Minutes 

Vienna-Madison Community Coalition (VMCC) and JMHS PTSA                                                         Open Meeting with FCPS Officials                                                                                                    to Discuss Concerns about Marijuana, Alcohol and Other Drug Use                                          by Students in the Vienna-Madison School Community

Monday, October 18, 2010

JMHS Warhawk Hall

WELCOME AND INTRODUCTION: Sara Freund, president of the VMCC, welcomed the nearly 200 in attendance, thanking them for coming to this meeting. She noted that while many are aware of the school PTSA, others might not be familiar with the Vienna-Madison Community Coalition (VMCC). The coalition is a school-community partnership of parents, school staff, local police, community groups, youth, elected officials, and others to promote a drug-, alcohol- and violence-free environment for youth in the Vienna-Madison community.  The community includes Madison HS, Cedar Lane HS, Thoreau MS, and 6 elementary schools.  VMCC was established in 1995 and became a 501 (c) (3) nonprofit organization in 2006. 

Over the years, the VMCC has been involved in a number of programs, including numerous parent awareness and education programs, the Parent Pledge, and Project Sticker Shock. VMCC also has supported the All Night Graduation Celebration, Senior Ethics Day, and worked with the Fairfax Countywide Initiative to Reduce Underage Drinking (CIRUD) to distribute Parents Who Host, Lose the Most fact cards on Virginia underage drinking laws to adults. 

She encouraged parents and others in attendance to join the VMCC, and noted that sign-up sheets were located on the back tables.  

Meeting Goal

Ms. Freund stated that the goal of the meeting was to bring together school administrators, parents, and community members to discuss concerns about marijuana, alcohol and other drug use on the Madison campus and to better understand what Madison is already doing in its efforts to keep the school drug-free. She referred to results of the  2008 Fairfax County Youth Survey, stating that “we know that use is high among Madison students.  But we also know that this is not just a school problem, as the vast majority of use does not happen on the school campus. This problem is one that parents, community leaders, the school and our youth must address together.”


Ms. Freund thanked Michele Sanford and the PTSA for their co-sponsorship of this meeting on their normal PTSA meeting night.  She also thanked Principal Mark Merrell for his support.  She thanked the parents who attended the VMCC September meeting to express their concerns about marijuana and other drug use at Madison and in the community and who asked for this opportunity to discuss their concerns with school officials 

Ms. Freund asked Mark Merrell to introduce himself and his staff. He did this and also introduced the FCPS administrative staff present. Officials present to answer questions were: 

· Dr. Phyllis Pajardo, FCPS Assistant Superintendent, Cluster II

· Tim Arrington, FCPS Cluster II Director

· Clarence Jones, FCPS Coordinator, Student Safety and Wellness (the SRR expert)

· Bill Curran, FCPS Student Activities and Athletic Programs (the Extracurricular Participation Policy Expert)

· Mark Merrell, JMHS Principal

· Bob Gambarelli, JMHS Director of Student Services

· John Lingenfelter, JMHS Director of Student Activities 
· Security staff from Madison H.S.
· Carl Jenkins, Student Resource Officer (SRO), Fairfax County Police Dept. 

· Bill Fulton, Fairfax County Police Dept., SRO Supervisor in Western part of county

· Leslie Roberts, Student Assistance Specialist (assigned to JMHS), Fairfax County Alcohol and Drug Youth Services
Welcome Remarks by Dr. Phyllis Pajardo, Assistant Superintendent for Cluster II: Dr. Pajardo told parents that their “attendance here certainly shows a level of concern.” She explained her role as the liaison with parents, the school, school board, and the Board of Supervisors, and to share with board members and advocate for additional support, if needed. 

Meeting Facilitator Diane Eckert Remarks: Ms. Freund introduced our meeting facilitator, Diane Eckert, Acting Executive Director and Prevention Specialist with the Unified Prevention Coalition of Fairfax County Public Schools (UPC).  Diane is one of the founders of the VMCC and has four children who graduated from Madison.  She explained that at a recent VMCC meeting about 30 parents had shared concerns about marijuana smells in bathrooms and classrooms at Madison, drug deals occurring on campus, and some athletic teams being held to looser standards than other students with regard to possession of drugs and alcohol.  Parents noted that students not engaged in marijuana or other drug use felt unsupported due to lack of enforcement of school rules.  Parents enabling use of drugs and unsupervised parties on weekends were also mentioned.  
Ms. Eckert explained that she consulted with a mediation specialist to ensure that the meeting format would be conducted in a positive, respectful manner conducive to listening and enlisting ideas for change. Printed and displayed at the front of the room were meeting guidelines.

Meeting Guidelines: 

1. No names of Madison student or staff should be used.

2. No interruptions

3. Speak and listen respectfully.

4. Be cognizant of your timeframe allotted to speak.

5. No hearsay or third party stories.

6. Remember we are setting an example for Madison students in handling differences in a constructive positive way. 

Format of Meeting:  Ms. Eckert explained that parents were asked to email to Sara Freund in advance of the meeting questions that they wanted asked at the meeting.  Working together on Saturday, October 16, she and Ms. Freund compiled 19 questions by combining questions that were similar, discarding ones totally off-target or disrespectful, and making sure that a range of  topics were covered. Michele Sanford was invited but unable to participate.   Ms. Eckert indicated that tonight some questions will be asked by parents. Others would be asked by her and by VMCC Vice President Maria Alvarez-Lundie on behalf of parents uncomfortable speaking, given the sensitivity of the subject. 

Diane indicated that JMHS Principal Mark Merrell had asked for 5-10 minutes upfront to discuss what the school is doing to provide a safe environment for students.
Opening Remarks by Mark Merrell, JMHS Principal: Mr. Merrell said that school officials are aware that the most important issue in schools today is the security of students. Students who do not feel secure do not learn. He indicated that he invited his entire administrative staff to the meeting so that they could hear parents’ questions. He also pointed out the following:

· The Madison security staff includes three retired law-enforcement officers and one former CIA employee. Combined, they have 75 years of law enforcement.  They also serve as club sponsors and coaches.   

· The back gate is locked during the school day to keep students on campus. 

· During warmer weather, a school official is posted at the top of James Madison Drive. 

· According to Madison’s policy established three years ago, if a student leaves the school during the day without permission and returns and is caught, then that student and other students in the car lose their parking passes. (Students who are too young to drive will be affected later.)  The result is a 50% reduction in students leaving school grounds.  

· Mosby’s Landing opposes a gate on James Madison Drive.  There has been discussion of putting a gate close to the school.  

· JMHS installed exterior cameras at the rear of the school to monitor the parking lot near the stadium 3 years ago. The tapes store 3 days of information.  The school has received bids to install cameras to cover the parking lot over to the softball field and, perhaps, later to the front of the school.  FCPS regulations do not allow installation of cameras inside the school, although there is a provision that cameras can be used for 10-15 days to address a specific issue, such as theft.  

· In the mornings, the back gate is locked and all exterior doors are locked, except 1, 2, and 3.  The security staff patrols throughout the day, including bathrooms.  Locker rooms are locked.  No book bags are permitted in locker rooms.  No students are allowed in locker rooms during the school day.
· The Student Rights and Responsibility (SR&R) Handbook, pages 18-21, addresses drug and alcohol policy.  For example, a student under the influence faces a 5-day suspension for the first offense.  Some of the SR&R provisions are mandatory for the principal, and others allow discretion (“shall” versus “may”).
· If a student is caught with an illegal substance, the school must notify Fairfax County Police Department Officer Carl Jenkins, Madison’s School Resource Officer (SRO).
· On page 11 of the SR&R Handbook, it says that there will only be a search of a student if the Administration has “reasonable suspicion” -- not “probable cause.” In 9 out of 10 cases, the information that leads to a student search comes from students turning in other students – and not from faculty members. If a student leaves campus without permission and then returns, that student is subject to search of his or her car, locker, book bag, etc.  
· JMHS administrators have considered bringing in drug dogs to sweep JMHS.  The cost is $3,000. 
· The security staff members have staggered schedules, so that there is at least one of them on duty from 6:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m.  The building is open from 4:30 p.m. to 10 p.m. in an unsupervised mode. From 2:45 p.m. – 4:30 p.m., one security officer monitors school property. 
· The FCPS’s Extracurricular Participation Policy signed by a student covers the season in which he is on a sports team or involved in a co-curricular group.  Madison’s enforcement of this policy is “more draconian” than other county schools, Mr. Merrell noted.  

· Protocol for Investigations: Typically if a teacher detects a student smelling of marijuana or alcohol, the teacher reports it to an assistant principal or security staff member.   A security officer then brings the student to the office for questioning and conducts an investigation.  Witness statements are gathered.  There is a presumption of innocence of the accused student; the burden is on the school officials to prove the accusation.  Ninety percent of students who are questioned admit wrongdoing.  

· The Northern Region Council has requirements for administrative attendance at events. An administrator must attend all football games, all home basketball games and boy’s away basketball games, and all home soccer and lacrosse games.  All other events can have a Game Manager (student services person or teacher).  Game Managers who are not Administrative staff have protocol reviewed with them in advance.  When a Game Manager feels he or she cannot handle a situation, he or she calls the Fairfax County Police Department.

· A check of the incidence-frequency reports of alcohol/drugs for Madison shows that it is essentially the same as for nearby high schools. 
· Mr. Merrell indicated he and his Administrative staff would meet in the next 48 hours to review parent comments and notes from this meeting.

Remarks by Leslie Roberts, Fairfax County substance-abuse program specialist (Fairfax-Falls Church Community Services Board-Alcohol and Drug Services):  Leslie Roberts, a Madison alum, is a resource for administrative staff and families regarding drug/alcohol issues. She is available to meet with students and families on a confidential basis.  She is at Madison on alternating Wednesdays and available for phone conversations Monday-Friday.  She also mentioned K2 Spice, a synthetic marijuana currently sold legally. Efforts are underway in the state to make its use illegal. 
Question-And-Answer Session: In keeping with the rules of the meeting, names of parent and student speakers are not included. Noting that some of the pre-selected questions were answered during the principal’s introductory remarks, Diane Eckert called on the parent with Question 10 to open the session.

Parent Question:  What are students told about their responsibility to report drug use? 

Merrell:  The school tries to emphasize a student’s responsibility to report drugs and alcohol. The SR&R is reviewed with students during the year. 

Parent Question:  What procedures are there to ensure that students who report drug use are not bullied/harassed by the students involved? 

Merrell:  The Administration will do its best to protect the identity of the reporting student, but there is no way to prevent the accused students from figuring out the source.

Parent Question:  What happens to the investigation if the accusing student becomes concerned that his or her identity will come to light and tries to recant the report?

Merrell:  The Administration will still investigate.

Parent Question:  We hear complaints from our students that some classrooms, many bathrooms, and the locker rooms from time to time smell like marijuana. Does a student have privacy rights precluding staff from monitoring bathrooms? How are bathrooms checked?

Merrell:  Bathrooms are checked twice a block, but it could be as many as 3 or 4 times a block. Mr. Merrell has never smelled marijuana in locker rooms.  He has smelled it in bathrooms.  He is aware of a half-dozen times in his tenure as principal when of students were caught smoking marijuana in bathrooms and once in an outdoor port-a-toilet.  Locker rooms are locked during the day. When students are in locker rooms, teachers are in the doorways to the locker rooms.  Adults are not in the locker room when students are changing. He said he has caught students smoking tobacco in the locker rooms. The Administration procedure is to lock the bathroom that has become an issue and those around it to push the incidents to a bathroom where students can get caught.  Inspections include walking into bathrooms and looking around.  Merrell noted that teachers are asked to stand in their doorways between classes. 

Parent Question:  Her two sons spent 8 years at Madison and never saw a security guard in a bathroom for inspection.  Her daughter will not use the bathrooms at Madison. 

Merrell: Each bathroom is checked at least 8 times a day.

Parent Follow-up: Marshall High School emphasizes visibility, having staff in the hallways, and escorting students who must leave school during the day.  Perhaps Madison could find best practices from other schools. (Suggestion added to List of Next Steps.)

Senior SGA Student:  I have never once felt threatened or that bathrooms are unsafe or that I cannot go into the bathrooms due to lack of security.  

Another Student: When I have been in a bathroom, I have seen a security guard check the room and then leave.

Parent Question:  Students know which bathrooms wreak because of smokers. What about smoke detectors and/or locked windows?  

Merrell:  We did put in smoke detectors, and students rip them out. There is a $7,000 device that could be installed with invisible detectors for bathrooms. When triggered by smoke, the detectors page a device in the possession of an Administration official.  Locking windows is not permitted.
Follow-up Question: How about locking bathrooms?

Merrell: Nine years ago, Madison reduced to two the number of unlocked bathrooms one male and one female.  The students went crazy due to inconvenience and time limits between classes.  

Facilitator Eckert Reads Question from Parent:  What does Madison do to train current and new staff concerning how to achieve a drug-free zone, and how is the training documented?

Merrell:  Current staff members receive training on any changes to the SR&R.  New teachers receive training on protocols for reporting incidents to the Administration.   Game Managers receive training as to what to do if an Administrative Staff member is not at an event and if there is reasonable suspicion. Mr. Merrell said that he handles things differently in an actual game situation, given his experience. If there is an Administrative Staff person, he is to go to the person suspected of possessing the drug. If one is not present, a team manager is to take the accused student to an office to be interviewed.  If the situation is one that the person can’t handle, they are to call the Fairfax Police non-emergency line.  Twice a year, staff and students receive training on the most frequently raised scenarios from the SR&R.  
Parent Question:  A parent noted that at a volleyball game, she had witnessed a transfer of a clear plastic bag with what appeared to be marijuana from one student to another student and she reported the incident to Madison staff.  She indicated that no action was taken about her concern including a subsequent meeting with the principal. She then referenced the scenario raised earlier about student smoking in a parking lot and Mr. Merrell’s statement that school staff must proceed to investigate, even if a squeamish reporting-student wants to recant.  By extension, she asked why the Madison Administrative staff was not obligated to investigate the volleyball incident when a parent was the reporter.  Also, questioner noted that she had been to several volleyball games and had never seen a Game Manager.  

Merrell: Mr. Merrell read a statement related to the incident.  It was prepared by a Madison employee (who is no longer at Madison) who was present at the stated event. He indicated that the parent pointed out a student who the parent believed possessed a baggie that may contain drugs.  The statement noted that the employee observed three students eating trail mix from a baggie. Mr. Merrell stated several times: “If we made a mistake, we made a mistake.  I would have handled it differently if I had been there.”  

Parent Follow-up Question:  Why was the parent report of marijuana not sufficient to trigger the investigation?  

Merrell:  He explained what should have happened at the volleyball game.  Later, based on what the parent told him and what he learned from his staff, he determined that he did not have sufficient information to follow up on the parent’s drug report.  Mr. Merrell went on to state that there must be a Game Manager at all volleyball games.  All Game Managers have been trained on what to do with a drug report.  There are not enough Administrative staff members to cover every event.  Administrative staff members do cover random events, in addition to those that they must cover.  The cost to provide police coverage at an event is $70/hour, minimum of 3 hours. 

FCPS’s Bill Curran: Each high school receives $5,100 annually to have police present at major home school sports events.  Additional coverage comes from the school’s budget.  Per Memorandum of Agreement between the County and the police, officers may not provide this service for free.

Parent:  If there are resources that parents can offer, the school should ask the parents for 
them.  For example, parents can help monitor school events. (Added to Next Steps list)

(It should be noted that at this point, the parent wanted to continue asking questions about her incident and the statement from the former employee. The facilitator decided that the forum needed to continue with other questions and not stay on this one topic. Many parents expressed dissatisfaction at this point.) 
New Madison Parent (with Freshman Son) Question:  Since her son started at Madison as a freshman this year, he has developed an awareness of drugs and an extensive drug vocabulary.  The mother felt that “it’s pretty scary.”  She stated that her son knew drug smells and costs and availability which she learned from him when they attended an outdoor concert together.  His reply to her concern, “Come on Mom, I’m at Madison High School.”

Facilitator Eckert:  Our students in Fairfax County are very sophisticated, drug-wise.

FCPS’s Clarence Jones:  Our students are in the cyber world, and information goes around much faster. Kids have cell phones. They are networked in many ways, starting as early as 5th or 6th grades.  Parents are like the tortoise; kids are like the hare.

Same Parent: She knows that kids network.  How has her kid learned about different types of marijuana he smelled at the concert?

Clarence Jones:  The school system has not done a drug presentation at Madison in several years.  We can bring a drug program here so that parents are updated and informed. (Added to Next Steps list.)
Parent Question:  Referring back to the volleyball incident – it shows that JMHS students have no fear that they will be kicked out of school.  Why not?

Another Parent:  The Madison kids feel untouchable, and it is dangerous to let teenagers feel untouchable.

Parent Comment:  I recommend that drug dogs be brought into Madison.
Junior Student: “I don’t think drug dogs are necessary.” JMHS is not a school in a bad neighborhood. If such measures are taken, students will feel as if the Administration is attacking them.

FCPD’s Bill Fulton stated that he does not see the value of drug dogs. Students that sell drugs do not keep them in school.  Dogs are a demonstration, but may not catch anyone.  It is better for parents to be talking with their kids. 

Parent Question:  Question on reasonable suspicion – If my child were to tell me that Student A is using drugs, who should he or she contact at the school? 

Merrell:  Call the security staff, and the security staff will investigate, starting with questioning the accused student concerning whether he or she was at the place that the accusing student identified as the scene of the drug use. The presumption of innocence rests with the accused student. This questioning can allow the accused student to figure out the identity of the accusing student.  Here is another example: When a student is accused of drinking, a staff member isolates the student in an office, brings in a second staff member to confirm the suspicion, and then brings in a police officer for confirmation.

Parent Question:  We should be proactive, not reactive.  Perhaps there should be meetings like this one quarterly. She noted that she has been a Madison parent for 9 years. Neither of her two children who graduated reported drug issues to her. They did tell her, however, you would not believe what goes on in the homes of students. It is important to respect the student voice and to have student’s involvement.

Senior Student:  She thanked the Administration and security team, stating that she felt “we are lucky,” though of course there is room for improvement.  She has never felt threatened or unsafe.  Friends at other schools tell her about issues at their schools, too.
Facilitator Eckert: We will involve students, the SADD Club,  and the SGA in follow up. (Added to Next Steps.)

Parent Comment:  I know drinking is happening at football games but many parents are not paying attention and looking for it.  Parents could help with parent monitoring. Better lights would help, too.

Parent Follow-up Question:  How do I identify and find a Game Manager?

Merrell:  Madison has purchased red jackets for outside events. At away events, they wear Madison attire.  At an away event, the Game Manager for Madison links up with his counterpart at the host school.  Perhaps we need to have special “Game Manager” attire and to notify parents about Game Managers and how to find them.  If parents do not see game managers, they could report this absence to the Administration. (Added to Next Steps.) 

Parent Question:  There is a concern about the reputation of some sports teams as drinkers, etc.  If this is the case, are students being kicked off teams for off-campus drinking?

Merrell:  The Extracurricular Participation Policy applies only to students while they are a member of a team during its season. It does not apply to a student who is drinking at a party during the off-season.  

Bill Curran:  The FCPS Extracurricular Participation Policy is the most far-reaching policy in Virginia and is one of 3 or 4 of the most restrictive in the country.  The in-season activity policy has a more relaxed burden of proof than the SR&R.  It is enough to be at a party where drugs or alcohol are used.  Every school has incidents. We do enforce it. 
Student:  When student drug use is off-campus, parents and the community know what’s happening.  They have to work together to make sure that parties don’t happen.

Parent Question: Not satisfied with the meeting and what he had heard, he asked if others would join him to form an organization separate from PTSA and VMCC to work on these issues. There was little positive parent response to this idea.

Parent Comment:  County statistics showing Madison seniors have high use (53 percent have used alcohol in last 30 days and 32 percent binge drink) indicates that there is a problem that parents are not dealing with.  Now that parent awareness is up, let’s do something about it.   

Parent (lived in the area since the 1960s and attended Langley HS)  Question:  Vienna is a small community engulfed in a large metropolitan area.   Mr. Merrell has a good reputation for academics.  We need a system to turn kids away from drugs so that we have a drug-free school. Other schools with problems have turned their schools around. If it’s a high-profile concern, then a school can change its reputation for drug use.

Merrell:  Well said.  We appreciate your comments. The Madison staff will be meeting on this as a top priority. 

Parent Comment:  Allow us to help. We are ready to volunteer. 
Parent Comment:  Perhaps there should be red Parent Manager shirts and 2-3 parents working per game.

Parent Statement:  This parent had a son who got caught up in drugs and alcohol and is no longer at Madison.  When she notified other parents that their children were involved, nine of the ten parents told her it was none of her business. “You parents have to be ready to step up. You have to be willing to do something,” she said. Parent volunteers wearing red shirts will not make friends doing this job; they have to be ready to face angry parents.

Parent Comment: Chances are children of parents attending this meeting are not the ones in trouble. Don’t forget tobacco, which is used to mask everything else and is a health issue even for nonsmokers.  Drugs and tobacco are at Madison.

Parent, new to Madison, Question:  Kids are not fearful. Why are they not afraid of consequences?

Student:  Accountability is a big deal. Parents instill it. These things happen in high schools.  Madison is no worse than anywhere else.  Kids will find a way to be involved with drugs and alcohol.  
Parent Response:  Students cannot put their heads in the sand.  Students must be advocates for not doing drugs.  Students cannot say that drugs or alcohol are only a parent or school problem.

VMCC Vice President Alvarez-Lundie asking Parent Question:  I have heard that Madison is in Fairfax County, not in the Town of Vienna, but just over the line so the Vienna Police cannot help. Yet it is obvious that the distribution and use overlaps into Vienna. What support has the Vienna Police given Madison in dealing with this problem?

Merrell:  Vienna Police share “zero” information with JMHS, despite repeated requests over the last 10 years to do so. Fairfax police share with JMHS such events as arrests.

Facilitator Eckert:  We will be able to discuss this issue with the Vienna Police who have been very cooperative over the years supporting the activities of the VMCC. 

VMCC President Sara Freund: There will be a report on the results of this meeting at the November 8 PTSA meeting.  We will post the minutes of this meeting on the VMCC website, and we are planning a follow-up meeting on November 17 to look at steps to address the situation.  VMCC wants new parents to join (refers to signup sheet), as several of its leaders are parents of post-Madison graduates.   

Facilitator Eckert:  We appreciate your comments. VMCC has hosted events at Madison, such on the dangers of drug and alcohol use by teens in  homes and by college students, parenting styles, drug paraphernalia, etc.  Ms. Eckert apologized to anyone that may have felt frustrated or offended during this program by her limiting specific questioning.  She reminded the audience that the final goal is to work to provide a safe, drug, and alcohol-free school and community for our students. 

VMCC President Sara Freund: (Q&A finished at 9:15 p.m.) Sara reminded everyone about the  prevention information at the back of the room, the opportunity to sign-up there to participate in ongoing VMCC work to address marijuana, alcohol and other drugs in our community, and about the November 17 follow-up meeting in Warhawk Hall.

NEXT STEPS LIST: (Compiled during meeting)

· Increase bathroom monitoring

· Expand police presence

· Parent Involvement – e.g. help with game monitoring

· Use drug dogs

· Consequences for student actions need to be enforced

· Train Game Managers

· Use best practices shared by other schools

· Hold more parent meetings

· Parent notification of monitoring in MadMemos

· Drug presentation for parents

· Youth involvement

· Sports, etc. – parent monitoring

· Purchase “Game Manager” t-shirts

· De-briefing of JMHS staff to occur in next 48 hours

· Work with the Vienna Police Dept.

Minutes prepared from meeting notes provided by Becky York and Jeff Stonerock
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