant of $25,000 from A Glimmer of Hope
Foundation. This funding will go to support the Stand Up program and enable students
to continue their work in Austin high schools. Stand Up was created to motivate youth to
take an active role in the Austin community and to empower other young people to make
positive change occur. Stand Up is currently in seven Austin high schools (Garza, Akins,
Lanier, LASA, LBJ, Reagan, and Eastside Memorial). A Glimmer of Hope Foundation
supports community organizations that “serve the disenfranchised and are working to
make a positive difference in Austin through new and imaginative grassroots projects
that empower youth and support seniors in East and South Austin.” Austin Voices is
honored and thankful to receive this grant and we are excited that Stand Up will continue
in Austin schools.

You can find out more about A Glimmer of Hope at their website: .
www.aglimmerofhopeaustin.org. AU S't| N
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Tommy is the newest member of the Austin Voices staff, after working with the
AVEY Merchandise team this summer to produce our latest student planner.
Tommy will be working on the Youth Merchandise project to create new Austin
Voices merchandise. He is graduating from Garza Independence High School this
semester and was a member of Stand Up at Garza. Tommy speedboards when
he’s not at school or at work, and has raced in professional competitions.

Austin Voices for Education and Youth



Austin Voices Nationally
Recognized for its
Youth-Adult Partnership Model

A report issued by the Washington, D.C.-based Forum for Youth
Investment and the University of Wisconsin Center for Nonprofits
lauded Austin Voices for providing a model that could be emulated
across the nation for forging youth-adult partnerships to promote
social change. The report, entitled Youth-Adult Partnerships in
Public Action: Principles, Organizational Culture and Outcomes,
stated that Austin Voices fosters a culture of youth-adult partnership
that promotes the notion that young people’s ideas should be a part
of decision-making in both the organization itself and in the schools
the young people attend. This engagement has helped improve the
social climate, polices, and procedures on campuses across the
Austin school district.

One district leader said that Austin Voices had helped to bring about
a systemic shift in how young people’s ideas where incorporated
into district and campus planning. Students working with Austin
Voices are calling for their voices to be heard in decision-making
process. They are drawing attention to the expertise they have as
consumers of the education adults are providing. On the district
level, students are holding youth-led school board candidate forums
to evaluate and make recommendations on the ability of candidates
to take student viewpoints into account once in office. The students
are also taking seats on the district advisory council for the first time
in our school district’'s history. Community conversations are being
held to uncover the shared values and concerns of youth and adults
when it comes to education.

The report cites the youth engagement structures Austin Voices has
put in place as a model for supporting youth action. Austin Voices
has supported the creation of a Stand Up Student Organization with
chapters in seven of the district’s thirteen high schools. These chap-
ters are working in partnership with their campus administration,
fellow students, and teachers to improve campus climate by
addressing campus problems head-on. The chapters receive
training in research skills, community organizing, and public presen-
tation from Austin Voices staff so that they are effective change
agents on their campuses. This semester alone, a Stand Up Chap-
ter has organized a march and rally to call for political support for the
students of Reagan High School as they face sanction by the Texas
Education Agency for low standardized test scores. Another chapter
is working with teachers to devise a new hall pass system that
fosters greater respect for the student body, and yet another chapter
is working to enhance academic relevance and rigor for regular
classes.

At the Austin Voices office, staff work closely with Youth Mobilizers,
the student leaders of the Stand Up Chapters, to devise trainings
and curriculum, and to support the implementation of campus action
plans. Youth Mobilizers are also recruited to apply to be Youth
Consultants. Youth Consultants are usually recent high school
graduates who work to guide and run most areas of work in the
office. The report cited the Youth Mobilizers and Youth Consultant
positions as helping to foster a culture of Youth-Adult partnership in
the office, as well as serving to empower the youth involved.

The report cited the comments of two students on the impact of
Austin Voices on their lives and what they think of themselves
as being able to do:

“This program changes you, changes who you are. It's just really
defined who | am and what | want to be doing. It's really instilled the
idea of social movement in me. | love that idea and that's what |
really want to pursue in the future. Wherever | am with this, | want to
be mobilizing people to do what they feel is important.”

“l used to have this impression that those (policy) decisions are left
up to grown-ups and that'’s just how it is. This class has really taught
me that kids can do stuff too...AVEY has affected my personal
character a lot. | feel much more confident and assured of myself. |
feel empowered, like | can actually have an effect. It's really a good
feeling to voice what you have learned.”

You can view the Youth Adult Partnerships in Public Action report at:

www.forumforyouthinvestment.org.
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