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 Human Rights Commission Meeting Minutes

September 18, 2019 Meeting
APPROVED in HRC Meeting on 10/23/19
Present: Ali Adan, Sanjay Chhablani, Crystal Doody, Bruce Carter, Shiu KI Chin, Bob Gardino, Chol Majok, Suzette Melendez, Francis Parks, Dave Pasinski, Leo Sanchez, Rosalie Young, John Rushing, Jeff Tamburo, Daniel Fellman

Excused: Mary Alice Smothers, Shelley Skellington, Tricia Wittkowski

Absent: Steve Butler, Khadijo Abdulkadir
Community Members Present: Mikael Anderson, Monu Chetri, Eva (Student), Cynthia Pease, Mariah (a Pre-K Teacher), Sign Language Interpreters Jess and Micki
County Staff Present: Barrie Gewanter (Human Rights Dept.)

Guest Speakers: Syracuse City School District Supervisor Jaime Alicea with Patricia Clark (SCSD)

1. Meeting was called to order at 5:35 PM.
2. New Commissioner Ali Adan was introduced to the Board.
3. Rabbi Fellman presented a plaque to Leo Sanchez in acknowledgment of his service as the 1st Chair of the reconstituted Human Rights Commission.  

4. Discussion with Syracuse City School District Superintendent Jaime Alicea. He responded to six  questions provided in advance by the Board.
Supt. Alicea stated that he has spent his entire professional career in SCSD, which has 21,203 students and 14,000 families.  73% of the department are from racial or ethnic minority groups.  18% of the students receive special education services.  For 17% of the students, English is a 2nd Language.  SCSD students speak 84 different languages.  He acknowledged that language can be a barrier in communication with students and parents, but that the district is trying to make parents feel welcome.  5 bi-lingual people were hired as Parent Assistants.  Together they speak 15 languages. The district has access to an online service with interpreters in 270 languages.  They contract with Interfaith Works for translations in 50 languages.  He stated that the district sometimes uses students to translate, but not for their own parents.  There are 82 ENL teachers, all of whom are trained to use interpretation services in parent-teacher conferences.  These services are also used in Parent University, and a translator is provided at events.  Bob Gardino asked if there were Adult Education Programs in other languages.  Supt. Alicea said that there were at St. Lucy’s Church and the West Side Learning Center, as well as a daytime ENL program at the Johnson Center.  Barrie asked if non-
ENL teachers were trained in how to use language services.  Supt. Alicea said that school administrators know about these services.  Ali Adan asked how parents would know that these services were available.  Supt. Alicea said that this information is in the newsletter, in Parent University, and on the website.  Ali asked about parents who do not understand English or know how to use the internet.  Supt. Alicea acknowledged that the district has to “do more,” and will address this. Rosalie asked if there is a way to tell parents when their child is doing well, rather than only when there is a problem.  Chol Majok suggested that the district’s annual foundation dinner is another way to celebrate success.  Supt. Alicea said that the foundation has 3 events a year.  He agreed that more needs to be done to highlight the positive things about the district, such as the 27 different pathways to high school graduation.  Supt. Alicea stated that the district looks carefully at every single DASA incident.  The Dignity for All Students Act (known as DASA) was implemented in 2012 and the law was amended in 2013.  SCSD has 2 Dignity Act Coordinators in each building, and the complaint form is available on the website.  Ms. Clark says the district continues to work on this issue, and that there are too many reports of bullying and harassment.  All staff are trained.  There has been a collaborative effort in regards to DASA and helpful suggestions to improve related processes.  In response to a question from Ali Adan Supt. Alicea confirmed that there is information about DASA and bullying on the district website.  Bob Gardino asked how a parent advisory group helps with DASA.  Supt. Alicea says the group meets each October and there is also a Superintendant’s Student Advisory Board.  He also responded positively to a question about HRC speakers in the schools, and suggested that Board members contact social studies coordinator Nick Stamolocatus about beginning at the Middle Schools.  HRC fliers and factsheets could also be sent to Nick or Patty Clark for placement in guidance offices.  Suzette mentioned a program in which law students could interact with middle school students.  Ms. Clark said that they are training sentries and staff in Therapeutic Crisis Intervention (TCIS), which is based on building relationships with students.  They aim to train all staff.  They are also working with School Resource Officers to build more bridges.  She has received some positive feedback from the work with sentries, including improved perception of them among parents.  In response to a question about student discipline, she said that she expects to see positive results in the data on student discipline, and that there is improvement but that there is more work to do.  She stated that the district had an agreement with the Attorney General to train SRO’s before they work with students and that the district pays for this.  One SRO was removed.  Ali asked about the objectives for renaming schools. Supt. Alicea said that NY State said that quite a few schools were underperforming on standard English and Math testing.  The district reduced the number of such schools from 18 to 4.  The state told the district to redo the 4 schools, including changing 50% of the staff.   Dr. King will be a STEAM school, Blodgett will be a STEM school aligned with LeMoyne College.  Fowler became the Public Service Leadership Academy (PSLA), and an Expeditionary Learning program was instituted at Brighton.  In each the district.  The stated reviewed and approved the programs.  There is a independent monitor for each school.  Dave Pasinski asked how the County can support SCSD.  Supt. Alicea praised the County Executive’s proposal to support 
a new county wide STEAM School at Central High School.  The County has family and support
programs in schools, and mental health clinics in each school as well.  He mentioned that there is a student attendance problem starting in Kindergarten.  Suzette Melendez asked how the district has addressed disparities in discipline of student of color, especially students with disabilities.  Supt. Alicea pointed to the work with the sentries, and said that he reviews each case before a Supt. hearing is schedule and checks to ensure that an investigation was done.  This reduced the number of hearings, but they continue to work on this issue.  Rabbi Fellman asked what the HRC can do for the district.  Supt. Alicea asked HRC members to share good news about the district.   Jeff Tamburo stated that he has 3 kids in the district and sees a lot of good things happen. 
5. Rabbi Fellman requested that all commissioners bring their calendars to the next meeting as the HRC will be setting meetings for the first several months of next year.
6. Barrie reported that there is a pending reorganization of offices in the County which may result in her office being moved into a new Department of Diversity & Inclusion.  Barrie will retain her title as Executive Director of Human Rights, but a new Department Head will be hired.  The functions of the Human Rights portion of the office should remain the same.  Barrie may be able to utilize the new Department’s  Administrative Assistant to some extent.  The creation of the new Department will  require approval of Legislature.  Additional details will be provided to the HRC as things solidify.
7. Visitors were invited to introduce themselves and offer comment.  
a. Monu Chetri is from Bhutan and immigrated from Nepal as a refugee.  She works for Aurora of CNY with Deaf refugees.  She described concerns of the Deaf refugee community, and challenges they face interacting with the school district.  She reported that issues arise in the availability of interpreting resources in the community and in the schools.  When schools send letters home in English the Deaf Refugees rely on her to translate.  She is the only NSL interpreter in the area. 
b. Eva reported on her mother’s experiences as an ENL teacher at Dr. King School. She said there are issues with the timeliness of testing of students with special needs in the City School District. 

c. Cynthia Pease said she was with Circare & Trababando Juntos.  She described difficult circumstances for non-English speakers in health care.  Transportation can be difficult because they cannot communicate with drivers.  They may then have problems negotiating office buildings.  They may also be referred to group counseling when there is a language barrier. 
8. Suzette announced that Journalist Jose Antonio Vargas will be speaking about the Human Rights of Immigrants on Nov. 1 at SU’s Hendricks Chapel at 4pm

9. A motion was made and seconded to adjourn. Meeting adjourned at 6:37 PM.  Commission Committee meetings followed.

Respectfully submitted,  
D. Bruce Carter -Commission Secretary 





(with Barrie Gewanter, Director)
