ARC Public Consultation, June 9th, 2010

Heather Pilkington on behalf of 
Orchard Park Sherwood Forest Ratepayers

We are disappointed that the School Board is proposing an action that has the potential to disrupt our neighbourhood – even pit neighbour against neighbour.  The city has just passed an initiative to Strengthen Neighbourhoods and this proposal flies in the face of that initiative.  It was also very disappointing that no school board representatives bother to attend the city’s workshop on Strengthen Neighbourhoods on May 25th, despite being invited.  
 
We are also troubled by the lack of communication to our long standing Ratepayer organization.  There are no minutes of the Capital Planning Advisory Committee on your web site after January, 2008.  At that time, these schools were not even mentioned and it was only after a casual conversation with a parent that the move to have an ARC was brought to the attention of our organization. While we did get a communication from the Board on the matter after inquiring, we were not told the date of the January, 2010 Capital Planning Advisory Cttee meeting so we could hear the discussions.  For a public body this is shameful. 
Your lack of proactive communication also shows little consideration for the current and new residents of the neighbourhood, many of whom recently bought their homes because of an excellent nearby school for their children to attend. This alone justifies a delay in any school closing well beyond 2012 to provide a reasonable notice period, if the board chooses this direction.
 
We also find it odd planning at best, poor planning at worst, that the decision was reached to locate new French Immersion facilities in Oakridge, before your Capital Planning Advisory Cttee even recommended an ARC for Sherwood Forest/Orchard Park and University Hts.  You need to look at the area as a whole rather than so narrowly given the extensive growth in the city’s north end.  Yes, Westdale is closer to Komoka and Kilworth, but where are most of your students going to come from?  As well, from a proximity to the Banting French Immersion site it would seem from an educational co-operation and transportation standpoint, Sherwood Forest is a superior site.
 
I next turn to the comments we have received from residents both by e-mail and orally at our AGM of June 3, 2010.  
 
The school and the community are good neighbours. The school and its playground are quality community facilities and both education / civic personnel have a responsibility to acceptably justify any change.
During daylight hours there is seldom a time that the field is not being used by groups or individuals. Hence, it would seem that the community has assumed this as available parkland and not a resource that can be abandoned. While the facilities may not be required for educational purposes, it is too valuable a community resource to lose. It would be sorely missed if it became unavailable for the children of our neighbourhood.

Declining enrollment was sited as one of the reasons for the ARC. Last year the newspaper had several articles about students/families being turned away from Sherwood Forest School.  If the school is effectively closed to those who wish to attend, how can it grow, if lack of student population is part of the problem? 
It feels like we have been set up – children cannot come from other areas. We would be a natural holding area for Fox Hollow at Wonderland and Fanshawe. These children are being bused all the way to Centennial PS at Adelaide and Medway road, despite the fact that they will be going to Banting anyway – how is this good for these kids?

There is a growing population of potential students being created by the building of new homes just to the north of Sherwood Forest School.  Where are these students expected to attend elementary school?  Sherwood Forest School has plenty of room to expand, and these potential students would not have to cross a newly widened and very busy Wonderland.  Perhaps the school should be considered for an addition and not closure.

On a similar note, it also seems apparent that with the housing growth surrounding the area that additional pupil spaces will be required. Since no new school buildings will be available in the immediate future, Orchard Park / Sherwood Forest, with its proximity to the new subdivisions merits consideration to meet this need.
If you were to close Sherwood Forest traffic on Wychwood would increase both in terms of bus traffic for students bussed from Attawandaron as well as from cars where parents will now have to drive younger students to school.  We are not aware of any walking school bus program in the area and are concerned with parents already parking on both sides of the street, there is an increased likelihood of an accident on this stretch of road. I have a 4-year old and a key reason I purchased my home on Abbey Rise was so that my child could safely walk to school.  
You indicate that K-8 is the preferred model, but there are opportunities if you are willing to be creative on behalf of your community. University Heights and Sherwood Forest could stay K-6 and Orchard Park could become just a 7&8 School. This would allow all 3 schools to stay open and save the Board the money needed for expanding Orchard Park and University Heights in your current plan.
 
Residents consistently identify that their children received excellent schooling at both Sherwood and Orchard Park schools and that Sherwood was a very important part of their/our lives.  As one resident wrote, of course we have an emotional attachment to the place, but setting that aside I think it is short-sighted to close the school.  It's one of the smallest public schools in London, so probably doesn't look very "efficient" by some standard measures.  However, the smallness produces a very special educational experience.  We found, for example, that the kids in the different grades knew each other & there was a productive interaction among the kids of different ages.  Also, the physical design of the school is very good - - classrooms arranged around an open central area that can be used for a range of special activities.  
 
Finally, have you considered retaining the site for a unique school like the CHOICE programme in Scarsdale NY?  Since its inception in 1974, the CHOICE programme has provided an alternative learning experience for seventh and eighth graders.  While retaining essential features of the traditional program, CHOICE reflects the world today’s students inhabit:  interdependent, interconnected, linked by technology and communication.  Instruction is technology-rich.  In this smaller-school atmosphere, students and teachers can work together to create a positive, supportive community.   We have attached for you a recent write up from the May 24, 2010 New Yorker magazine for your consideration in the Appendix. 
 
In summary don’t let short term financial concerns and fitting in with a “preferred model” outweigh the future benefits to community – I will sum up with 4 key points:
1) Your profile of Sherwood Forest in Appendix F asks if the local playfield/playground is the only one available for community use and your answer was “no”. This is incorrect. What is the alternative? Our children are not going to walk to Chesham Park in Chesham Estates or the park at Coombs Ave in University Heights or the splash pad across busy Wonderland Road. Sherwood Forest will have no playground or playing field in the event that the school playground and playfield are not preserved. We are in a unique position here and the ARC must not hide behind policy and procedure on this issue, but act like good community members. We need you to think of a way to protect this playground and playfield regardless of what is recommended by the ARC on the school itself. 
2) As taxpayers we believe that planning a French Immersion school in Oakridge without analyzing options outside Westdale/Riverside such as Sherwood Forest is poor planning. The ARC for Sherwood Forest was not revealed to us until the ARC for Westdale/Riverside was complete, including the decision to place French Immersion at the Westdale site. We do not believe that a fair or complete review process was followed regarding the selection this facility for French Immersion. The entire northwest end needs to be reviewed to make this decision.
3) You reference K-8 as the board’s “preferred model” and we do not see any substantial reasons why K-6 does not work. Appendix B lists “leadership opportunities for Grades 7&8”.  However, a K-6 school that feeds into a K-8 school does not prevent this opportunity. In fact there were very good reasons for the current model - the younger children are closer to their schools (Sherwood Forest and University Heights) and when they are older they are ready to walk/ride to a larger school that is further away. We ask you to seriously consider that the current model in these schools is the best model versus creating reasons to justify a “preferred model” that does not truly apply for these 3 schools. 
4) Lastly, we see in Appendix D that 28 JK-6 children in the Fox Hollow area are being bused to Centennial Central P.S. at Adelaide and Medway Road. Why you are busing young kids from Fanshawe and Wonderland to Adelaide and Medway when they could go to Sherwood Forest is unclear – especially when they will eventually be attending Banting. We ask that Sherwood Forest/Orchard Park become a holding school for these children – for example, this would take Sherwood Forest’s Accommodation Capacity from 69% to over 90%. Sherwood Forest/Orchard Park/University Heights also are better located to be holding schools for the areas currently assigned to Ryerson (Sunningdale) and Capulet West (Eagle Heights). We also ask that you consider boundary changes to increase the number of students at these schools.
In closing, please do not close Orchard Park/Sherwood Forest/University Heights schools.

 
 
Appendix

CHOICES Program in Scarsdale NY

ABSTRACT: Talk story about a visit by students from Scarsdale Middle School to a re-creation of Emily Dickinson’s garden at the New York Botanical Garden. The other day, the Scarsdale Middle School’s CHOICE program, which provides forty specially selected seventh and eighth graders with a separate building and a progressive curriculum that emphasizes community and team building, visited the New York Botanical Garden, in the Bronx. The garden of the Homestead, the family residence of Emily Dickinson, has been re-created in the Enid A. Haupt Conservatory, right down to the rows of lettuce. Jennifer Josef, the garden’s director of public education, led the group around the exhibition, which includes letters, manuscripts, and a digital version of the poet’s Herbarium, the scrapbook in which she gathered more than four hundred pressed botanical specimens. The trip took place on the eighth annual Poem In Your Pocket day, when citizens are supposed to carry and share favorite bits of verse. The Scarsdale kids all had poems in their pockets. Their choices ranged from Langston Hughes’ “Suicide’s Note” to Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s “How Do I Love Thee?” Mark Colbran, one of the CHOICE students, had William Blake’s “A Poison Tree” in his pocket. The Blake verse, he said, could be helpful to the kind of kid who chooses to be in CHOICE. “It’s middle school, so there’s a lot of making fun of people,” he explained. “The CHOICE program is not socially acceptable. People aren’t super-mature.” In high school, however, Scarsdale students are clamoring to get into a similar program, Colbran reported. “Next year, two-thirds of them will want to get in,” he said.

Read more: http://www.newyorker.com/talk/2010/05/24/100524ta_talk_mead#ixzz0pcgxeeQA
