
Coffee with Leadership 
Wednesday, April 11, 2018 

 
School Update: 
 
Three memos are coming out over the next week: 

- Expansion into a new location 
- Differentiation of leadership roles 
- How we’re thinking about the transition / staggered start date 

 
Family Questions & Comments 
 
What past, current, and future anti-oppression training has been/will be provided to Breakthrough 
staff and leadership? 

- Emily: Starting in August 2017, we have worked with Jenn Roberts of Versed Education to 
provide anti-bias, anti-racist training to Breakthrough faculty and administration.  

- Jenn has continued to provide support and feedback. We are excited to build a 
relationship with an anti-bias, anti-racist expert who can get to know our school. 

- Jenn has also suggested that we have an independent audit of equity practice, and she has 
provided a checklist of 27 observable behaviors that promote equity for us to use when 
observing classrooms. 

- Parent comment: involve the board as well. 
- Parent comment: we need to look at priorities and make sure our priority is that everyone 

gets what they need in the classroom. 
 
What is Breakthrough doing to develop a “deep bench” of support so that we can respond quickly 
when a staff member does not show up and ensure someone qualified can step into the classroom? 

- Ms. Emunah is on staff - she’s another trained guide, and fills in for people who are out. 
- We have hired people who substitute for assistants. We are still hiring. 
- We understand that it’s important to have enough bodies as well. 
- After Ms. Emunah, Ms. Malaika fills in, then Ms. Allison, then Ms. Hannah. 
- Coaching is key here, so many of the assistants are capable of becoming guides. 

 
At any given time, other charter schools have a list of people who could serve as executive director. 
It doesn’t appear that Breakthrough has this.  

- Chris Lohse: you are right. Emily and I spent some time yesterday brainstorming people who we 
would like to have as candidates. 

- This is an example of the type of institutional knowledge that Breakthrough, as a new school, 
does not have and is currently developing.  

 
Has Breakthrough addressed family concerns that we do not have an independent board? When 
will the board consider the family preference that a new board chair be named?  

- There has not yet been a lot of rich discussion about this topic. 



- The forum for that would be our next board meeting. 
- Our next public board meeting will be in May. 
- The board chairman is aware of the concerns. He seems, perhaps, acutely self aware and is not 

wedded to being in that position. There is an open attitude on the board about what the school 
needs. Our disposition has been since the beginning that boards serve different purposes at 
different times, and so people will come and go. At the beginning, we needed certain 
competencies. For example, Chris researched feeder patterns while Sara is an expert on 
independent schools globally. What they didn’t have was a tremendous amount of fundraising 
power, which they need in years two, three and beyond. 

- There will be an opportunity for parents to give input. 
 
What does the bench look like in terms of the board recruitment? 

- We have a somewhat deeper bench, especially in terms of fundraising. 
 
Does the board have a good connection to DC in terms of fundraising, etc.? 

- Honestly, no.  One of the things we talked about yesterday was what does fundraising and 
outreach look like. Ideally, that’s a conversation that should have been happening in the fall, not 
now. 

 
Parents offered fundraising suggestions and connections almost two years ago that weren’t heeded. 
This speaks to concerns about the board’s chairman and the fact that the board members haven’t 
stacked the bench or even made inroads into the vibrant DC fundraising/charter community. 
 
It would be important to include people who are rooted in DC, across race and class. 

- This is a place where we can ask for help. Chris will reach out to parents for input. 
 
Can something be circulated to parents about what the board is looking for in new members? Then 
parents can nominate people in their circle. Parents don’t know how often the meetings are or how 
much of a time commitment it would be. 
 
Sometimes a lack of faith in the board’s functioning stops us from recommending our friends for 
board positions. We maybe don’t want to recommend someone to a position that wouldn’t be worth 
their while. 

- Chris: I’ve looked at 100 or 200 schools, and I’ve only seen about 2 where the school is effective 
despite terrible leadership. I would like to suggest that the leadership is not as awful as you might 
think. The board is distracted and perhaps not as focused as they should be, but I wouldn’t 
categorize it as dysfunctional.  

 
Parents don’t feel like they can run the school, they just feel like they can help. Parents have a lot of 
connections around the city. 
 
The day to day functioning of the classrooms has us pretty satisfied. But there’s a must broader 
picture of how to run a school that might be aided by someone who is rooted in DC. Logistics of 



drop-off and pick-up are perhaps not as interesting, but they are equally a part of running the 
school.  There is also the question of how those types of decisions affect equity and who will come to 
our school. 
 
It’s not about whether leadership is awful or not, it’s about compatibility. It’s about making 
adjustments so that the best possible fit can occur. People can be wonderful, but if they’re not well 
matched to the people that they’re serving, it’s not a good fit. This will only happen if the board is 
open and listening, and they haven’t been receptive yet.  
 
The question is what does a functioning board look like? Is it a board that listens to and works with 
parents? Is it a board that communicates adequately with the PCSB? 
 
I’m not changing schools because my child is happy. Parents want to be confident that if important 
things are happening, they will be informed. 
 
It’s also important to acknowledge that with the chairman of the board, many of the parents that 
were here last year did work with him on issues and struggled with him on issues. It might be of 
value to, before you go to the board meeting, look back and ask for feedback from parents. Many 
parents are of the opinion that this person is not going to be the person for them. With the 1:30 
dismissal situation at the beginning of the last year, most parents feel like that set the tone that 
parents weren’t going to be listened to. Parents need to see some kind of change. 
 
I’m a first year parent, but I certainly feel the “if you don’t like it, you can leave” culture. 
 
That wasn’t just a vibe last year. It was explicitly said to parents multiple times. 

- Katie Brown (Board Member): I’m deeply invested in the school. I don’t think it’s antithetical to 
have a high quality Montessori school that is also working for parents. I think there is a wealth of 
resources available in the room that we can capitalize upon. 

- I’m here to listen and learn. 
 
It’s a good first step that you’re here. 
 
Maybe what’s lacking is an ED who can be a bridge between the parents and the board. 

- Katie: We’re updating the board section of the website to give information about the members. 
 
That inspires confidence 
 
The relationship between the SHA and the school has been fraught. If Chris can reach out to Tova, 
that would be a great first step. 
 
The SHA members feel not heard by the board. It would be awesome to listen to the parents who 
are on the board too. 
 



The school does a really awesome job at doing things like this (the coffee hour). These events 
happen, a handful of us come to them, and then parents have to spread the word.  Rumors then 
happen, and I try to take notes and spread it onto the parent Facebook page. Just four parents 
came to the meeting about the start date, and the other parents didn’t get to hear that. Two points: 
1) It would be great for something formalized to come from the school after meetings to share the 
information with other parents.  2) When you share something like new start dates, write a full 
email that says we know you’re not going to be okay with this, these are our reasons, let’s talk 
about what we can do for the people that this is hard on. 
 
I still haven’t heard from school administrators, “we understand that this is hard on families.” 

- Chris: we understand that this is hard on families. Childcare in DC is the most expensive in the 
country. We are deeply cognizant of how difficult this is for families. What we intend to do is try 
to, at the very least, deeply compress the start for 3 year olds. Any existing Breakthrough family 
who has a 3 year old, we can bring them all on board on September 12th. For all other students, 
the 34 remaining three year olds, we are inviting them to also come on September 12th, but they 
will matriculate into classes as they are ready. 

- What we are hoping to do is say that all students can come starting September 6th.  
- We would provide a sliding scale for cost - for families in need, it would be absolutely free, and 

for other families it would be a “pay as you wish” sort of thing. The estimate as it stands is about 
$8,250. If we go broader, it could be $20,000. 

- That’s not the sole brainchild of us sitting in there - we’ve been working with Miguelina and 
Ericka Ward-Audena as well to get feedback about the direction we’re moving in. We’re hoping 
to make an announcement of the formal plan soon.  

 
Related to communications in general. About 2-3 weeks ago, there was a shooting at 13th and 
Upshur. A parent’s car was hit and the carseat was punctured. I heard Breakthrough wasn’t told. 
Is this true and, if so, why not? 

- Hannah: Kamaria is talking to local precincts to figure out why we weren’t told, and what went 
wrong. 

- Emily: there’s a police officer who is responsible for communicating with school. I hypothesize 
that the liaison may have changed, and we’re not on their radar, and that we need to fix that. 

 
Last year, there were a couple of lockdowns. Please send us an email to let us know. We’re going to 
hear something from the kids, so please let us know. 
 
Let us know if ambulances come. What we do affects them in the classroom. We can help them to 
be better prepared for the events that happen. 

- We will email parents when children witness a dramatic event. However, no child witnesses the 
event, we will not alert families. 

- We will call an ambulance if we cannot reach parents/guardians or emergency contacts. We will 
then continue to try to reach the family and emergency contacts after calling for medical help. 
The other reason we will call for an ambulance is if a child is having a life-threatening 
emergency.  



 
The precinct officer might not know if we’re here.  They could perhaps present to our students 
about fire safety, etc. 

- We will have the precinct officer come to know that we are here. 
 
Maybe there can be an informal dialogue that is always going on so that it doesn’t have to be so 
heavy? 
 
The feeling that it’s antithetical to have high fidelity Montessori and happy parents is not coming 
from nowhere. People get the message “it’s not Montessori.” 
 
Families could feel perpetually underserved. More energy could be given to data instead of the 
families that are bringing their children here every day. Prioritize people. 
 
The first thing a school will do is make you feel like you’re the only one with a problem, and of 
course you’re not the only one with a problem. If one family is having a problem, assume that 5 or 
10 other families are also feeling the same way. That’s an opportunity to excel above all other 
schools. 
 
Non-violent communication training would be awesome for our school and for the parents. 
 
Home-visits can make families feel uncomfortable and nervous 

- Emily: It is not our intention to make anyone feel uncomfortable. Home visits are voluntary - 
never mandatory. At the beginning of the year, we had a faculty-wide discussion about home 
visits and how they can trigger fear and anxiety among families for several reasons (anxiety due 
to past or potential experiences with CFSA, Department of Health, ICE, etc.) Our goal is for 
children to see parents/guardians and guides working together. It is also our goal to treat each 
child as an individual in the classroom, and home visits give guides important insights into the 
strengths, interests, needs of children. However, we can achieve these goals by conducting home 
visits at the park, the library, or another space where the family feels comfortable. We will work 
to improve messaging about home visits so that everyone understands their purpose and feels 
comfortable.  


