
BOE Forum Candidate Responses


QUESTIONS 

1. The MCPS has a substantial $2.7B budget. Assuming the MCPS budget will need to be 
slightly reduced for the 2020-21 school year, what programs and needs would you prioritize? 
What changes would you bring about in the budget allocation process?


2.  Do you think Islamophobia exists in our county, and specifically at MCPS? How do you plan 
to address this bias?   


3. What metrics would you use to measure the opportunity gap among 
students? What specific ideas or proposals do you have to close the opportunity gap? 


4. How will you solicit and incorporate community, student and parent views in your Board 
decisions?


5. The current pandemic has shown that digital learning is here to stay and the digital divide 
needs to close. What changes would you make for MCPS to better invest and utilize self-
learning in its curriculum?


6. Have you read the MCPS curriculum? If so, which elements do you agree with and which 
elements would you change?


7. What is your opinion of the current countywide boundary analysis?


DR. MITRA AHADPOUR 

1. As I look at the latest MCPS budget, I am struck by how much there is in the pie chart called 
“Other” expenditures.  I would be curious to know more about what items and services fit into 
this category, particularly as this year’s “Other” total reflects $117 million.  I see an opportunity 
for fiscally responsible spending by more effective management. We can maintain a balanced 
budget while supporting academic excellence and expanding resources for our students. The 
planning of education resources should be informed by research and evaluation results as well 
as strategic objectives to guide the planning process. There is need to use data and evaluation 
results in the budgeting process and to adopt efficient ways to support the achievement of 
equity objectives through school funding mechanisms. Examining how we can best maximize 
our tax dollars and use our existing school system effectively is important and must be done in 
an open and close partnership with our community members.


2. Sadly, I have heard of hate crimes towards Muslims, African Americans, Asian Americans 
and Jewish Americans. There should be zero tolerance for any such incidents. Fostering a 
climate of cultural sensitivity and tolerance and respect refers in part to the presence of 
diversity in our school populations.  Diversity often refers to raw demographics; inclusion refers 
to how well an organizational culture responds, adapts and continuously grows with those 
demographic differences present. If students feel they belong, are respected, have a safe 
school environment and that there are high expectations of them, studies show that they 
achieve more.  We need a much stronger level of administrative oversight of all of our schools. 



Ultimately, principals need to be held accountable for how well they lead their schools with 
foresight, creativity, enthusiasm, intellectual engagement, clarity, long-range goals, fairness, 
equity, compassion and commitment.  A few strategies with impact include increasing cultural 
competence among all staff, students and parents that includes awareness on unconscious 
bias; and recruiting and developing diverse and highly qualitied teachers, staff, principals and 
guidance counselors. We need a process to address incidences of racism, hate and bullying. 


3. Providing clear, open, transparent information about our students’ successes is critical.  We 
know from much research that standardized test scores do not adequately gauge a child’s 
success in later life.  In addition to the raw data generated to assess the success of the current 
equity accountability model, we also need to see metrics about the efficacy of our overall 
teaching system and school environment and climate to ensure that we have the best data-
driven decision-making information before us in order to close the opportunity gap and ensure 
what the federal government is legally obligated to provide for all students – an appropriate 
education. A few evidence-based practices to close the opportunity gap are:

• Early childhood expansion.

• Safe school climate that enables learning and well-being.

• Expansion of the ESOL programs.

• Our higher-need schools have lower average teacher compensation and a higher percent 

novice teachers than in lower- need school – we need to improve compensation across the 
board and ensure that experienced teachers and administrators are consistently placed 
throughout the county.


• Removing language or other cultural barriers to engage and involve our parents.

• Have a sound method for recruitment and retention of the best possible teachers and the 

highest quality administrators.

• Well-designed magnet, immersion, IB and career programs in every school.


4. I was recently at the Blair Cluster meeting - the parents and teachers told the Board of 
Education to come more often.  The last time the Board had gone to their community was four 
years ago.  Board meetings and public forums are also held during the daytime, not during a 
time when many working parents can attend meetings.  We need an overhaul about how we 
interact with one another.  We also need to be sure that BOE members visit each MCPS school 
during each school year.  Perhaps each member is assigned a suite of schools to visit, and 
they are apportioned out for oversight.  Complaints abound that board members are not 
present in schools throughout the year, and are out of touch with community needs until 
forums are held in the formalized, stilted way that the current process provides for.  We need 
far more open conversations with school communities, and far more responsiveness from 
MCPS as well.  We are hardly going to agree on all initiatives, all allocations of resources, all 
programs, and all methodologies.  But we certainly need to do much better simply responding 
to questions that community members ask of MCPS and BOE officials.  


5. The Coronavirus pandemic has resulted in learning loss, affected the emotional well-being of 
our children and economic burden on our families. The distance learning rolled out by MCPS 
was ineffective. Many students were without internet access, there was lack of instructions 
with many different online platforms used that confused and frustrated the students. We need 
to better prepare our teachers, have one platform and look at opportunities to lessen the loss 
of learning by starting school in the summer. It is critical that we have greater community 
participation as we strive to make changes within our school systems. We need community-
driven strategies and strong community-based partnerships.




6. There is room for improvement. One curriculum is the one used for the gifted and talented 
program. All students are capable. I challenge us to re-think the Gifted and Talented programs 
by having rigorous curriculum available to all students, which would reduce under-
representation of diverse learners. We need to implement evidence-based practices to prepare 
our children with the knowledge and skills to be successful in school and life. In today's 
workplace, the skills that are in high demand are problem solving; creativity; collaboration; 
emotional intelligence; cultural competence; science, technology, engineering, arts and math.  
We need a leader at the helm who believes strongly in these goals and pursues them 
vigorously.


7. Fostering inclusion, diversity, equity and civility benefits all students. We need multi-faceted 
policies developed in collaboration with students, parents, educators and community members 
to address these disparities.  Dividing communities, as the current boundary study roll-out has 
done, has resulted in many unintended consequences, including creating divisions among 
friends, mistrust, and much anxiety.  Simply collecting and using raw numbers to examine 
boundary lines does not begin to give us a complete picture of the realities of our community 
and neighborhood schools. There are many evidence-based approaches that will close the 
opportunity gap. We know that providing safe and stable school environments, addressing the 
unmet mental health needs and substance use in our children, promoting and assisting parent 
engagement, and supporting our teachers and staff are just a few strategies that will improve 
educational attainment for all students.  We can do better than we are now. There are many 
creative approaches we can take.  Having a “whole student” approach with students at the 
center of all of our decisions is key.  We obviously need to understand where our facilities are 
overused and underused and offer families a wider variety of options in trying to balance our 
facility use.  But imposing boundary changes on unwilling communities is not the answer.


PAUL GELLER 

1. Academics is key.  Our top priority must be making sure all 166,300 of our students are 
receiving the best education possible.  Each one of them must be college or career ready by 
graduation, and all our efforts should be focused on this goal.  Did you know that 67.4% of 
Montgomery College students require a remedial reading, writing, or math class?  Most of 
these students are MCPS graduates.  We have to focus on the basics.  We need early 
childhood education programs (nursery school, preschool) for our kids ages 2-5.  This is one of 
the best ways to attack the opportunity gap when it starts.  We also must focus on basic 
reading and writing skills at every level, in every grade.  And, just as importantly, focus on the 
importance of lifetime math skills such as household budgeting, basic business accounting, 
and the importance of saving and investing.


2. Sadly, Islamophobia exists in our county and MCPS.  As a past MCCPTA President, and 
long time advocate for MCPS, I have travelled across Montgomery County talking to everyone 
interested in our schools.  People share the problems they believe MCPS is facing, and who 
they blame.  You name the group, and I have heard them blamed for something.  This is 
outrageous.  MCPS and the BOE must educate the community.  We are all human beings and 
want our children to do well.  And we are in a wonderfully diverse community that provides us 
with many opportunities to get to know and learn from one another.


I am championing an effort I call My Story on MCPS-TV.  This series of programs will feature 
students and MCPS employees sharing their experiences of discrimination and bias with 



viewers.  Hearing these stories will help people realize their biases gravely affect others, and 
encourage them to improve.


3. Unfortunately, no one in the country has been able to figure out a systematic way to 
eliminate the opportunity gap on a large scale.  That said, I am a strong supporter and proud 
member of the Black and Brown Coalition for Educational Equity and Excellence.  The 
concepts put forth by the Coalition are achievable by MCPS, and have received the critical 
support of many education leaders.  There are three main requests: 1) making sure more 
experienced teachers work with students who are most affected by the opportunity gap; 2) 
placing experienced Principals in elementary and middle schools in more financially challenged 
neighborhoods; and 3) greater access to the most rigorous curriculum for students most 
affected by the opportunity gap.  And I will add two items: 1) the need for high quality 
educational opportunities for kids ages 2-5; and 2) the need for strong extracurricular activities 
and wraparound services.


4. Since 2012, I have been a full-time volunteer and advocate for MCPS.  I make a point of 
constantly traveling throughout the community, meeting people where they are, and listening. 
 When teachers shared the need for students to have upgraded technology, I researched the 
issue thoroughly and responded.  My efforts led to getting Promethean boards in every 
elementary school that lacked one, WiFi in all our schools, and putting Chromebooks in the 
hands of all our kids.  When class sizes were getting unmanageable and more teachers were 
needed, I listened and fought for four months to get the Education First Budget of 2016 
passed.  Combined with my other efforts, this has netted MCPS an additional $462,000,000 in 
their Operating Budget, funding used to hire more than 600 additional teachers, provide 
pathways for SEIU Local 500 employees to become teachers, and fund many new initiatives 
proposed by our Superintendent, Dr. Jack Smith.


5. Right now, MCPS has a tremendous asset it can learn from in order to more effectively roll 
out online learning: Interim Instructional Services (IIS).  This online learning program is available 
to students who cannot attend classes in person due to physical and/or emotional conditions. 
 Aside from offering an entire curriculum for certain subjects online, the teachers in this 
program have a tremendous ability to reach out to students who may have become 
discouraged or disengaged from learning, and get them back on board.  We need to replicate 
this program districtwide.  As of two weeks ago, we have several thousand students who have 
not logged on to get their school assignments.  The pros at IIS can help with ideas about how 
to get these kids re-engaged.  MCPS should tap their expertise.  We also need to make it 
easier for students to access Chromebooks and WiFi from their homes.


6. I receive many comments about the MCPS curriculum.  Some teachers love it, others do 
not.  Parents have questions about it.  Having read through it, there is much room for 
improvement.  We need to focus on the basics, not eduspeak – the MCPS high level 
vocabulary of concepts and strategies that, while sounding impressive and doctoral, confuses 
many and does not tackle the main issue: too many of our kids leave MCPS with serious 
reading, writing and math deficiencies.  So, how can we do better?  First, we should invite our 
best teachers to help design the new curriculum over the summer, and get paid for doing so. 
 They know what works best.  Second, we must stop the needless standardized testing we 
subject our students to. Two standardized tests a year should suffice.  And third, all students 
should be encouraged to take the most rigorous coursework possible.


7. MCPS could have done a significantly better job of communicating the purpose of the 
boundary analysis from the beginning.  Since 2016, I have proposed having a community 
meeting where school construction issues (Capital Improvements Program) are frankly 



discussed.  There are three ways to handle both the school overcrowding issue and the 
seemingly endless backlog of construction projects.  First, it would cost $6,000,000,000 to 
build our way out of this.  If every person in the county is willing to write a check for $6,000, a 
total impossibility, the problem would be solved.  Second, we could change school boundaries. 
 However, many families move to a specific neighborhood so their kids can attend a particular 
school.  Or third, we can figure out a better way to accomplish our goals through low cost, high 
quality renovations of existing buildings, and giving students the option of attending less 
crowded schools nearby without changing boundaries.


STEVE SOLOMON 

1. There are many ways to save money.  We need to look at the specifics of the budget and 
see what can be cut without a severe impact on education.   Unfortunately, the state money 
that would be coming in from the Kirwan plan is on hold.  MCPS spends tens of millions of 
dollars on administrative costs as well (30% higher this year than last year)  That needs to be 
reduced.  We also need to generate revenue.  MCPS owns a tremendous amount of land where 
the 208 schools are, and we make very little money from it.   We can use the schools for all 
sorts of community events to generate revenue.


2. Yes, it exists here just like it does in many areas around the country.   We need to abide by 
the student code of conduct.  Many other behavioral incidents recently in Montgomery County 
have had a slow response from the school and the administration.  Students and parents 
should know that Islamophobia will not be tolerated by MCPS, and punishment will be doled 
out if needed.   Also, are there any programs or groups that encourage more Muslims to 
become MCPS teachers?  This might be a program worth looking at.


3. The approach to addressing the opportunity gap needs to be multi level.  First we need all 
schools to be places where students have the chance to succeed.  This comes from a variety 
of programs being offered.  Also, schools that are dilapidated or need basic repairs go hand in 
hand with the level of student performance.  Finally, we need to retain the best teachers in 
MCPS.   Nearly half of teachers in MCPS leave by the end of their 3rd year.


4. The board has two meetings a month to receive public commentary.  They also have public 
forums at different clusters, but since there are over 200 schools, it's hard to go see everyone 
in person.   All Board of Education members should be accessible to the public.  If elected, I'll 
be available by phone or email anytime.  Also, we need to vary the public meeting times.  
Daytime meetings are difficult for most working parents to attend.


5. I believe that MCPS has done a good job transitioning to digital learning.  We are far ahead 
of many other counties.  The amount of Chromebooks and internet access that students now 
have that didn't have it before has been tremendous.  But this is also a time that parents need 
more involvement.  Students have to be more focused and will be doing more work at home 
with distance learning.   The curriculum is one that can now be adjusted if distance learning 
continues.  This pandemic happened mid semester with no prep time for MCPS.


6. I have not read the entire MCPS curriculum but I am familiar with it.   We do a good job of 
offering many choices to students at all levels of education.  We identify those who might 
benefit from special programs, different consortia schools, magnet, etc.  I have been an 
advocate of more technical and vocational programs in schools.  We have a great program at 



Edison High School that teaches plumbing, electrics, carpentry, and auto repair.  These are 
great programs that can prepare students to get a good job right out of high school, and keep 
them right here in Montgomery County.  We need to expand our vocational programs.


7. I believe that students should go to school primarily based on geography. Parents should 
know the path their child is going to take from elementary to middle to high school.  We can 
make slight boundary adjustments  so that over and under crowding is addressed and schools 
are as close to 100% capacity as possible.  Also, there is enough traffic every morning and 
afternoon in Montgomery County.  Getting to and from school should not be a burden on a 
parent or the child.  If a student does not go to the school closest to them, they will have to 
leave home earlier and get home later every night. They may be separated from a sibling who is 
also in MCPS, miss out on after school activites, and they will definitely be separated from their 
current friends.


