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By rallying other parents and
drawing on their own skills
and interests, the five moms
you’ll meet here found ways
to enrich their children’s
schools and beat the budget
crunch at the same time
by Jennifer L. Nelson

ART SMARTS

J

anet Oak, a successful 45-year-old
marketing consultant, recently found
herself knee-deep in second graders
dressed like soldiers from the famous painting George Washington Crossing the Delaware. There wasn’t any marketing going
on—just an imaginative and interactive art
lesson. That’s because Oak, of Rowayton,
CT, refused to sit idly by when the art program at her daughters’ school was slashed
due to funding cuts.
Art has always been an important part
of Oak’s life. She minored in art history in
college and has fond memories of visiting
museums as a child. “It helped expand my
world view and I believe it gave me an openminded outlook on life,” she says.
Oak wanted her two daughters—and all
the kids in their school, Rowayton Elementary—to enjoy the benefits of a rich, meaningful arts education, too. Research shows
that students who participate in high-quality art programs perform better on math
and reading tests, have increased critical
thinking and problem-solving skills, and are
more tolerant of other cultures.

Picture perfect!
Janet Oak (in stripes) launched a parent-led art
appreciation program to give her daughters and their
classmates a stronger grounding in arts education.
www.Scholastic.com/parents

S e p t e m b e r 20 1 1

•

S C H O L A S T I C PA R E N T & C H I L D

77

CLASSROOM MOM
TO THE RESCUE

Le�: Stephanie LeBeau, pictured with daughter Julianna (11), launched a program that helps more than 500 kids get to school safely each day.
Right: Students at the Canterbury School of FL in St. Petersburg love to learn about classical music, thanks in part to Laterika Jelks’ Musical Moms program.

Encouraging Young Artists
A volunteer parent leader works
with each class on an age-appropriate art theme. Kids learn the basic
elements of art—color, line, shape,
texture, and light—through lessons
that include inquiry, dialogue, and
hands-on projects. Kindergartners
get a taste of modern art, taught
through the ABCs, while fourth
graders study sculpture. After posing like the figures in George Washington Crossing the Delaware, the second-grade class created their own
similar paintings.
At the end of the year, each grade
takes a museum field trip to view some
of the work they’ve studied. Says Oak
proudly, “When the kids run up to
paintings at museums to tell me about
78
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the artist and the painting’s history, it
brings tears to my eyes.”

KEEPING KIDS SAFE

I

t was a parent’s worst nightmare:
a young boy near Stephanie
LeBeau’s San Francisco community was struck by a car and killed
while crossing the street at a local
elementary school. LeBeau, 43, didn’t
know the boy. But she had long been
aware of the safety problems at her
own daughter’s school and was concerned it could happen there, too.
The mornings at Lafayette Elementary School were a madhouse,
with hurried parents double-parking,
making illegal U-turns, and blocking driveways. The problem was that
there were no spaces for parents to
park, legally and safely, while they
escorted their children to the door.
It was a crisis, and the school did not
have the funding to handle it.
As the school’s PTA president,
LeBeau knew that parents had tried
and failed to implement safety systems
in the past. “I immediately started
asking questions,” she says. “A plan
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is not worth the time, e�ort, or paper
it’s printed on if someone doesn’t take
ownership and really think about how
it will work.”
LeBeau held several meetings with
parents and teachers, and together
they came up with a plan that finally
did the trick: Stop, Drop, & GO, which
launched in 2007. How does it work?
Each day, a group of parent volunteers
arrives at the school 20 minutes early.
They set up cones that direct parents
to pull into a drop-o� line. After they
pull up, parents and children wait in
the car until a volunteer comes over,
opens the child’s door, and personally
walks him into the school.
Parents Pitch In
Each parent is asked to volunteer
twice a year. “That small amount of
time in the morning is the biggest
contribution parents can make to our
school,” says LeBeau. Today, morning
drop-o�s are the picture of order.
After achieving such resounding success at Lafayette Elementary,
LeBeau helped implement Stop, Drop,
& GO in four other area schools and
was honored with a safety award from
the San Francisco Police Department.
www.Scholastic.com/parents
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Because all the school could a�ord
was a small pushcart with some paper
and paints, Oak had her work cut out
for her. She brainstormed with other
art-loving moms and spoke with local
museum curators to get ideas. What
emerged was a parent-led art appreciation program called Learning to
Look, which is now a staple in the
school’s classrooms.
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“It brings me so much joy to see the program continue and expand,” she says,
“and to know that I made a di�erence.”

MUSIC TO THEIR EARS

M

illions of kids in America have
Justin Bieber on their iPods.
But thanks to Laterika Jelks,
students at the Canterbury School of
Florida in St. Petersburg have started
asking their parents to download tunes
by Beethoven, too.
Jelks, 29, is a former music teacher
who wanted to provide the kids at
her son’s school with a music education that went above and beyond the
program that was in place. “Music
enhances children’s lives,” Jelks
says, noting that it has been shown
to improve children’s math, science,
reasoning, reading, and social skills—
even to increase their IQ levels. “By
beginning the process early on, we
improve their chances for success.”
A busy single mother who works
as an event planner for a nonprofit
organization, Jelks eked out the time

to create Musical Moms, a program
that helps children learn to appreciate and understand the masters of
classical music. Jelks recruited and
trained a group of parent volunteers
who visit classrooms once a month,
covering a di�erent composer each
time. The volunteers provide background information about the composer, play music for the students,
and lead a discussion in which kids
share their views. The parents leave
music with the teacher at the end of
the lesson to play during downtime in
the classroom.
The results have been extraordinary, heartwarming, and exciting.
When one boy’s younger brother was
being very loud, reported one of the
parents, the older child said “Shh!
Pianissimo!”—the Italian word for a
soft note. Then there’s the girl who
asked her mom if she could please
take piano lessons . . . just like the
great composer Peter Tchaikovsky.
Jelks couldn’t be happier about
the program’s success. “Music is a
gift we can give our children that will
last their entire lives,” she says. “Just

Shalimar Beekman (le�) used
her talents as a professional
photographer to raise funds for
her boys’ school.
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through simple listening activities,
they’ve learned to use their minds to
hear in new ways.”

FROM TRASH TO TREASURE

D

o you know what 60,000
pounds of garbage looks like?
Probably not. Neither did
Stacie Loftus, 45, when she found
out that was the amount of trash her
son’s school produced each year. She
did know that it was way too much.
The school, Rock Creek Elementary in Maple Valley, WA, teaches
kids to care about the environment.
Loftus wanted to make sure the
school practiced what it preached. So
this past year, she gathered together
a Green Team of parent volunteers to
redo the cafeteria trash system.
The volunteers placed composting
bins in the cafeteria and partnered
with local composting facilities, which
pick up the waste. Loftus volunteers at
lunchtime. She dons yellow gloves and
a “Composting is Cool!” sash and helps
kids properly dispose of their trash—
occasionally diving in to retrieve garbage that ends up in the wrong bin.
The school has reduced its garbage
by 80 percent. There’s an amazing
www.Scholastic.com/parents
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Trash doesn’t stand a chance when mom
Stacie Lo�us is around. Her local school now
has a full-blown composting program.
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budgetary bonus—a $7,000-per-year
savings in trash disposal costs. The
program has also inspired many families to begin composting at home.
Says Loftus, “I feel good about teaching our future generation a valuable
lesson in sustainability. It’s a way to
save money and help the planet at the
same time, and that’s a good thing!”
Loftus’s next goal is to encourage
families to pack waste-free lunches.
“We’re saving the planet one piece of
trash at a time!” she says.

PRICELESS MEMORIES

S

halimar Beekman, 41, always
wanted to help out at her sons’
school, Northside Catholic

ISTOCKPHOTO

Give It a Go!

Academy, but fi nding the best way to
pitch in eluded her. “Some volunteer
projects at the school aren’t the best
fit for me,” admits the Chicago mom.
“I’m not super-organized, so being a
room parent isn’t a good option.”
But this past year, when the school
needed to raise money to purchase
whiteboards and Wi-Fi, she found the
perfect way to contribute. Beekman,
a professional photographer, created
a keepsake photo book of all the children in a kindergarten class at her
son’s school and sold copies at the
school’s annual fundraiser.
Along with photos of each student, Beekman included the children’s responses to serious and silly
questions like “What’s the best thing
about school?” and “Who’s a better

driver: Mom or Dad?” She sold 26
copies and raised $600.
Beekman came up with the idea
just a few weeks before the fundraiser, so it was a rush to fi nish the
books in time for the event. Next
year, with more time, she hopes to
make books for the other grades as
well as the kindergarten. “This is
a way I knew I could help out with
something I’m good at,” she says. “It
was just an amazing way to spend
time at the school and contribute to
something as important as technological education.” P&C
JENNIFER L. NELSON is a New Jersey–based
freelance writer specializing in parenting,
health, and lifestyle. Visit her online at
jenniferlnelson.com.

Try putting one of these enrichment and/or fundraising ideas
into action at your school

EXPAND THE LIBRARY. If your child’s school is lacking
in new books, try initiating a book share. Each child in a
class brings in a book to swap with another student for the
week. This is an easy way to ensure a constant flow of new
reading materials.

healthy in an era when gym-class funds are in short supply.
Parents can run games at different stations, like tug-ofwar, relay races, and tag. Ask parents knowledgeable in
the subject to give mini-lessons about eating right and to
provide healthy snacks.

HELP OUT WITH HOMEWORK. With increased class
sizes, some students do not get the extra attention they
may need in school. Ask parents to volunteer to host a
homework-help hotline for a subject they feel comfortable
teaching, perhaps math for an engineer or reading for
a writer. Distribute the list of phone numbers as well as
specific times each volunteer is available to help.

PLANT A SCHOOL GARDEN. Families can bring their
own gardening equipment in to set up the space, and
everyone can plant their favorite vegetables and flowers
in the community plot. Fruits and veggies can even be sold
at local farmers’ markets to make some extra money for
the school. Lowe’s and Home Depot offer grants to parents
working on outdoor projects.

GET LOCAL BUSINESSES INVOLVED. Many businesses
and restaurants are happy to partner with causes
as important as the local school. Work out an
arrangement that is beneficial for both the
school and the business. For example, the
local pizzeria can donate 10 percent of the
day’s profits to the school on the first Monday
of every month. This incentive drives more
customers to the pizzeria while raising funds for
the school.

SAVE HOUSEHOLD ITEMS. Ask your child’s teacher
what sort of supplies she needs for school activities
that you might be able to save from your own
trash or giveaway piles. You’d never guess what
teachers can do with discarded materials such
as plastic containers, spools, paper-towel tubes,
old greeting cards, wrapping paper, dress-up clothes,
and even used small appliances.

ORGANIZE A FIELD DAY. Afternoons focused
on sports and activities are a great way to
teach students about teamwork and being

www.Scholastic.com/parents

COLLECT CANS. Those nickel or dime recycling
bottles and cans can really add up! Offer to
pick up and cash in the school cafeteria’s
recyclables and then donate the money
back to the school.
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