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“Tough Times Don’t Last, Tenacious Schools Do!”
Castle Rock Union Elementary School District

    Mark D. Telles  Superintendent/Principal
History
The idea for a “Send a Message Night” came out of a budget study session in May of 2009 when I was meeting with a Board member and our school’s parent group the “Hive-Keepers.”

As we were discussing the dismal prospects for funding for 2009-2010 and the harsh reality of what we would have to do to cut costs (we had to lay off our band/choir/music teacher).

I mentioned that I was getting tired of simply being reactive and quietly suffering cut after cut without speaking up about it.  I said I thought it was time that we all got together as a school community and sent a message to Sacramento to let them know that enough is enough, that the cuts need to stop, and that the funding that has already been cut needs to be restored.  I was aware that  when the legislature holds hearings/meetings and asks the general public to speak on behalf of the programs or services they most value, for some reason public education and educators do not always do a great job of “telling the story” (our story) in a compelling and thought-provoking way.  Knowing this, I was determined to find a way to do just that.
School Board Resolution
In August 2009, I let the Board know that I would like to plan a “Send a Message Night” in order for the school community to express their feelings (to tell our story) about the cuts to public education funding.  Later, I had the occasion to talk to candidate for Superintendent of Public Instruction, Larry Aceves at an ACSA meeting in Redding, and I asked him candidly if a grass-roots letter-writing campaign on the part of schools and parents could have any effect on Sacramento and he was adamant that such an effort would be the only thing that would get Sacramento’s attention.  From that moment on, I was determined to hold a “Send a Message Night.” I then asked the Board to allow us to hold off on hosting that night until we knew more about the governor’s proposed budget in January 2010.  Then, having heard about the governor proposing another 2.4 billion in cuts to education, I worked with our Board to craft a resolution (see copy of the resolution) addressing the school funding crisis and giving them the opportunity to support and endorse a “Send a Message Night” be held on March 9, 2010 in order to coincide with public school week/month and more especially the “Week of the School Administrator.”  (see the published editorials)  
March 4, 2010  “Start the Day for Students”  i.e. Education Coalition
On March 4th, a few days prior to our planned “Send a Message” event, our teachers wanted to do something for the Education Coalition’s “Start the Day for Students” statewide action, so our CTA president and me handed out flyers to parents before school.  One flyer was put together by our local Education Coalition group and listed both state and county numbers outlining the cuts.  The other flyer we handed out was for our “Send a Message Night” (see flyer) to be held five days later.  
On that same day (March 4th) I went into each classroom from Kindergarten to eighth grade and talked to students (in a way each age group could grasp it) about how education is funded and what happens when our state law-makers decide to cut funding to schools.  In the upper grades I did a hands-on lesson and I had students “paying taxes” and I showed them how the taxes go into a general fund from which are then “distributed” to various state agencies and programs including schools.  The discussions in the upper grades were lively and the students were active participants in the lesson and were upset that schools were taking 60% of the budget cuts while making up only 40% of the overall budget.   They just didn’t think that was fair.  It was a great opportunity to conduct a relevant civics lesson and to explain how government, a representative republic, (democracy) and the legislature works.   Then, all students (K-8) took time to write a letter (or picture as the case may be) to their assembly member and/or state senator.  Note: some of the older students wanted to write to the governor and I said that was fine, but I discouraged them a little letting them know that he is a lame duck and is probably too busy “protecting” education with a 2.4 billion funding cut to read letters from earnest school children.
Leading up to the event
Prior to the March 9th “Send a Message Night” I publicized the event to parents and community members, and our teachers agreed to volunteer their time to have their classrooms open for parents to use the computers to type their letters.  Other classified staff agreed to help with serving beverages and snacks and to watch the children while their parents wrote letters.
I wanted to make the process as user-friendly for parents as possible so I created and information packet (see packet) that they could take with them to refer to as they wrote their letters.  I also created a (letter) template with a disclaimer printed across the bottom reading:  “NOTE:  No public funds were authorized or utilized in the writing or distribution of this document.”   This template was then uploaded to the homepage of our school website so that parents (including those who weren’t able to be present for the event) would be able to click on the link, type up their letter, and print it out with the disclaimer clearly visible.   I also purchased (at my own expense) the tea and coffee, the cookies, the plates and cups and a thousand sheets of paper and all of the envelopes for the letters.  I even personally paid $75.00 to the district to cover the cost of the utilities for the evening (6:00 to 7:30) and for the printer ink that was used in printing out the letters.  I wanted to do this because I thought it was important to make sure that the event was seen as my personal gift to the school community and that the Board or the school could not be seen as using tax-payer dollars to fund the event.

The night of the event

On March 9th, I was delighted to see all of our Board members but one, (she was ill) members of our school site council, members of our parent club and our local education support organization,  staff members and other community members in attendance and ready to “Send a Message.”  So, standing in front of a big banner that read; “Tough Times Don’t Last, Tenacious School Do!”, I played (CD) the theme song from “Mission Impossible” and then told the gathered crowd that some might see the idea of citizens changing the minds and actions of state legislators as being an impossible mission…but I didn’t, and since “our wonderful school community showed up here tonight… apparently you don’t think it’s impossible either!”  I then spent the next half an hour presenting facts, statistics, and other information and fielded their questions and comments.  Then we invited the entire group into three different classrooms to sit at computers to write their letters.  I moved from classroom to classroom help parents and answering questions.  We then collected the letters and matched them up with the letters their sons and daughters had written, all of which will be hand-delivered to Sacramento.  
Throughout that evening, and in the days since, I’ve had parents tell me how much they appreciated the way we organized the evening and that they had wanted to “write a letter or something”--- but they didn’t really know where to begin or what to say to make an impact.  
It was gratifying to me to know that we had given them a “user-friendly” way to express themselves and to help them to feel like they were part of a meaningful, positive, proactive civic process.   I also received many positive comments about some of the remarks I made during my presentation which went roughly like this.... “Ladies and gentlemen, imagine for a moment how I might feel about presiding over the dismantling of everything I believe is good for kids!  I went in to this profession to build on the success of my predecessors, to improve—to see what needs to be done now for my students and to find a way to provide it—not to take it away the essential components of a quality educational experience and deny them the very support that has lead to their achievement thus far.  Here’s the bottom line, I am now being asked by the State of California to oversee an educational experience inferior (and getting more so) to the one that I received growing up in California—how does that make any sense?”  
Following the event

Seeing our “Send a Message Night” as a success, I wrote an article/editorial about it and sent it to our local papers.   Both papers printed the letter. (see attached)  Then, on March 26, 2010 I went  down to Sacramento and hand delivered all the parent/student letters  to the office of our State Senator Sam Aanestad  and to the office of our Assemblymember Jim Nielsen.  In speaking with their representatives (both men were out of the Capitol and in their districts that day)  I downplayed the “complaining” part of this process (they expect school officials to do that, and it can seem to be self-serving)  and instead showed them exactly how the cuts have affected, and are affecting my school (telling our “story”) and to asked them how educators can help the legislature to come up with a reasonable solution to the public education funding crisis in California.   I was positively received and while I was in Jim Nielsen’s office he happened to call and hearing I was there, he committed to coming up and visiting our school.  We are currently working on a visit in May and I will use that opportunity to once again “tell our story.”
