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Meeting Minutes  

Minutes of 
George Mason Elementary School 
General PTA Membership Meeting 

February 25, 2019 
 
1. Call Meeting to Order at 7:04 p.m. 

 
2. Approve Minutes from January 28, 2019 

 
3. Science Night – Ms. LaGanza 

Next Thursday, March 7th, all day is Science Day and in the evening there will be an assembly at 
George Mason. Please come! 

4. Committee Reports 
a. Party on the Patio Update, Jane Batson, VP of Fundraising 

i. Thank you for coming to restaurant night at Lena’s, we raised over $400. Look 
out for another restaurant night this Spring 

ii. You can buy your Party on the Patio tickets and raffle tickets on handbid right 
now! Live bidding will begin approximately a week before the event, March 23rd. 

iii. We are still in need of sports tickets, houses, any donations! 
b. Treasurer – Vote on Budget Amendment to increase POP budget by $1500 to account 

for expenses as a result of venue change. Executive Board has approved. 
i. Balance Sheet is on the table, new line item is highlighted. 

ii. Budget Amendment stands approved. 
 

5. Scholarship Fund of Alexandria, Rosie Wiedemer  
a. About SFA. Scholarship Fund of Alexandria is a non-profit organization based inside TC 

Williams. We help all students locate scholarships they can apply for, support college 
readiness, but a big part of our mission is raising money to hand out scholarships based 
on financial need. Last year we gave out more than 1 million dollars. The scholarships 
we raise money for are at least $3,000 and are for four years. We refer to it as a “gap 
scholarship,” e.g. often those with the greatest financial need receive financial 
assistance from their college but we have found there is still a $3k gap. Many of these 
students are first generation college attendees and qualify for free and reduced lunch. 
Recipients also continue to advise students while in college.  

b. Spring Gala. The way we provide scholarships it is raising money through events. Our 
Spring Gala is a black-tie event on April 27, 2019. Unfortunately, tickets are not 
inexpensive, $295/ticket. The sign up sheet going around will put you on our list. It is a 
really fun night! We have an amazing raffle item - $100/ticket your odds are 1:700, your 
choice is $25,000 or a new car from Jack Taylor! 
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c. Reading Day. We will read applications for our scholarships on March 8, 9, 10th. If you 
get on our list, we will reach out to you about reading scholarship applications. Each of 
the 300 applications we receive have to be read by three community members. You 
cannot be a TC employee or have a child currently attending TC Williams, including 
Minnie Howard. It’s a great experience, you read about why these students want to 
attend college and what they have overcome. If you are interested please sign up! 

d. Honorary Teacher Party. Host a party to raise money in the name of your favorite 
teacher! If you raise $3,000 the teacher can hand out a scholarship in their name this 
Spring. 

6. Middle school presentation - Ms. Rachel Lombardo, GM school guidance counselor  
a. Today we have parents Sherry Reilly, Allison Riley, and Gregory Forbes, Director of 

Counseling 
b. Student Panel - Sullivan Beattie, Abigail Riley, Rutger Winters, Calvin Weidemer 
c. I am currently meeting with 5th grade classes to talk about middle school, course load, 

and what to expect. In the next month I will start meeting with kids individually to draft 
course selections – this information gets input into PowerSchool and the GW will put 
together teams, etc.  

d. Tips for Parents –  
i. I am helping them understand that there are no Thursday folders in 6th grade – 

phone and email are the primary means of communication 
ii. Grades are posted in PowerSchool 

iii. There is a general supply list but check the individual course syllabus 
iv. If you need to pick up your child early call the school 20 minutes in advance 

because it can take some time to locate your child and get them to the office 
v. GW PTA will offer an orientation in August 

e. Logistics  
i. This year there are four 6th grade academic teams. We cannot accommodate 

specific requests for teachers or teams. Core classes and lockers are on the 3rd 
floor 

ii. Electives are all on the 2nd floor. PE is on the 1st floor  
iii. Four minutes between each class 
iv. 7 classes total, advisory is the first 15 minutes of the day. Everyone has health 

and PE every day 
v. All 6th graders eat lunch at the same time 

f. School Logistics  
i. School day is 8:30am – 3:15pm 

ii. Busses are always parked in the same spot so easy to find.  
iii. Counselors/Deans rotate up with cohort  
iv. Extra Help – Many teachers offer office hours during lunch, afterschool 

opportunities, and Saturday school (9am-1pm) 
g. Where everyone belongs (WEB) 

i. Orientation is usually the two days leading up to the school year 
ii. Lockers are always a big question. They will receive assignments at this 

orientation 
iii. 8th grade WEB leaders lead 6th grade orientation and will assist throughout the 

year as necessary 
iv. Teachers will be in the hallway for the first couple of weeks 

h. Students 
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i. Phones you cannot have in class but through PBIS they can earn a digital lunch.  
1. How can students can earn digital lunch? Keeping the cafeteria clean. 
2. Concern about screen time and the amount of digital lunches? It is not a 

sea of students looking down. Just because a student earns a digital 
lunch doesn’t mean they aren’t interacting with other students.  

3. They earn as a grade 
4. Many students visit with teachers during lunch so many don’t even opt 

to eat in the cafeteria 
ii. What happens for the students who do not have phones? Do they feel left 

behind or excluded?  
1. Perhaps but it is a question that has been asked. Many kids in 6th grade 

don’t have phones. Many students don’t get phones until 8th grade. 
Even some of the ones who have phones do don’t want to take the risk 
of having their phone out  

2. I have mixed feelings about phones, but it is about teaching 
responsibility. Typically, by 8th grade the majority have a phone but not 
that is not true in 6th 

3. Phones can only be out during lunch – not in the halls between classes. 
They must be stowed in the cafeteria or backpack 

iii. Why do you make a digital lunch reward in 6th grade if not that many students 
have phones?  

1. RW- They used to have a rule you couldn’t use your chromebook, but 
every student receives a chromebook and now you are allowed to use it 
during digital lunch. Most students have access to some sort of 
technology during digital lunch. 

i. Electives- The Introduction to Technology course is very popular – the way the online 
system is created a student who gets placed in the course has a 50/50 chance of being 
placed in the compute based/online course or the woodshop based one. There are only 
20 seats in each (this is VA state mandated) section. Students can and should add 
backup electives. It is a very popular course – we try very hard to accommodate 
everyone sometime during their career. Family Consumer Sciences is also a very popular 
course. These courses are offered twice a year and across the grades. We work with the 
counselors to get kids into these popular courses. 

i. Intro to Technology – is technically the same course – one is more skill based on 
computers, the other is more about application with woodworking. There is a 
lot of overlap and the code is the same for both courses in PowerSchool so we 
cannot guarantee which section you will be put in. We try to accommodate 
requests to switch sections once class placements have been decided. 

ii. We build the master schedule during the summer – we try hard to adjust to fit 
everyone 

iii. Allison – My daughter had her heart set on enrolling in Family and Consumer 
Sciences – she did not get in but her counselor helped get Caitlin into the 
course. The counseling department is great at working with individual parents 
and students in trying to get students matched up with the right course. 

j. Do parents get to see the course? RL - I send home a rough draft of your course 
selections – parents look over, sign and send it back. Mr. Forbes mails out the official 
schedule during the middle of August – so you have it a few weeks in advance. But the 
counselors aren’t yet back when the schedules get mailed out. If you have a code RED 
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you can reach out to Mr. Forbes directly. Otherwise the counselors are back a week 
before school. 

k. Requests for teams? We don’t take requests for teams but will honor requests for twins 
to be on the same team and also if you want your younger siblings to NOT have the 
same team assignment. In these cases we will honor requests and/or requests to make 
changes. 

l. How are teams formed? Teams change every year. It’s a complete lottery. 
m. Do they intentionally try to mix elementary schools? We try to keep our classes 

heterogeneous but we don’t self-select to mix elementary schools. PowerSchool has an 
algorithm it uses that takes into account demographics 

n. Guaranteed first choice for language? Typically students can take their first choice but 
French is only 60 slots and in the past we have had 100+ students requesting French. 

o. Four core courses are tethered to the same group. 
p. How does TAG work with the teams? We attempt to cluster the students at least 3-5 to 

a section. Once the master schedule is locked we go in manually with a list of TAG 
students to try to adjust and form clusters. 

q. Is there TAG pullout? No pullout. TAG students get a DEP, differentiated education plan 
– individualized to meet the student’s individual needs. This is all managed within the 
course. 

r. Is there continuity for students? Although the teams change from year to year but there 
are 2 school counselors and a dean of students and an academic principal stays with the 
grade cohort for the entire three years. The administrator travels with the students and 
moves office locations which is very helpful for them to be nearby. 

s. At one of the tours you talked about the incoming class being much bigger than the one 
that is graduating? What changes are being made to accommodate this incoming larger 
class? Yes, if needed. We are very tight right now. In fact at this time of the school year 
we see a spike in enrollment from South American students because it is their summer. 
We don’t have any elective spaces to enroll these new students in. We are up in 
numbers of students but they are spread out over three years. We add another team of 
teachers for every 125 students that enroll. 

t. Physical space with overcrowding? We are less worried about the space. We have 
traveling teachers. I think right now if we needed to add another team we would have 
the space. 

u. Class sizes are about 25-30 students. We try not to go over 30 if at all possible. Electives 
are often smaller like 20. It is within the average of what the state recommends. We try 
to make sure the same teacher doesn’t have five sections of 30 students. Sometimes we 
have to move students to accommodate balancing the teams. We monitor big picture 
stuff as well as individual needs. RW – I have several classes with more than 30 students. 

v. On the core classes – there is no TAG section? We cluster students. At TC there is even 
less effort in terms of scheduling TAG students together. But at TC they have dual 
enrollment courses and AP which tends to create clusters by default. 

w. Anybody can self-select into honors. We offer general education and honors classes.  
x. One question I get a lot about math is regarding 7th grade math in 6th grade – a student 

has to be TAG identified for math in 5th grade to qualify for the 7th grade math in 6th 
grade. No exceptions. RW – I have known students who got into the 7th grade math class 
in 6th grade by enrolling in a summer school math to qualify 

y. We get a lot of questions about open enrollment but we work very hard to make sure 
students are place in the right section – sometimes kids move up or down mid-year. We 
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encourage students to stick it out for the first three weeks to account for the 
adjustment period but will help them make the right decision. 

z. Honors classes within a team? The curriculum is the same, the books are at a higher 
level, the projects may look a little different. We are teaching the same standards but 
honors is taught at a more rigorous level and pace. Every teacher has 5 sections but they 
aren’t necessarily all honors or general.  This year we had more students request 
general than honors. In past years it has been the reverse 

aa. Rosie – Principal Jesse Mazur is really trying to raise the level of education for all kids. 
He is trying to bring all kids up and encouraging the teachers to increase the rigor across 
the board. I have a TAG and non-TAG child and both have been challenged. 

bb. Are the kids tracked? The counselors are constantly analyzing and adjusting the course 
load. Some students take all honors, some bubble take general and honors, some are 
more STEM inclined and take honors math and science and then general ELA. It just 
depends on the student 

cc. You can self-select every year – we look at how students are doing, their SOL scores, the 
reading inventory – that is really indicative of how successful the student will be moving 
forward, we talk to teachers, parents, and students directly. 

dd. How many students does a student have under their advisement? In 8th grade it is about 
200 kids/counselor, current 6th grade is 300 kids/counselor. The students who don’t 
come to the office naturally – we do make an effort to report in with each kid. 

ee. We are in the midst of conversations with central office – about allocating more 
counselors. State recommends 250/1. We are fortunate in ACPS but we see the reality 
that a larger population creates. Counselors have a huge impact on the student’s 
experiences. 

ff. Eliminating the honors program? Mazur has talked about doing a cluster group model. 
TAG students and struggling learners have very different needs and it is difficult to 
manage the wide spread within a class. The model is set up where a number of students 
at the same level are purposefully grouped together. It is a shift from having 
general/honors and then blowing that up and scheduling based on ability. The 
conversations have been on-going. We are not talking about doing it school wide for 
next year but we may be piloting. You would have to ask him as to the reason why. 

gg. When we ask middle school counselors what students need to be successful? Key skills – 
organization, time management, and stress management 
 

7. Q&A with Student Panel:  

Calvin – I was nervous going into 6th grade. I had an older brother. I was nervous about my locker 
but it was easier than I thought and the office can help you. We have a great assistant principal, Ms. 
Thrash. Will be the same for the upcoming 6th graders. 

Sullivan – The teachers have helped me stay organized 

Rutger – I wasn’t nervous about school; I felt fine. The teachers were great and will help you 

Abigail – I was very nervous because I didn’t know how much more work we would get. The 5th 
grade teachers scared us. One of my teachers in middle school did regular binder checks to make 
sure we stayed organized. At the end of every quarter they helped us reorganize, get missing 
important papers, remove old, etc. That really helped me. 
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a. Do you switch binders between classes? Do you have enough time to visit your locker or do you 
take everything with you the entire day? RW - I stop at my locker before lunch – usually if your 
locker is close enough you can switch more. Your locker will be close to your core classes. The 
advisory teacher is typically their first period teacher unless the student has health or PE. 
Typically, all four content teachers are either right next door to each other or across the hall. 
Where and when your PE falls can make it a little tricky with locker visits but most can go at 
least go before or after lunch. Some have an AM and PM binder. CW – I had an AM and PM 
binders. 

b. What was your favorite elective? Are any of you in band or orchestra? AR – Band is my favorite 
elective by far. I also take German and the teacher is very fun and makes learning a language 
fun. I am surprised by how much German I know. RW – I found wood working workshop in 6th 
grade the most fun but I only got in once. SB – Drama is my favorite elective. CW – Drama was 
also my favorite. I take German and it is fun – I went to Germany last year and it was a great 
experience. Mr. Mazur came.  

c. PE.  
a. Do you change for PE? You do. If you don’t some teachers will let you participate but 

mark you absent. You are issued a uniform.  
b. What do you do in PE? CW - There is a curriculum – sports. Every 13 days there is a new 

unit in PE, eg. Soccer, track, etc. plus 13 days of health that covers topics like nutrition. 
Mostly sports but one unit is the weights in the weight room. Rec games unit includes 
badminton, board games, shuffleboard and fussball.  

c. How long do you have to change your clothes? 5 minutes. After gym you go into the 
locker room before the bell rings and you have 5minutes to change before the 4 minute 
change bell. 

d. Did any of you start without peers from elementary school? Every year I have had one of my 
friends in all four of my core classes. Usually you get at least one friend if you have more than 
three friends. 

e. Homework? AR- I was a bit overwhelmed by the amount of homework? 5th grade teachers try 
hard to acclimate but is definitely an adjustment. I wouldn’t say it is hard but it is often a large 
quantity like a whole packet. 

f. Can you talk about ChromeBooks? We are expected to charge them every night and have them 
ready for school. The school blocks most of the games. The teacher can view what you are 
viewing so you can only do what the teacher assigns you.  

a. GF –This year we have securely program – even if they are at home or on a different 
network the administration is automatically triggered for a concern. We monitor no 
matter what network the student is using. This is a new program. I have found that the 
first two years they had ChromeBooks the teachers could monitor what was happening 
at school but now we can monitor outside of school as well. AR –With the addition of 
securely I can view what it is my child doing like is she spending time in google 
classroom? You get a weekly update and can get real time updates. AR – you (a parent) 
can go on and pause the wifi for your child which is annoying. 

g. What do you do for lunch? Lunch is 30 minutes. SB – at the beginning of the year I was at a 
teacher’s class every day but now I go to the lunch room. If you have a pass from your teacher 
you can cut to the front of the lunch line.  

h. Why do you go to a teacher? It depends on the day – if there is work you have to do you go to 
do work. Sometimes it’s just a teacher you like. Some teachers will offer lunch certain days. 
Also sometimes you just want to see your friends. 
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i. Homework volume? It depends night to night. Around Christmas time you are trying to get your 
science work done. GF - Usually its 30-60 minutes at the start of the year. We did take Science 
Fair away from 6th graders because it was so overwhelming. Many students need to learn time 
management and the importance of meeting the ongoing deadlines. 

j. 6th graders usually aren’t walking in truly organized. It needs to be taught in school or at home. 
The transition to 7 teachers, technology, homework, etc. My best advice is to spend time at 
least once a week tracking their assignments, log in to PowerSchool to review grades. Even our 
best and brightest students struggle with organization in the beginning. Once you find your 
groove it works but very few walk-in and don’t need any help.  

k. Teachers use google, canvas, paper assignments. The idea is we want all teachers to use canvas 
because it makes everyone’s life easier but it is relatively new for ACPS so there has been an 
adjustment period. We are moving toward an only canvas format.  

l. Rosie - They will make progress in organization and time management. It is a great time for kids 
to learn by struggling so they are prepared for when they arrive at TC. They have to figure out 
how to manage their time. 

m. You can certainly contact your counselor to help with time management groups etc. Give them 
some time but we have resources and ways to help kids cope. 

n. What after school clubs and programs as offered? If you go on to the GW website it lists every 
club we offer, sport, day of the week and time. This year we have a robust student council and 
new Best Buddies program. There is something there for everyone. This year we started a girl’s 
programming club which is a good example of if there is interest we try to make create 
programs. We also offer intramural sports. Programs typically start within the first two weeks of 
school. Kids just go if they are interested – there is a 4:15pm activity bus. Once you get your 
schedule we post which teachers stay after school to help, the library is open, and the clubs 
meet at that time. 

o. Why do you stay after school? CW- The play is very fun! We stay every day for drama. 
p. Students are responsible for figuring out how to get home! The busses leave on time. We are 

frequently there helping kids who need it.  
q. Are all athletics intramural? Unless you play on the freshman team by trying out in 8th grade. 

Same with marching band in 8th grade, you can audition to join. 

8. Additional questions, comments  

GW PTA, gwtowncrier@gmail.com to learn more about GW PTA. We mostly ask people to be on 
honor roll of donors, smaller teacher grants etc. no big galas. Please get involved and join! 
PTAC. Camp Fair at TC. Tuesday, February 26, 2019.  
 

9. Adjourn!  

The meeting adjourned at 8:28 pm. 

 

 


