
 
San Juan Unified School District 

American	Indian	Education	Program	(AIEP)	

Parent	Advisory	Committee	

Meeting	Minutes	-	February	12,	2020	
 

Meeting called to order at 6:37 by Chair Chrystal Bernasconi. 
 
Roll call - present: Chrystal Bernasconi, Julie Donabedian, Dakota Donabedian, Buck Ellingson, Jan Haro, 
Jeanna Goodman, Collette Spirou, Virginia DeSouza, Kelly Bencken. Staff: Monica Shiel, Martha Quadros, 
Mary Nolan. Absent: Sintoya Sposito, Heather Vargas, Virginia Hedrick. 
 
Guests	
 

• Cameron Ranch is having an International Fair in May, and Jan Haro, Neighborhood Parent Liaison, 
asked the PAC if they would be interested in representing North America at the fair. This would entail 
providing artifacts, cultural information, and perhaps some type of entertainment such as Native dancing 
or singing. Buck Ellingson suggested reaching out to Calvin Hedrick, and volunteered to talk to him. 
The Maidu museum could be another resource. Dakota and Collette volunteered to help. The Vargas’ 
may also be able to help. Chair Chrystal Bernasconi said we are definitely able to help in some way. 

 
• Adam Ebrahim, Director of Continuous Improvement and LCAP, attended to share the outcome of 

previous input from the PAC and the community and how it contributes to creating the revised mission 
statement. He demonstrated how to access the Cultural Brokers report on the LCAP web page. Today he 
is hoping to get more input from the PAC. He asked the group to voice their concerns around barriers to 
education. Virginia DeSouza said transportation is a problem (there is not enough). Ms. Bernasconi 
shared that one of her students is late every day because his bus driver refuses to drop him off before 
delivering other children to other schools, even though he drives directly past her school. Kelly Bencken 
mentioned that children must cross dangerous, busy intersections to get to her school. Mr. Ebrahim 
shared that the district is in talks with RT to negotiate transporting students.  

 
Collette Spirou shared that one barrier to education is bullying. Mr. Ellingson added that the parent’s 
level of education could also be a factor (if they were a dropout and are doing fine, they may not see the 
importance of education for their child). Ms. Goodman added that there are other factors as well, such as 
students feeling marginalized, and private home issues like parental addiction and domestic violence.  
 
Next, Mr. Ebrahim asked for input regarding what makes a student feel safe and supported at school? 
What could be improved in this area? Dakota Donabedian said ‘listening ears are a good contributor to 
feeling safe and supported at school.’ Ms. DeSouza and Ms. Goodman both said that the arts and 
physical activity are very important for kids of all ages. Students need a break from academic pursuits to 
both move physically but also use different parts of their brains (the arts). Ms. Goodman praised the 
talking circle concept, which helps each child feel validated. Ms. Bernasconi lamented the loss of White 
House Counseling services. Ms. Bencken stated that when a student’s culture is not respected or taught 
in a historically accurate way, the student is not going to feel ‘safe and supported’.  
 



Additionally, Mr. Ebrahim asked what works for your child when in need of extra help in class? What 
help do you wish was available? Ms. Donabedian shared that one-on-one time with the teacher is very 
valuable. Ms. Bernasconi said that more instructional assistants to help in general education (not just 
Special Ed.) would be very welcomed. Ms. DeSouza feels that all special education students should be 
allowed to participate in general ed. classes. 
 
Ms. Goodman brought up that in some cases, such as math, procedures change over time which makes it 
difficult for parents to help their children. In some cases we are able to show our children how to arrive 
at an answer, but if that method is not currently an accepted practice, the student’s answer could be 
marked wrong. She feels that this hinders an opportunity for connection between parent and child. 
Parents should have access to training when standards change so they are better prepared to help their 
child. Additionally, several PAC members expressed that more time for struggling students would be 
helpful. Some schools do have something in place, such as “power hour” or “flexi-time”, and tutoring is 
available. Ms. Bencken pointed out that once-a-week intervention for one hour is not enough for a 
struggling student.  She also mentioned that her school solicited input from their community and their 
staff and proposed an additional time during the day in her school’s 6-8 span - apart from core - for 
students who are struggling. The district denied the request. At Ms. Donabedian’s school, they shortened 
the passing periods and added a 30-minute ‘flexi-time’ for students to get extra help. Ms. Spirou’s 
school has a similar program in place. 
 
Mr. Ebrahim then asked what’s helping your child figure out their future? What additional supports do 
you wish were in place? 
 
Ms. Donabedian shared that being talked to about college from her first day of school on has been 
helpful in setting her mind towards that goal. Exposing students to different pathways is really 
important. Ms. Bencken would like to see more counselors make appointments more frequently with 
students to be proactive about post-high school plans. She also feels we don’t have enough counselors in 
our schools. Ms. Bernasconi feels that the graduation requirements are too stringent for students who 
don’t see college as a path for them - especially the new math requirements. Ms. Bernasconi and Ms. 
Goodman both voiced that we are trying to funnel all students into a 4-year college, which is not 
realistic. Students don’t see that they can be successful without attending a 4-year college. This can lead 
to higher dropout rates. Several PAC members agreed that exposure to trades would be extremely 
valuable. Ms. Bernasconi suggested having representatives from different trades at school career days. 
Also, there needs to be a connection between students all through school - where freshmen are assigned 
a junior or senior and receive help that way. This is frequently called a “link crew” and can be very 
successful in helping students feel connected. 
 

Old	Business	
 

• Ms. Quadros shared with the PAC that the district and the teachers’ union have officially notified 
schools that the 4th grade mission project is no longer supported. There are also vendors that present 
inaccurate historical information; we will be asking schools to vet these vendors a little more closely. 

• Ms. Bernasconi asked the PAC to read the meeting minutes from November. Ms. Julie Donabedian 
motioned to approve; Mr. Ellingson seconded; minutes approved. 

• Staff Report: Ms. Shiel shared a flyer for Community College Native Visitation Day; about seven 
students have RSVP’d for this event. Transportation was discussed; Ms. Shiel volunteered to transport 
students. Ms. Bernasconi motioned to cover the cost of a substitute for a teacher to accompany & 
supervise for this event; Mr. Ellingson seconded. 

• Ms. Shiel shared that the California Conference on American Indian Education is coming up 
in March. A vote must be taken on this expenditure. The cost for students and elders is $200; regular 
adult tickets are $300. Mr. Ellinson feels that most of the content will not apply to our program, and if 



we send five people that’s over $1,500. He feels that Ms. Shiel should attend and report back to the 
PAC. The PAC budgeted $500 for professional development for this year; that is only enough for one 
person to attend (Ms. Shiel). Ms. Quadros is going to look into sending Ms. Bencken and pay for the 
sub. 

• The by-laws update was tabled until the next meeting. 
 
New	Business	
	

• No book club dates have been finalized; we are waiting on paperwork from Calvin. 
• The next craft event is set for March 18. 
• The PAC wants to change the name of the March public hearing and call it something else to garner 

more interest. Mr. Ellingson suggested American Indian Education town hall. Others liked that 
suggestion. 

• Senior Celebration sub-committee volunteers were called for; Chrystal Bernasconi, Jeanna Goodman, 
Collette Spirou, Kelly Bencken, Julie and Dakota Donabedian all volunteered. All families will be 
notified and invited. The first meeting will be held March 11 at 6 pm at El Camino High School, 

• Mr. Ellingson discussed creating non-profit status for our AIEP.  Ms. Bernasconi expressed concern that 
such a designation could effect the grant process. Mr. Ellingson thought it takes $1,000 to start a non-
profit, and wondered where that money could come from. Ms. Quadros said it would have to be from 
fund-raising. This item was tabled for now. Mr. Ellingson is going to get more information. 

• It was agreed to have a PAC meeting immediately after the public forum on March 25. 

Ms. Bernasconi adjourned the meeting at 8:36 pm. 


