West Contra Costa Unified School District
Office of the Superintendent
Friday Memo
August 23, 2019
Upcoming Events – Matthew Duffy
August 26: Stege Community Advisory Board, Stege, 6:00 PM
August 28: Board Study Session Data Night, DeJean, 6:30 PM
August 29: Meeting Cancelled - Governance Committee
September 2: Labor Day Holiday
September 4: Board of Education, DeJean, 6:30 PM
September 5: Minimum Day & Elementary Back to School Night
September 7: Stewart School Annual Picnic, Fernandez Park, 4:00 PM
September 10: Agenda Setting, Superintendent’s Office, 4:30 PM
September 11: Board Joint CBOC Meeting, FOC, 6:00 PM
September 12: Wilson Groundbreaking, Wilson construction site, 10:00 AM
September 12: Middle School Back to School Night
September 13: Middle School Minimum Day
September 15: El Sobrante Stroll and Parade, 11:00 AM
Upcoming Agenda Items September 4 - Matthew Duffy
Literacy Report
AASAT Resolution
Feasibility Report
2020 Bond Ballot
Media Stories of Interest - Marcus Walton
The Wilson Elementary School community will celebrate the groundbreaking for the new campus on
Thursday, September 12, at 10 a.m.. Invitations will be sent early next week. If you have any
questions, please contact Marcus Walton.
Media Stories of Interest - Marcus Walton
The following media stories may be of interest:
How Can Schools Help Kids With Anxiety? https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/54144/how-can-schools-help-kids-with-anxiety
Struggling California school opens with fresh paint, new teachers and renewed hope https://edsource.org/2019/struggling-california-school-opens-with-new-paint-new-teachers-and-rene
wed-hope/616413
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How Can Schools Help Kids With Anxiety?
LISTEN 24 min Download Subscribe
By Katrina Schwartz

Aug 20

Many students struggle with anxiety. Their teachers, parents and other educators are looking for ways to help them learn to
deal. (Kelly Heigert/KQED)

Listen and subscribe to our podcast from your mobile device:
via Apple Podcasts | via Stitcher | via NPROne | via Spotify

I met Brianna Sedillo when she pitched my radio station a personal perspective on anxiety, a topic that comes up
over and over as teachers and parents try to support young people.
"Everything kind of started with the anxiety and depression after the passing of my grandfather," Brianna said.
"He was kinda my safe space. And losing that was really big."
Brianna missed her grandfather's supportive presence acutely during her middle school years, which were
difficult. Middle school can be a difficult time for anyone, but for Brianna it was particularly hard socially because
her family moved several times. She had trouble making new friends and felt each change of school acutely.
Despite all that, she was a good student; she made the honor roll all three years in middle school.
But everything got worse when she started at El Cerrito High School, just outside San Francisco. Brianna's
feelings of isolation intensified, and her depression and anxiety kicked into high gear. She knew that she should
be doing her homework, participating in class, and trying to be more social, but she couldn’t bring herself to do
any of it. By sophomore year, Brianna was barely passing.
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“It was just really rough for me,” Brianna said. She couldn’t stop worrying about what people thought of her,
which made her so self-conscious she could barely function. “With my anxiety I tend to overthink everything. And
I'm always aware of who's looking at me and who's talking about me, who's judging me.”
Brianna remembers an endless cycle of waking up, going to school, taking work she couldn’t bring herself to do,
and coming home to hide in her room and sleep. She lost a lot of weight and didn’t even enjoy playing soccer
anymore, her favorite activity. She scrutinized her appearance every few minutes, and became so self-conscious
she avoided answering questions she knew in class because she didn’t want people to look at her. When she got
home, where she felt safe, all the anxiety she’d been bottling up all day came spilling out.
“It's like something goes off and the anxiety kind of kicks in,” Brianna said. She would go over every tiny detail of
the day. “Everything that I did that day. The way I pronounce something, the way I did something, The way I
walked.” Then she would start thinking about her mom and how she should be working harder to make her mom
proud, and that only made her feel worse.
“And then I start to panic and then it's like, what am I going to do? Like, I'm going to disappoint my mom. And
then I can't breathe and then I get shaky, and I end up in a ball on the floor just trying to get my breathing back on
track,” she said.
MORE ON DEALING WITH ANXIETY
Oregon Students Allowed To Take 'Mental Health Days' as Excused Absences

‘It’s OK to not be OK:’ How One High School Saved Lives with a 34-Question Survey

What Ferris Bueller and Other '80s Movies Got Wrong About Mental Health

Brianna is just one of many young people around the country experiencing anxiety, and often the depression that
comes with it. Teachers and parents all over the country are noticing an increase in mental health issues,
including anxiety, among students.
There isn't much research directly surveying adolescents on their anxiety. In 2004, the National Institute of
Mental Health estimated that about a third of adolescents (ages 13-18) have been or will be seriously affected by
anxiety in their lifetimes. More recently, a study published in the Journal of Developmental and Behavioral
Pediatrics, based on parent surveys for the National Survey of Children’s Health, concluded that more than one in
twenty U.S. children (ages 6-17) had anxiety or depression in 2011-2012. And a UCLA survey of college freshman
conducted each year, found in 2017 that close to 39 percent frequently felt "overwhelmed by all I had to do."
Parents and educators are scrambling to understand why kids seem to be more anxious and how to help them.
One School's Attempt to Dispel the Isolation That Accompanies Anxiety
Brianna is far from the only student at El Cerrito High suffering from anxiety. In fact, counselors at the James
Morehouse Project, the school’s wellness center, began noticing a few years ago that more and more students
named anxiety as a chief concern. Most felt completely alone.
“A lot of students [were] coming in saying, ‘people don’t get this. Other students don’t experience this. People
don’t know what it’s like,’” said Rachel Krow-Boniske, a social work intern at the James Morehouse Project. "And
seeing that from so many different students made me want to be like, ‘Actually, this is really common! And if you
all got to talk with each other and connect with each other over the experience, it might feel less alienating.’”
So Krow-Boniske and another intern, Forest Novak, started an anxiety group in the 2018-19 school year. They
recommended some students they were seeing individually, and spread the word among teachers, who also
recommended students who might benefit from participating.
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The group includes students from all grades and fluctuates in size from eight to ten. It meets once a week so
students can discuss their anxiety, gain confidence that they aren’t the only ones struggling, and learn coping
strategies. Krow-Boniske and Novak want students to become more aware of the signs of their anxiety, what
triggers it, and how they can tell themselves a different story about what’s happening.
The course is broken down into sections. The first several weeks the two counselors facilitate a process of selfdiscovery for students. They do writing exercises with students to help them think carefully about how their
bodies feel when they’re getting anxious, what’s happening around them, and what messages their anxiety tells
them about themselves. After they validate that a lot of people are having similar feelings, the curriculum moves
on to dig into seven types of coping strategies: grounding, distraction, emotional release, thought challenging,
self-love, and accessing the truest parts of oneself to help hold all the other coping mechanisms.
“I've been amazed by how much they know about their own anxiety,” Krow-Boniske said. “They seem so aware of
what's happening for them and just haven't quite had the words or the space to talk about it.”

Part Of a Broad Strategy to Support Students Where They're At
The anxiety group is just one of many student wellness services offered at the James Morehouse Project, or the
JMP as everyone at El Cerrito High calls it. The center is named for a former staff member who had a gift for
connecting with students. Jenn Rader, a former history teacher, started the JMP when she realized that her
students were struggling with far more than academics in her classroom.
“Those things were taking up so much space that there was really nothing left over to receive what was being
offered in the building,” Rader said.
When it opened more than 20 years ago, the James Morehouse Project focused on providing health services and a
little bit of counseling to students. Now, it offers an impressive array of services. It has a free, full-service medical
clinic where students can get physical exams and an array of reproductive health services. It also has a dental
clinic for students with MediCal, California’s Medicaid program.
It offers a youth development program aimed at cultivating students' leadership and activism. Its staff provide
one-on-one counseling services, as well as groups dedicated to almost everything a struggling student would
need: support for queer-identified young people of color, an Arabic-speaking girls group, a support group for
Muslim students, another support group for students who've suffered a catastrophic loss, and social skills groups
for students who have a difficult time connecting with other young people.
“I think there's been kind of a culture shift, a growing awareness and a growing commitment to ensure that
children and young people arrive in a building with what they need in order to enter a classroom ready to learn,”
Rader said.
More than 1,500 students attend El Cerrito High. Rader says almost a third of them have a meaningful interaction
with the JMP each year either through groups or counseling. That’s only possible because the JMP runs a robust
clinical social work internship program.
All those extra adults make a big difference in the lives of kids. When Brianna first came to the JMP, she saw an
intern counselor who she says changed her life.
“She didn’t tell me what I was supposed to be, who I was supposed to be,” Brianna said. “She sat there and she
listened, and she helped me just discover who I was. She helped me get deeper with myself and realizing things I
hadn’t realized before. By the end of that, I was a much happier person. It was like a weight was on my shoulders,
and piece by piece, she helped me take it off.”
How Parents Can Help Their Kids With Anxiety
Many students I spoke with for this story feel misunderstood by the adults around them. Their anxiety makes it
difficult for them to complete assignments or be proactive, and that can look like procrastination. Brianna, for
example, felt she was letting her mother down when she couldn’t bring herself to do her homework. Feeling
inadequate made the anxiety and depression worse.
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Nina Kaiser is a child psychologist based in San Francisco who has been working with anxious kids for over 15
years. She says the feelings Brianna describes, as well as the misunderstandings that can arise with parents, are
common. If parents want to get to the bottom of the problem, the first step is to understand how anxiety works.
“Your brain is constantly scanning your environment, looking for danger,” Kaiser explained. “It’s true for all of us,
every single one of us, but when you are experiencing anxiety, it’s like a smoke detector or alarm that goes off
more frequently.”
Kaiser likes working with anxious kids because there are effective treatments. One of the most effective ways to
treat anxiety is with cognitive behavioral therapy. She helps her patients address both their physical responses to
anxiety, as well as their distorted thoughts or “cognitions.” These thoughts often tend towards catastrophizing or
ruminating on something that happened in the past, or could happen in the future.
“You’re teaching kids strategies around noticing those thoughts and being able to push back against them, or to
shift gears instead of getting stuck in that pattern,” Kaiser said.
But it takes a lot of practice to step back from the panicked feelings and to look at them with a little more
objective distance. She describes anxious thoughts to her clients as junk mail or spam. She directs them to look
for evidence that supports the negative thoughts, or disproves them. So, if a student is anxious about failing a test,
Kaiser will coach them to think about their past performance on tests, their grades overall, and whether this one
test even matters that much.
But, she adds, “Those [anxious] thoughts tend to be really powerful and really automatic. They're coming into
your mind really quickly, really loudly, and it's challenging to step back and notice that there are other ways to
think about the situation.”
Kaiser says anxiety can be tricky for parents to handle because they may see it as laziness on the part of their
child. But rather than judging them for not doing their homework or not wanting to go out with friends, she
recommends they try to approach the situation with curiosity. When parents don’t assume they know what’s
happening with their child, they can open up more space for the child to confide what’s really going on.
Kaiser also says that one of the hardest parts about treating anxiety is confronting the things that make a person
anxious. Kids aren’t going to want to do that, and a parent’s first instinct is often to protect their child from things
that cause them distress. Kaiser reminds her clients and their parents that anxiety is trying to control them and
the best way to get out from under that is to push back.
“So if a kid is really spiraling about something, if parents are overly reassuring, they're also sending a message
that there's something valid about that anxiety,” Kaiser said.
She recommends parents and their kids read reputable sources about anxiety ahead of time, when tensions aren’t
high. Then, when a panic attack hits or a student is particularly anxious, it’s easier for parents to gently push them
without making their child feel they aren’t emotionally supported. Kaiser knows this is hard for parents to do, but
she says having a collaborative relationship established ahead of time will make it easier.
It’s All About Resilience
After Brianna got help with her depression at the James Morehouse Project, she also developed coping strategies
for her anxiety. She still gets panic attacks sometimes, but now she knows how to handle them. And she’s headed

to community college in the fall, a new phase of life that excites her.
James Morehouse Project director Jenn Rader says it’s no surprise students are anxious in today’s world. Her
students are dealing with a lot of trauma from the world around them. Their families are struggling to make ends
meet in an economy that is increasingly unequal. They are worried about their futures in an insecure world. Many
feel that if they aren’t perfect, they’ve failed. And they’re constantly comparing themselves to others on social
media. They are terrified of school shootings, immigration raids, violence in their neighborhoods, and even not
getting into a good college.
Nina Kaiser says she’s seeing patients with serious anxiety at younger and younger ages. She’s even started an
anxiety group, called Mighty Minds, with elementary school-aged children to help kids build up the resilience
they’ll need to face middle and high school stress before they get there.
“Why are we waiting until kids are already struggling? These are really life skills. The ability to calm yourself
down, to notice when you're feeling stressed. I'm practically 40 years old. These are still skills that I'm practicing
day by day.”
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She hopes with these tools available to them, kids will have skills to fall back on when they run up against
adversity.
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MindShift is a free editorially independent source of education news and information. We serve teachers and parents
around the world – and we depend on your support!
If you value MindShift, please donate today.
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STEGE teachers and
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Above: Sisters and teachers,
Juli and Robin Bryant, prepare
for the start of a new year at
Stege Elementary School.

tudents entering Stege Elementary in Richmond on Monday may not immediately notice it, but
their school is in the midst of dramatic change.

For the first time in years, every new classroom teacher is arriving with more than five years of
experience as an educator. The K-6 school, which struggled with keeping teachers, will also have a
full-time substitute teacher.
The school building, in West Contra Costa Unified School District, also got an update with new office
furniture and a fresh coat of paint in the classrooms.
Editor’s note: This story is part of an occasional series on the challenges facing Stege Elementary in the East Bay as it embarks on a
plan to transform itself by the fall of 2020. A new school year is bringing changes and fresh hope for the school’s future. Please share
your story about Stege Elementary with us.

A mainstay in the community since 1943, the school sits between two interstates north of Berkeley in
a diverse, industrial city on the edge of the San Francisco Bay.
The school was slated for an overhaul after it became one of 481 of the lowest performing schools in
California in 2017.
A lot of eyes are on Stege Elementary to see how these changes impact the school and the students. If
the reforms show significant change, it could emerge as an example for how to turn around other lowperforming schools in California.
“Unfortunately we have a district with a lot of high need,” said Demetrio Gonzalez, president of
United Teachers of Richmond, the teachers’ union. “This was supposed to be a pilot or
experimentation of something we can replicate. We’re already talking about if this works what are our
next schools, which is pretty exciting.”
District officials and the community demanded
change to end declining enrollment, poor test scores,
high suspension rates and chronic absenteeism.
About 260 students, who are mostly AfricanAmerican or Latino and between the ages of 4 and
12, will attend the school this year.
As everyone at the school and in the district agrees,
it’s a big year for Stege Elementary.

“We’re already talking about if
this works what are our next
schools, which is pretty exciting.”
—Demetrio Gonzalez, president
of United Teachers of Richmond

“There was constant turnover with new teachers,”
Gonzalez said. “So I’m happy to see we had a large
number of people apply for the positions and some from outside of the district wanting to work at
Stege.”
The school had been labeled “hard-to-staff ” because of high teacher turnover. After the 2016-17
school year, 11 of 18 teachers left. The following year, 15 of 18 teachers chose to leave.
This year, all classrooms will be fully staffed largely because each teacher is receiving a $10,000
stipend to work at the school this year. Six teachers are returning from last year. The district also
hired six fully credentialed teachers. Those new teachers each have anywhere from five to 30 years of
educator experience.
“I feel like a coach who got to draft my own dream team,” Stege Principal Nicole Ruiz said. “This is
how (former LA Lakers coach) Pat Riley felt when he coached the original Dream Team. We have
great people here who are willing to do the hard work.”
Among the new teachers are sisters Juli Bryant and Robin Bryant who volunteered to join the faculty
– Juli to teach art and Robin to teach kindergarten.
Hiring more experienced teachers wasn’t the school’s only summer goal. Students will have longer
class days by 20 minutes and a longer school year. Teachers are getting 10 additional workdays without
students.
Low test scores have been a problem for the school for at least 20 years. More than 90 percent of
students scored below the state standard on math and English for the 2017-18 school year, the most
recent available. But school officials and teachers are optimistic that a new teaching approach will help
improve overall student school performance. That approach recognizes student problems outside of
the classroom like hunger and dealing with the loss of family members to gun violence.
Marie McEntee, one of the new teachers to the school who has been an educator for 30 years, said
she’s heard about the traumas these students have experienced and thinks that she can help by
building “nurturing relationships” with them.
“And then there is going to be reality,” she said. “It sounds great now but…I’m just hoping I can do
what’s best for every student in the class.”
McEntee could have retired, but she said she saw something special happening at the school and
wanted to be a part of improving it. A third grade teacher and curriculum leader, she is introducing a
new way of teaching reading and writing that meets students at their reading level and allows them to
progress at their own pace. The approach is known as the Readers-Writers Workshop or the Lucy
Calkins method.
“I am absolutely positive that this approach to reading and writing is extremely effective for all
students and helps build relationships between teachers and students,” she said.
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Marie McEntee, a third grade teacher and curriculum leader, moves books from the library to her classroom.

Sam Cleare, a third-grade teacher, is excited to welcome her students back on
Monday.

Theresa Griffin, a sixth grade teacher, prepares her classroom for the first day
of school.

Students will also have dedicated gym, art, music or technology classes. The district also hired a
dedicated tutor for the school.
“They weren’t getting art or P.E. except for whatever their classroom teachers were doing,” Gonzalez
said. “Now all kids are getting these classes.”
The changes include the district building a better relationship between the school and the community.
The union, for example, has partnered with the district by paying the salary of a full-time Community
Schools Coordinator by using a $50,000 grant it received from its national union, the National
Education Association. The coordinator, who is expected to be hired soon, will meet with families,

teachers and community leaders to generate support for the redesign and help build better
relationships between each group. The union also supported the district’s plan to give each teacher a
$10,000 incentive.
“We’re claiming the school as one of our own,” said Dale Weatherspoon, pastor of Easter Hill
Methodist Church, who has been encouraging people to volunteer at the school. “I don’t know if we
have any children at the school at our church, but Stege is in our community, and we’re a community
church.”
Weatherspoon said about six people from his congregation have agreed to be mentors or tutors to the
students.
“We want the kids to see older black folks as mentors and role models and grandmother and
grandfather types,” he said. “And to hear their stories.”
In an effort to involve the community in the school’s redesign, the union hired teachers to canvass the
district this summer to learn from families with children attending the school what they wanted to see
change.

“We want Stege to be around for
a long time.”
—Pastor Dale Weatherspoon

Those families said they wanted more contact with
the school, resources, a safer environment and an
education that was relevant to the lives of many
black and Latino students at the school, said Mitzi
Perez, a teacher at Kennedy High School, who
volunteered to go door-to-door.

One common theme the teachers heard was that
families felt their children didn’t have enough
resources or support in the past, said Sam Cleare, a third-grade teacher who is returning for her third
year at the school.
“What I heard most was a lot of personal or negative interactions between the school and the
community,” Cleare said. “I’ve known some amazing teachers who worked there, but staff members
were under-resourced, and they’re expected to take care of all these things that most staff would not
have to think about.”
Nearly 94 percent of the school’s students come from low-income families and many of them are
experiencing trauma, poverty or homelessness. Cleare, who is originally from Georgia, said families
could see that the teachers had little experience and no understanding of the community.
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Stege Elementary School in Richmond.

“I was only a second-year teacher…and I felt spread thin,” Cleare said. “There is this concern from
families that it’s your child and they’re being taught by this person who is not from here, and it’s
pretty apparent when one of the first year (teachers) is teaching.”
Cleare said one thing the community and the teachers asked for was training so the teachers could be
more sensitive to the culture students were coming from. She’s also made a point of getting to know
her students’ families, attending alumni events, board and community meetings.
“What’s important for me is having staff members who will be there for a very long time, are trained
well and have relationships with the community,” she said.
Weatherspoon, the Easter Hill pastor, said he’s feeling positive about the new direction the school is
moving.
“I always want things to move faster but I’m optimistic because there is good energy around Stege,” he
said. “Some good things are happening at Stege and people want to help the school be more
effective…We want Stege to be around for a long time.”
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