
while only 33.2 percent of Whitman 
is non-white. 

According to Rockville area par-
ent Marissa Valero, housing prices 
throughout the county are largely 
driven by school zoning differences. 

“Around Rockville, the difference 
between being zoned for Richard 
Montgomery and being zoned for 
Rockville is up to 200,000 dollars in 
cost,” she said. 

Residents of District 1, including 
Bethesda and Chevy Chase, exceed 
county averages for income, employ-
ment, educational attainment, mobil-
ity, and housing price regardless of 
racial or ethnic group. Residents of 
District 5, including Silver Spring and 
Takoma Park, are often below the 
county averages and are less likely to 
have graduated high school, have en-
rolled in college, hold a well-paying 
job, or own a home. 

Valero said she believes that 
a vastly different socioeconomic 
makeup among school populations 
translates to differences in school 
resources. She saw differences in 
school equity when her son, a student 
at Twinbrook Elementary, played a 
baseball game at another elementary 
school and noticed the superior qual-
ity of their playground equipment. 

“Why is not every school a school 
that we should be proud of? Why are 
these schools, why are the inequities 
so great if we are in the so-called rich-
est county in the world?” Valero said.  
“What are we prioritizing, and what 
are we telling the kids?” 

Diversifying school
populations

At community meetings, attend-
ees divided into small discussion 
groups, focusing on three questions: 
What issues are important to you to 
include in the boundaries analysis? 
What are your greatest concerns 
about current attendance zones? 
What do you want to learn from the 
boundary analysis? One member of 
each small group took notes on the 
discussion at their table on poster pa-
per; at the end of group discussions, 
posters were displayed at the back of 
the room for a gallery walk.

Many community members cited 
increased diversity among schools 
as a key consideration in redrawing 
boundary lines. 

Rockville junior Iqra Mohamed, 
who attended the Earle B. Wood 
meeting, hopes that redrawing bound-
ary lines will allow increased opportu-
nities for students of color.  

“I don’t think that in 2019 de 
facto segregation should be a normal 
thing,” Mohamed said. “I don’t think 
that people of color should be not al-
lowed to have the same opportunities 
and have overcrowded schools and 
not have proper sports gear because 
of their zip code.” 

Junior and Blair Secretary for 
MoCo Students For Change Adiba 
Chowdhury said she has personally 
felt discouraged by overtly homoge-
neous classrooms. 

“So often I’m in a class where I’m 
the only Muslim girl, or the only Ben-
gali girl, or really the only person of 
color, and that’s really disappointing,” 
Chowdhury said. “And that’s not just 
classes: that’s in clubs, that’s in events, 
that’s where I go and what I do.” 

MoCo Students For Change Co-
President and Springbrook junior 
Michael Solomon also believes that 
classroom diversity can be equally 
beneficial to white students as it is to 
students of color. 

“It is a detriment to minority stu-
dents and [students] in poverty as 
much as it is to your students from 
advantaged backgrounds,” Solomon 
said. “Kids at… Whitman are go-
ing to school with people who look 
exactly like them, and they’re not… 
learning how to… collaborate with 
people who come from different 
backgrounds than they do,” Solomon 
said. An upbringing with a lack of 
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Elevating the student 
voice

The resolution to hire an exter-
nal consultant to conduct a bound-
ary study was proposed by a student: 
2018-2019 Student Member of the 
Board (SMOB) and Richard Mont-
gomery senior Ananya Tadikonda. 
Yet, in the implementation of the 
resolution, student activists noted a 
lack of county initiative to encourage 
student participation. 

Joel Lev-Tov, member of MoCo 
Students For Change and a junior at 
Springbrook, expressed that he did 
not believe the county truly valued 
the student voice. 

“There’s just been a very bad out-
reach on the part of MCPS to parents 
and students... I only learned about 
this through MoCo For Change; I did 
not learn about this through MCPS, 
so I think there’s a major problem 
there,” he said. 

Clarksburg junior and former 
Student Member of the Board nomi-
nee Zoe Tishaev shared similar con-
cerns upon noticing that the guiding 
questions for the town hall meeting 
only directly addressed Montgomery 
County parents. 

“We the students have to be lead-
ing this discussion, and when they… 
don’t include students in that, that 
breaks my heart,” she said. “I think 
that’s indicative that the Board of Ed-
ucation still does not see us as equals 
in the conversation.” 

Valero mentioned that the tim-
ing of meetings may have hindered 
student attendance, as many students 
have homework and extracurricular 
commitments. Even students who 
did attend the meeting, like Mo-
hamed, felt that their voices were not 
always respected by the adults in at-
tendance. 

“I feel like he was hearing but he 
wasn’t listening to us when we were 
trying to explain that… the divide be-
tween the wealth in the schools… is 
causing detrimental problems,” Mo-
hamed said of one of the adult mem-
bers of her small group. 

MCPS shared community news-
letters about boundary analysis initia-
tives through email blasts to parents 
and posted town hall information to 
Facebook and Twitter pages. Princi-
pals have also received direct memos 
about community meetings to share 
with parents and post to the school 
website at their discretion. 

Lev-Tov highlighted ways he 
thinks that the county could place 
a greater emphasis on the student 
voice. 

“I just think that MCPS has to do 
a much better job of getting the input 
from students, like maybe holding 
town halls inside of schools, during 
the school days at lunch or some-
thing, because... it affects the students 
much more than it does the parents,” 
he said. 

diversity could, Mohamed believes, 
have lasting negative consequences. 

“If you’re surrounded by one race 
your entire life, if one race is intro-
duced to you out of nowhere, it’s go-
ing to create resentment and it’s go-
ing to cause that inner prejudice, and 
that inner racism is going to come 
out,” Mohamed said.

This year, a number of incidents 
involving racial epithets and racist be-
haviors have occurred at Montgom-
ery County schools. Most recently, 
two Whitman students are under 
police investigation for a hate-bias in-
cident after posting a picture in black-
face to social media and captioning it 
with the N-word.

Broad-scale community 
impact

Many community members ex-
pressed hesitation about redrawing 
district lines. Parents argued that re-
districting will not solve inherent self-
segregation within schools. 

“We can solve the problem of 
integrating schools, but even within 
schools there is still the problem of 
segregation,” one parent mentioned 
at the Earle B. Wood meeting. 

During a small group discussion, 
one parent mentioned inconvenient 
transportation as a potential draw-
back to redrawn school boundaries. 

“I’m worried about the bound-
aries being far… you think it would 
be better if students went far for the 
fact of diversity? I’m saying proximity 
should be a top priority, and diversity 
number two,” he said in response to 
Mohamed’s advocacy for diversity. 

An Einstein cluster parent at the 
Walter Johnson meeting reflected on 
some concerns brought up by par-
ents. 

“I think the concerns that people 
are having that kids are being bused 
from one part of the county down 
to the other... out of all the hypo-
theticals is the most ridiculous...that’s 
more fear-mongering than anything 
else,” he said. “Anything with real es-
tate is probably the biggest thing that 
people are worried about.”

Acknowledging all per-
spectives

The topic of discussion invited 
outspoken arguments from all ends 
of the spectrum. Some felt intoler-
ance from those with opposing view-
points. 

“The boundaries bring out the 
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most horrible aspect of humanity,” 
Valero said. “It’s just awful when you 
get the property owners [involved].” 

Besides the issues at hand, anoth-
er point of contention surrounded the 
format of the meetings. Each meeting 
was held on a weekday night from 7 
to 9 p.m., possibly excluding certain 
perspectives of the population. 

“A lot of people work nights. The 
fact that none of these [meetings] 
were held on the weekend says to 
me that there’s certain input that you 
might not want to hear,” Valero said 
to the meeting facilitator. 

In response to Valero’s concern, 
Gboyinde Onijala, a spokeswoman for 
the district, responded that commu-
nity members could submit additional 
comments and feedback through an 
online form on the MCPS website. 

“We strongly encourage parents to 
complete the feedback form if they are 
unable to attend a meeting...  all of this 
information is going to be transmitted 
to the Superintendent of Schools and 
the Board of Education. They are the 
decision-makers, that’s who needs to 
hear this information, so we want as 
many people [as possible] to share that 
with us,” she said. The form is avail-
able in six different languages. 

While the small discussion groups 
encouraged involvement from all 
community members, parents like 
Michele Bollinger found that the 
county missed an opportunity for 
free discourse on the issue. An open 
discussion, Bollinger believed, would 
have allowed for increased clarity for 
all meeting participants. 

“If you have a town hall, a few 
kids say something, and you have 
more and more people get into it 
and feel comfortable raising their 
voice,” she said. “I have no idea 
what really came out of tonight, I 
have to go read very small writing, 
and it’s not that clear, and I have no 
takeaways really from this, whereas 
if we had a town hall style, we would 
have.”
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“Why is not every 
school a school that 
we should be proud 
of?...  What are we 
doing, what are we 

prioritizing, and 
what are we telling 

the kids? ” 
-Marissa Valero,

Parent

AMANDA LIU 
BREAKOUT GROUPS Parents and student activists en-
gage in discourse at the Earle B. Wood community meeting.

Concerns raised over school economic disparities and overpopulation 
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