Strong Foundations Charter School


Board of Trustees Meeting Minutes
October 16, 2024
5:30 p.m.

Present: Dina Condodemetraky, Mark Sisti, Safiya Wazir, Nicole Porro (in person), and Bri Rys online because of a conflicting appointment. Also present Beth McClure and Karen Carew (not Board members)

Absent: Art Meconi, Eric Raymond, Michael Palelli
· Call to Order at 5:34 p.m.
· Secretary’s Report 
· Vote on meeting minutes from September 18, 2024. Motion to accept by Porro, second by Wazir. Motion carries unanimously. 
· Treasurer’s Report 
· Karen Carew: Conversation with the Board

· Review and vote on the September financial report. Motion to accept by Porro, second by Wazir. Motion carries unanimously
· Principal’s Report
· Community Board members: Begin reaching out for possible nominations. 
· Summarize background of Flag Policy: After the first meeting, the committee met which consisted of four board members
· Old Business: Summary of process for developing Flag Policy: Condodemetraky read the draft flag policy.

· Public comment :

Danielle Vanderzanden: Question: In terms of the history as far as how we got here tonight. Were there other flags? Yes, the Don’t Tread on Me flag. Were there issues with other flags. Are there policies that have been generated as a result of a parent comment and what is the process? How were those categories prohibited? 

Dina: If there is an issue a parent has, they could come before the board and they could decide whether it needed to be a policy. 

Mark: We’re not going to dictate a policy without soliciting input

Nicole: We looked at about a dozen policies across the country.

John McDonough: Yes, the Don’t Tread on Me combined with the other flags had a meaning and that it was actually a conspiracy theory. McDonough read a prepared statement. These are comments related to his flags. He got no complaints the first month about the flags. He has brought his flags to all his classrooms around the country. He has never had such a strong positive reaction to the flags as here. He made sure that students knew they were safe here. He sees himself as a professional and the best judge of what should go up in his room. He has contacted several agencies, and they have provided several resources to help in the development of the policy. Reasons the agencies think this is a terrible idea: 70% of LGBTQ youth report struggles, 42% considered suicide. Flags is only one piece of the mental health struggle. A student who has affirming symbols in their classroom is less likely to take their own life (Nat’l. Educators Assoc.). Removing Pride flags increases risk of mental health issues, and the spot where it was removed elicits a fear reaction. ACLU is still going over the policy. A school in CT from which we pulled this policy was challenged legally, and the flags had to be put back up. Believes that the people who worked on this policy were either a parent or a former parent. Students were not listed as stakeholders. (That was stated but did not get into the minutes.) He requested that students be added to the minutes as stakeholders

Rebecca Nelson-Avery: Disappointed that this issue was not put on the agenda or notified to the families or survey. Felt that it should have been notified due to the significance of what was going to be talked about. Some students in this community who are LGBTQ have been assaulted or harassed, but never in the reverse. Some of our service providers have said that if this passes they will not provide services at Strong Foundations.

Julia Williams: Speaking on behalf of Mr. McDonough. Shocked that it has been an issue. He has never brought up this issue up in class. He is a favorite teacher and doesn’t want him to go.

Amanda Varney: Saw him explain to the students that the Pride flags might not be up anymore. Her children wanted her to come to support Mr. McDonough. Has not had any conversations about it with the students. Feels this policy is not necessary. Feels it should include all of us. Does not support removing flags.

Jodi Vanderzanden: Was surprised that the flags were up. Pride flags don’t distract from learning. They help students feel supported.

Audrey Varney: Is gay and nonbinary. Sister saying how much she loves Mr. McDonough. Not enough people who support people who are gay or nonbinary. Feels he is not promoting a lifestyle; he is just trying to help people feel safe. She related her own personal story. Feels the flags should stay in the class so that students feel they can express their emotions.

Kacie Segelstrom: Read message from student who was in opposition. Question: seasonally and culturally appropriate. Would we start allowing Halloween? We saying Christmas is okay. Will we pick and choose? We participate in the Christmas parade. Feels we need to look at policies over all 50 states. Need data from broader viewpoints. (Porro: Reviewed flag policies in general, whether for or against.) Did anyone do any research about the benefits of LGBTQ flags? (Condodemetraky: no) Got nothing done today due to staff who were upset about this. Feeling as though they couldn’t stay here if the policy passed. Parents talking about pulling kids if this passes. Has held the hand last year of a student who wanted to die. This year the first year of school, that student came to her and said they are safe.

Megan Gagnon: Aunt to Varney children. Also a member of the LGBTQ+ community. One of her nieces has said they could not be comfortable and that it was not okay to be gay, etc. because someone in the school would judge them. She has heard it from multiple students. Wondered what was happening in this school that they don’t feel it’s okay. Think about the repercussions of taking down the flags? The students will wonder why those flags had to come down, and who would explain it to them?

Jade Williams: Her daughter comes home every day talking about Mr. McDonough, has been here three years. Feels like kids and staff are bullied. Thinks there is an issue about the administration here that needs to be looked at.

Lily Varney: In 5th grade she had a friend who called her who said she wanted to kill herself because she did not have anyone she could tell. Knows another student who was pushed against the wall. Was told that the friend was provoking this bully.

K. Martin: Mother to two students who have been at SFCS. Has two moms and came home saying that she did not feel comfortable saying that she liked a girl at this school. Discussed the mission and what she found regarding what a classical education is. If take down the flags, what are we saying to the students? 

Melanie Martin: Had strong emotions going into Mr. McDonough’s classroom and felt accepted. She reviewed many different types of flags for gender preferences, disabilities, and with other messages.

Jenn Souza: Has felt welcomed in this school. Was upset about the school board meeting and did not know we were talking about a flag that she didn’t know was hung upstairs. Said that if this policy goes into effect, would not be here next year.

Julienne Chea: Student in Mr. McDonough’s class. Doesn’t feel threatened by the flags. Knows students who have self-harmed who now feel safe. Knows at least 12 students who would leave the school.

Lizzie Sargent (ready by Rebecca Avery): Leave flags up because they support the LGBTQ community. With the flags up, people will feel more comfortable, confident, and brave in themselves. 

Natalie Varney: Been in school since 1st grade. Sees Mr. McDonough as the best LA teacher she has ever had. Said on the first day of school after he had just introduced himself and the fire alarm went off that he was the best LA teacher she has ever had. If you don’t like it, don’t look.

Safiya Wazir: Asked for a delay until Jan. 21st, 2025 to give time for people to respond and for us to do a strategic deep dive.

Sisti: It was an impressive showing and we need the input. Did not think we would have to make a vote. The reason why he is interested in this school because one of his children became successful and wouldn’t have without the education he received. Has been affiliated with the ACLU since 1976. This is not a “fire Mr. McDonough meeting.” This is a great turnout, and we need input, and invites people to come. Shouldn’t be making decisions in a vacuum. Not trying to hide from you. 

Wazir: If the Board doesn’t hear from you, we make the decisions without the input.

Condodemetraky: Perhaps the school needs some sort of club. Some of what she heard tonight was news to her. 

Rys: Wants to thank everyone who has spoken this evening and you have been heard. Recognizes that this is a chaotic time, and she recognizes it.

Tish Murphy: As passionate as people seem to be about this matter, is January too long for resolution. 

Condodemetraky: Need time to do more research.

Sisti: A similar issue is actively being litigated by a friend of his. We’re not anxious to make a decision. It’s not an emergency. 

Dani Vanderzanden: What is the procedural position of this policy? Is it a pending issue that needs resolution? 

Wazir: Appreciates the feedback and need time to consider.

Sisti: Need time to make a proper decision.  

Martin: Wants clarity that the flags are staying up.

Boston: Suggest that the policy be moved to the end of the school year so that there is time.

McDonough: Is there any way to put together an advisory committee to the Board for a policy

Condodemetraky: If feel need to present something to us, come to the board meetings. 

· New business: Discuss Flag Policy. Vote can be made today or the Board can delay to consider feedback. Board will not vote on the policy until the January board meeting.
· Meeting adjourned at 7:37 p.m. after stating the date of the next meeting.
· Date of next meetings: Future meetings at 5:30 at 715 Riverwood Drive, Pembroke, NH in person: November 20, 2024, December18, 2024, January 15, 2025, February 19, 2025, March 19, 2025 
***
	Trustee
	Term

	Dina Condodemetraky (Chair)
	3 Year Term – Sep 2022 to Aug 2025

	Art Meconi
	3 Year Term – Sep 2023 to Aug 2026

	Bri Rys (Treasurer)
	3 Year Term –   Sep 2022 to Aug 2025

	Eric Raymond 
	3 year term - Sep 2022 to Aug 2025

	Mark Sisti
	3 year term – Sep 2024 to Aug 2027 (2nd term)

	Safiya Wazir
	3 year term - Sep 2023 to Aug 2026

	Nicole Porro
	1 Year Term – Sep 2024 to Aug 2025 (2nd  Parent term)

	Michael Palelli
	1 Year Term – Sep 2024 to Aug 2025 (2nd  Parent term)

	Vacant  
	1 Year Term – Sep 2024 to Aug 2025 (1st  Parent term)
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