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In the next few months Austin Voices, in coordination with the E3 Alliance and community 
leader Allen Weeks, will be holding twenty-five community conversations throughout 
Austin.  Because we have recognized that Austin is in a somewhat different place than other 
smaller communities, in terms of community engagement, we believe a new approach is needed 
to get beyond “the usual suspects” and build a broad base of constituents across the city. In 
order to gather this broad range of Austinites, these conversations will be focused on serving 
individual communities and empowering stakeholders to be the change they seek. Each commu-

nity will create a group of fifteen to twenty community members that is represen-
tative of that area. It is vital to bring in the key constituents that are often 

ignored such as Spanish speakers and economically disadvantaged 
parents. Our goal is to include as many voices possible in our conversa-
tions so we can create a truly balanced and representative report. The 
information we gather will be presented to the Board of Trustees to guide 

more detailed strategic planning in the near future. 

If you’re interested in facilitating or participating in a conversation 
for your community please contact Austin Voices at 512-450-1880.

We will hold

the first

conversation on

March 10.
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AISD Names Dr. Meria Carstarphen as the Finalist
for Austin School District Superintendent
by Amanda Aguirre

The Austin School District Board of Trustees has just voted to name Dr. 
Meria Carstarphen as the lone finalist to be the next Superintendent of 
the Austin Independent School District. President Mark Williams said, “Dr. 
Carstarphen, literally, brings to Austin a world of education experience.” 
Dr. Carstarphen currently serves as Superintendent of St. Paul, Minne-
sota, Public Schools. Her previous experiences and position as Superin-
tendent of St. Paul are encouraging signs that she will be adept at guiding 
a diverse urban school district. Multi-cultural school environments, a 
growing number of English Language Learner Students, and challenges 
in overcoming achievement gaps among student groups, are all issues 
she has worked with previously and will encounter here in Austin. 
 
In September of last year, AISD hired an executive search firm, that conducted 12 community 
forums and numerous focus groups throughout the district, allowing members of the public to 
provide input on the superintendent search, in order to develop a position profile to be used by 
board members and district representatives to screen candidates. In the months of November 
and December, AISD spent time screening and interviewing candidates, narrowing down their 
choices. 
 
Carstarphen has been described as a passionate, energetic and a reform-minded visionary who 
will guide AISD to meet its full potential as we move into the future. Austin Voices welcomes Dr. 
Meria Carstarphen and looks forward to working with her to strengthen Austin’s schools.

Dr. Meria Carstarphen
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Amy Averett
Executive Director

Greetings!

As I write this, a finalist for the AISD superintendent position 
has just been announced. Although the Trustees gathered 
some community input early on in the search, the majority of 
the process has taken place among the Trustees behind 
closed doors. The rationale is that the best superintendent 
candidates won’t apply if the process is public, for fear of 
backlash in the district where they are currently employed. 
I’ve heard this rationale many times from Trustees and 
business leaders. Each time I hear it though, there has been 
something that has troubled me that I couldn’t put my finger 
on. It finally occurred to me yesterday what it is. I think this 
approach is indicative of risk aversion and overcaution that is 
part of education/school culture. This is what keeps us from 
truly transforming our schools. We’ve created a system in 
which teachers, principals, and administrators are discour-
aged from stepping out to take bold action. I hear from many 
principals that they just want to fly under the radar and not 
make waves. 

My hope for the new superintendent is that this leadership 
change brings new enthusiasm and support for out-of-the-
box thinking in classrooms, schools, and district depart-
ments. New models like the Ann Richards School and the 
New Tech high schools at Eastside Memorial bring opportu-
nities for truly engaging students in highly participatory learn-
ing in a strong school community. We hope that it will also 
bring new opportunities to deeply invest the community in 
the success of our schools. We are taking a first step in 
creating a cohesive community vision through the “Our 
Voice, Our Vision, Our Schools” initiative, which will bring 
together 500-600 people across Austin in neighborhood 
meetings (see article on the front page). We invite you to join 
in these conversations to set a bold new vision for our 
students and schools.

Best,
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Austin Voices Announces the 2009 Shout Out Awards
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The Austin Voices 2008 Shout Out Awards was an evening filled with lighthearted fun and celebration as four scholarships were awarded to 
individuals in  the community who have been the  proactive “unsung heroes” in promoting improvement of public education.

Along with the scholarship awards presentation, everyone enjoyed playing “Are You Smarter Than a 5th Grader” along with celebrity guests 
Elizabeth Avellan, Joe Bickett, and Sara Hickman. In the end many guests sadly concluded that they were NOT smarter than the fifth grade 
students from Hill and Mathews Elementary Schools!

Thanks  to  sponsors  and  the  event’s  200  attendees, the  2008 AVEY Shout Out Awards was a big success. As Executive Director, Amy 
Averett said, “This unprecedented support of our work proves that local businesses and individual donors know the importance of actively 
improving the public school system. And, we are honored that they choose to engage that spirit through AVEY.” 

If you missed the event last year, the 2009 Shout Out Awards  is just around the corner! 

This year’s awards will be Thursday, April 30th from 6:00-8:00pm at Covenant Presbyterian Church’s brand new Fellowship and 
Education Building.  Scholarships will once again be awarded to honor the students and parents in our AISD community who are working 
hard to improve public schools. This year’s Shout Out event is sure to be even more memorable then the last. Be prepared to be amazed by 
yet another talented and knowledgeable group of 5th graders. Austin Voices looks forward to continuing this new tradition honoring members 
of the community and offering a way for anyone and everyone to be able to support the mission of AVEY.

Thursday,
April 30th 6:00-8:00 pm

Covenant Presbyterian Church
Fellowship and Education Building

3003 Northland Drive

Austin Voices for Education and Youth has announced the second annual Shout 
Out Awards Scholarship Program. The Shout Out Awards honor individuals who 
are taking action to strengthen public schools in Austin by helping them achieve 
their own educational goals. The $1,000 awards can be put toward a winning 
student’s college tuition, a parent’s job training or can be donated to a child’s 
school.

Austin Voices will award four scholarships to celebrate the champions of public 
education in our community. Two of these scholarships will be for high school 
students and two will be for parents who have demonstrated great leadership in 
improving schools in Austin. The four people who are selected for these scholar-
ships will be honored by Austin Voices at the Shout Out Awards ceremony on 
April 30th.

Nominees will be evaluated based on their leadership, perseverance, and 
vision, by a selection committee of community members and AISD leaders.

The winning individuals must empower others around them to take action and 
have a continuous commitment to improving public education. The nominees 
must also embody Austin Voices’ vision of making all schools great places for 
young people to learn, lead, connect, work and thrive.

For additional information 

about the Shout Out Awards, 

the scholarship program or to 

download a nomination form, 

please visit our website at 

www.austinvoices.org  or 

contact Anne Webb at 

awebb@austinvoices.org

or by phone on 450-1880.
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In December, staff and supporters of Austin Voices visited Coving-

ton Middle School to meet with the teachers, counselors and 

students there to learn more about how the LifeSkills Curriculum is 

implemented at Covington. Guests had breakfast at the school with 

teachers and counselors who are teaching the LifeSkills Curriculum 

and then visited individual advisory classes to see how a LifeSkills 

lesson is taught. The LifeSkills curriculum focuses on teaching 

students general social skills, personal management strategies, 

and drug refusal skills. Students learn how to make decisions, how 

to navigate social requests, and how to cope with anger and 

anxiety. It is part of the curriculum at almost all AISD middle schools 

through Austin Voices’s collaboration with AISD and it is taught 

differently at each school. At Covington they teach LifeSkills during 

the advisory period. Visitors had the unique opportunity to visit with 

students in the school setting and to observe one of the ways in 

which LifeSkills has been integrated into an Austin middle school. 

In early February, friends of Austin Voices gathered at the state 

capitol to discuss the current state of Austin’s public schools and 

how a transition to a new superintendent will affect the school 

district. Community members, legislative staff, and education 

activists gathered to eat lunch and to listen to community organiz-

ers Tim Eubanks and Allen Weeks talk about a new initiative to hold 

conversations throughout Austin, in order to gather priorities from 

the community concerning the strategic direction of AISD. Attend-

ees included State Representatives Valinda Bolton, Elliott Naishtat 

and Mark Strama, along with their staffs. With the 81st Legislature 

in full swing, the future of public education in Austin and Texas is the 

subject of much debate. Guests discussed some of the challenges 

the Austin school district faces including school closure and student 

mobility and what might be some possible solutions to these issues. 

Austin Voices is grateful to the Austin delegation and board mem-

bers, Seth Winick and Sherri Greenberg, for hosting the luncheon. 

Covington
Middle School
LifeSkills Visit

Austin Voices Newest
Youth Consultant!
My name is Paula Rideau  and I have worked for Austin Voices 

throughout the years since November of 2005. I am a persis-

tent young lady who loves to spend time with her friends and 

family. I was recently pursuing a radio broadcasting degree at 

Huston Tillotson University. That dream was put on hold so 

that I can take up nursing classes at ACC in the summer. The 

reason why I would like to pursue this goal early is because I 

have a family and a household to support. I would feel more 

stable to be able to provide for my family and have a career 

while studying in school.  Although some decisions are hard to 

make being a mom, I am quite happy with the decisions I have 

made to support my family.

In my spare time, I like to sketch, create beats, and create lots 

of new ideas. I love my new position at Austin Voices as 

Merchandising Consultant because it gives me the opportunity 

to express myself and encourage others to express their 

concerns in their community. I believe that I can help take this 

position to different heights with my ideas and creating new 

merchandise to better expose the Austin Voices’ image. 

Paula
Rideau

at the
Capitol!
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Today’s Parents Making a Difference
by Daniel Garza

I have a question that has been on my mind for quite some time. I’m sure it is a question that many parents have asked themselves. 

Through the years I have challenged many to step up to the plate and increase their parent involvement. Yet I find myself unable to 

get a clear understanding of what parent involvement means. It’s not that I don’t have a understanding of what needs to be done, but 

rather, I am unsure of what is expected of me. My question is really aimed toward the administrators and teachers of today’s schools.  

My question is – “what does parental involvement mean to you?” Or maybe I should rephrase it like this – “what do you want from me 

as a parent?” When you tell me to be more involved in my child’s education, what are you asking of me?

I have been actively volunteering for about 5 years at my children’s elementary school, and in this time I have played many roles.  For 

instance, I began as a parent who came to school every morning to eat breakfast and also I stopped by for the occasional lunch. I 

went on field trips and I came to special events hosted by the school. I also volunteered to sharpen pencils, so that the students would 

be prepared in times of testing. I have volunteered my talents by performing for students and I have attended programs that none of 

my children were in, just to encourage other students to do their best. Eventually, I joined the PTA, and the CAC with the intention of 

devoting even more of myself to my kids’ school. I know what you’re thinking; “it sounds like you have a real good idea of what paren-

tal involvement means.” If this is true then why do I still feel like there is more that needs to be done?

Maybe I feel this way because of all the kids I see wandering carelessly around my neighborhood, at times when they should be in a 

classroom getting an education, so that they may have a brighter future. Or, maybe it is because I have seen my children, who were 

making straight A’s in elementary school, go to middle school and not only struggle in their school work, but struggle developing their 

character and sense of self. It seems as if no one really wants me around when I do go to the campus to see how they are doing. For 

instance, last year, I went to eat lunch with my eighth grader and the women behind the counter said that I couldn’t eat with my daugh-

ter in the lunch room. Of course you know I went anyway! Now, here is my dilemma: you don’t want me to eat lunch there, and you 

don’t really have anything else you want me to do. If this is the case then how do I get involved? I see my children falling through the 

cracks of this so-called education system. I am not going to stand by and watch that happen. Parents, I think I have a solution to this 

life-changing and difficult question concerning parent involvement. The parents of today’s students need to show up to the Board of 

Trustees meetings, legislative meetings, and any other places where education policies and budgets are being discussed. We need 

to stop putting all our trust in the hands of people whose children don’t even attend public schools. We need to stop waiting for them 

to come and see the problems that are going on in our neighborhood schools, and instead show up at these meeting and demand 

that these high-paid specialists do the job that they are getting paid to do. They are right when they say that it is our responsibility to 

get our children to school on time everyday so that they may learn. When we fail to do this and our children don’t want to be in these 

schools that make them feel as if they aren’t being taught or learning anything, we get fined, but who fines them when they don’t do 

their job right? Parents, in the upcoming year let us make an effort create a definition of what it means to be involved in our children’s 

education. Together we can make a difference; together we can save our children’s future.
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In exchange for a donation to Austin Voices, you can now build your own COMMUNITY ORGANIZER MOJO. What is mojo? Nobody really 

knows for sure, but when someone’s got it, they’ve got it. And our Community Organizers have it in spades. They’ve earned it by:

 • Mobilizing over 300 young people to help improve their schools.
 • Connecting over 900 teachers with the training and resources they need so that they
  can better connect with their students
 • Engaging over 1200 community members in planning sessions about how to improve our schools.

Now, for the first time ever, you get the benefits of all the mojo they’ve generated, without having to do that time-consuming organizing work. 

You can also send a little COMMUNITY ORGANIZER MOJO to your family and friends—this is the best gift you can get, and you’re not going 

to find better quality organizers in any department store.

Community
Organizer

There’s been lots of talk over the past few months about Community Organiz-

ers. Who are these people? What do they do? You might not know it, but 

Austin Voices for Education and Youth has some of the best Community 

Organizers in Austin, working alongside community members, educators, 

parents, and students to improve our public schools. These dedicated folks 

work tirelessly to inform people, build their leadership capacity, and mobilize 

them to make a difference. It’s not easy work.

Jessica and Paul James D'Arcy

Shirene Garcia

William Grubb

Patricia Lopez Wimmer

Mehernosh Mody

Brenda Nation and Allan Corder

Sinead O'Carroll and Juan Alonzo

Dominique Reat

Jane and Kim Ross

Bobbi and Ernest Saulmon

Grant Thomas

Kate Volti 

Linda and Mark Williams

Deborah Wise and Eric Beverly

Thanks so much to those who have 
already purchased some Mojo during 
the holiday season! Not to worry for 
those who are still Mojo-less, there is 
plenty more to go around!

These lucky individuals ordered up their own

community organizer mojo and you can too! 

Visit www.austinvoices.org  to see how!

Alice’s mojo tip for being a great community organizer:

Try to respect and learn from different view points, even if you don’t agree. When 

I open my eyes to new perspectives and cultural lenses through which people 

view their world, the moment may be small and simple, but my views are forever 

broadened.

Each month we’ll share a community organizer mojo tip with you. This month’s tip comes from Alice Geaccone . 

Alice is an Austin Voices organizer, an artist, and a freshman at Texas State. She was formerly the merchandising 

youth consultant who designed, produced, and marketed our line of youth-focused merchandise.
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In mid-January, friends of Austin Voices gathered at the home of board member, Karrie League, to learn about the parent involvement work 

we’re doing in Austin schools. Guests heard from AVEY community organizer, Mariana Montejano, and the Parent Support Coordinator for 

AISD, Pam Wade, about the Right Question Project, an Austin Voices program that engages parents and helps provide resources to them to 

formulate questions about their child’s education. Austin Voices has been leading the bilingual trainings at Pearce Middle School this year 

and Ms. Wade’s department has helped support those trainings. The Parent Support Office reaches out to families in the district and they 

work to provide opportunities for parents to build leadership skills through community engagement. Austin Voices will be expanding the Right 

Question Project to new schools this spring including Lanier, LBJ and Reagan High Schools. Thank you to board members Karrie League 

and Melodie Summersett for hosting the Kickoff. Look out for more fun Austin Voices events coming soon!

Photos by Arturo Garcia

Guests, including Advisory Board Member, 
Kathy Burrell, enjoy the discussion of Austin 
Voices’ parent engagement work. 

Austin Voices Board Treasurer, Sherri Greenberg, and 
supporters Eric Heineman and Bud Averett visit at the 
party at Karrie League’s home. 
 

Executive Director Amy Averett talks to the 
crowd at the New Year’s Kickoff about the 
Right Question Project.

Arturo Garcia, a junior at Reagan High School, and Leo 
Zermeno, a junior Eastside Memorial High School on the 
Johnston campus, enjoy tamales and hot chocolate at the 
Austin Voices New Year’s Kickoff. 

New Year’s Kickoff


