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June 17, 2009

Candace Bartow, Program Officer

Oregon Community Foundation

925 W 8th St. 

Medford, OR 97501
Dear Ms. Bartow;
Getting kids through Elementary School, on to Middle School and graduated from High School is made more difficult these days. Who? Why? Looking at the kids at Phoenix Elementary School will answer those questions. Sure, there are enriched kids from stable, middle and high income families with educated parents.  Those kids are not at-risk like the other 70% of our population.  I’ll tell you about our kids in our school. 

Two years ago, 63% of our kids were considered to be from poverty level according to income level.  Since October, 2009, this number has grown to 72% of our population.  A family of four living on less than $21,200 per year is the definition of poverty.  The children from this background normally have little educational enrichment or support at home.  Getting homework or school projects done is not going to happen. 

Being supported for extracurricular clubs or sports is highly unlikely.  Wandering the streets with friends until dark when someone finally arrives home is common. Having two stable parents at home is unlikely. 

The importance of getting an education is not central to the thinking at home when basic survival is more critical. 

We do our best at elementary school to fill in the gaps with extra emotional support from teachers and a part time counselor.  We collect used clothes, used books and sports equipment to pass on to other kids.  We make sure kids get breakfast even though they come to school late most days. We make sure they get to the Health Clinic when it’s open.  But we can’t do it all.

The Phoenix Counseling Center has stepped in this year to help us with some kids who had truancy issues.  Funding for mentoring groups facilitated by the Rose Circle for 11 boys and girls came from the Juvenile Crime Prevention Truancy grant.  The reduction in absences was enormous. This year the Counseling Center is hoping to expand this work to include other high and medium risk kids.  There are dozens more kids who need help with other at-risk issues.  Drugs and alcohol abuse in the home, child abuse, child neglect, low education levels, parents in jail, etc, are a few of the background schema that grow at-risk kids.  In our population of 445, I’m estimating about 120 kids or about 30% are at-risk.  In our intermediate classes of 4th and 5th graders, I estimate there are 50 kids out of 150 who are at-risk of never completing even high school. 

Supporting these kids is not something the school district budget can allow. Funding more mentors and providing stronger emotional support on an expanded Juvenile Crime Prevention grant would be terrific. Funding a way to help build resilience in our kids is critical.  We know that giving the individual kids the tools to advocate for themselves is one of the best supports possible.  I fully endorse Phoenix Counseling Center in seeking funding from the Reed and Carolee Walker Fund to lift a few kids up now.  Elementary school is the place to start to help these kids.  My hope is that the Phoenix Counseling Center can be funded through Oregon Community Foundation to make these supports available to these kids.  

Thank you,

Zuna Johnson

Principal

PHOENIX ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
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