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Upfront
Local news, information and analysis

Noemi Solorio and her son Jeremy stand outside their RV along El Camino Real in Palo Alto on Sept. 9.
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W hen the new school 
year started, the four 
Solorio siblings — a 

kindergartner, sixth-grader, 
eighth-grader and high school 
sophomore — sat in a circle 
in their family’s cramped RV, 
parked on El Camino Real 
across the street from the Palo 
Alto school district’s office, and 
tried to focus on online school.

But with four computers shar-
ing one hot spot, all of which 
were provided to the fam-
ily by the district, the internet 

connection often slowed or dis-
connected, and they were unable 
to finish classes. Their mother, 
Noemi Solorio, doesn’t speak 
much English but would do her 
best to make sure her kids were 
focused and engaged, especially 
her youngest one, who’s never at-
tended school before. 

When buses drive by on El 
Camino Real, the RV shakes. 
Without electricity, charged 
computer and cell phone batter-
ies are precious commodities. 
The family parks in one place as 

long as they can before a police 
officer inevitably shows up and 
leaves them a tow warning no-
tice that gives them 72 hours to 
move the RV a half mile away or 
face an expensive citation.

The children in the Solorio 
family are among a small num-
ber of homeless students in Palo 
Alto Unified — 23, according to 
the district— whose living situa-
tions bring to light deep inequi-
ties at play with distance learn-
ing. When staff heard two weeks 
ago of students in RVs who were 

struggling to access the inter-
net consistently, even with the 
district-provided hot spots, they 
installed wireless access points 
outside the district office and 
pointed them toward the motor 
homes on El Camino Real. 

“There are people that need 
help and they need help in ways 
most people would be unaware 
exist in Palo Alto,” Superinten-
dent Don Austin said.

The Solorio family lived in San 

Nonprofits 
step in to 
aid online 
education

Ravenswood students use 
learning hubs to stay on 

track at school
by Elena Kadvany

A t Los Robles-Ronald Mc-
Nair Academy in East Palo 
Alto on Wednesday morn-

ing, a young boy sat quietly at a 
desk, writing words in Spanish in a 
notebook as he watched his teach-
er lead a dual immersion lesson 
on Zoom. More than 6 feet away, 
a girl stood up and stretched her 
arms over her head, mirroring her 
teacher on her own iPad screen. 

They are among about 76 Ra-
venswood City School District 
students who returned to campus-
es this week in new learning hubs 
created by the district in partner-
ship with local nonprofits.

Ravenswood has teamed up with 
the Boys & Girls Clubs of the Pen-
insula, San Francisco 49ers Acad-
emy and East Palo Alto Tennis and 
Tutoring to offer free, supportive 
in-person spaces to students to ac-
cess distance learning. The school 
district is providing the classrooms, 
meals and custodial support while 
the nonprofits are in charge of the 
programming and responsible for 
adhering to all local and state pub-
lic health guidelines. The program 
is permissible under recently issued 
state guidance that allows schools 
to offer in-person instruction for 
small groups of high-need students.

The hubs were created in re-
sponse to a district survey that 
found about 25% of parents need 
child care during the school day, or 

(continued on page 14)

Campuses reopen for high-need students

T he libraries were dark, the 
cafeterias closed and the 
hallways were eerily quiet, 

but small groups of Palo Alto 
Unified School District students 
still went back to school in person 
last week.

The school district reopened 
several campuses for the first time 
since March to serve students who 
have been identified as struggling 
academically or needing quiet, 
supportive places to learn, as well 
as some students with disabilities.

In one Fletcher Middle School 
classroom, five students sat quietly 
at socially distanced desks work-
ing on computers with masks and 
headphones on. Before entering 
the classroom, each of them had 
been screened by a nurse who’d 
asked if they’d been in contact 
with anyone who’s tested positive 
for the coronavirus or if they had 
symptoms themselves. Instead of 
back-to-school-night flyers, QR 

codes for health screenings were 
posted at the front office.

Each day, the students are pro-
vided with breakfast, which they 
eat outside with their cohorts at 
picnic tables and benches marked 
with blue tape to remind them to 
keep 6 feet apart. The hallways 
are decorated with illustrated 
hand-washing reminders and the 
water fountains are wrapped in 
plastic.

As part of the district’s new 
PAUSD+ program for high-need 
students, each middle and high 
school campus is housing one or 
two cohorts, with no more than 
two adults supervising each group. 
Fletcher, for example, is currently 
serving 15 middle school students 
in two cohorts. 

Out of the 91 students whom 

(continued on page 12)

(continued on page 10)

For small groups of Palo Alto  
students, class is in — in person

by Elena Kadvany

For homeless kids, distance learning is even harder
Students in RVs struggle with shortages of electricity, internet access

by Elena Kadvany
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utility rates and opposing Proposi-
tion 15, which would create a “split 
roll” system in which property tax 
for commercial and industrial sites 
is based on market value rather 
than purchase price.

Despite the assertion by some 
business owners that the proposi-
tion would hurt them financially, 
the City Council endorsed staff 
recommendation that the city of-
ficially support Proposition 15, 
which allocates some of the prop-
erty tax revenues to local govern-
ments and school districts.

DuBois also vehemently op-
posed any consideration of lower-
ing the minimum wage, an idea 
that was brought up by Jim Ellis, 
managing principal of Ellis Part-
ners, which owns Town & Coun-
try Village. DuBois said reducing 
the wage would be “somewhat im-
moral right now.”

“We’re talking about work-
ers who are on the front lines 
— people at grocery stores and 
these other stores. They should 
probably be getting combat pay 
and getting paid more. I just can’t 
see us lowering their wage,” Du-
Bois said.

The council largely supported 
most of the other efforts by staff to 
support local retail, which includes 
$10,000 grants to small business-
es and the closure of University 
and California avenues to traffic 

as part of the city’s Uplift Local 
campaign (previously known as 
Summer Streets). So far, the ef-
forts appear to be having positive, 
if uneven effects, with some res-
taurants along the main commer-
cial stretches reporting a healthy 
uptick in businesses while others, 
particularly those on side streets, 
saying that the closures are hurt-
ing their business by putting them 
at a competitive disadvantage.

For Town & Country, the chal-
lenge of the pandemic is com-
pounded by the fact that many of its 
shoppers used to come from Palo 
Alto High School and Stanford 
University, institutions that have 
been more or less shut down for 
the past six months. Ellis said sales 
at the shopping center are down 
this month by 60% to 80% when 
compared to last year. And while 
the shopping center went into the 
pandemic with a vacancy rate of 
between 6% and 7%, the rate cur-
rently stands at 15% and appears 
to be heading toward 20% to 25%.

“It’s important to acknowledge 
that many of these businesses 
won’t open,” Ellis said. “And it 
isn’t because the landlord won’t 
talk to them and isn’t willing to 
defer, abate or rework their rent. 
It’s because they’ve been closed for 
such an extended period of time, 
and they are really — even though 
general retail businesses are open 
— unable to receive customers.” 

Staff Writer Gennady Sheyner 
can be emailed at gsheyner@
paweekly.com. 

Retail
(continued from page 7)

Jose before arriving in Palo Alto 
in February, just before the start of 
the pandemic, Noemi Solorio said 
in an interview conducted in Span-
ish. She was working in the food 
industry at the time. She worked in 
the afternoons while her husband 
worked in the mornings so at least 
one parent could be home with 
their children throughout the day. 

Then shelter in place took ef-
fect. Her husband got laid off and 
her hours were cut. She later lost 
her job, but her husband found 
work again. They don’t own the 
RV that’s become their home but 
instead pay $700 a month in rent 
to the owner. She said those early 
months of the shutdown were 
“chaos” without the escape of a 
trip to the park or McDonald’s. 

Solorio’s full-time job is now 
sitting with her youngest son, Jer-
emy, while he’s on Zoom for school 
from 8 to 11:30 a.m. He didn’t at-
tend preschool, so he hasn’t had any 
exposure to school and is having 
trouble adjusting, particularly with 
everything happening online. He’s 
5 years old and easily distracted — 
by his siblings, by his hunger, by 
wanting to kiss and hug his mother.

“It’s his first year. He doesn’t 
know you have to pay attention,” 
she said. “He doesn’t know there’s a 
pandemic. He just wants to play and 
play and play. It’s difficult for me.”

She’s worried that he’s falling 

behind his classmates and that the 
teacher is progressing to concepts 
he doesn’t understand.

“They’re starting to want them 
to do sentences of two to three 
words, but how is he supposed to 
do that if he doesn’t know the con-
sonants or letters or sounds? How 
can the teacher want him to focus 
on entire words that he does not 
know?” she asked. 

Solorio said it’s been frustrat-
ing to see some of her children get 
marked absent or penalized when 
they lose their internet connection 
and miss class. She said she wish-
es there was more flexibility and 
communication with the teachers 
about their living situation. (She 
also asked for more compassion 
from the city about people living 
in RVs, who she feels are painted 
with an unfairly broad brush.)

The mother of four compared 
the foundation laid at the start of a 
new school year — and with Jere-
my, the start of his K-12 education 
— to starting the day with a good 
breakfast. Without one, you’re not 
as well set up for success, she said.

“If you start the day badly, it 
will end badly,” she said. “It does 
worry me.”

Last week, Solorio’s two older 
children, who are 13 and 15 years 
old, returned to school in person for 
the first time since March as part of 
the district’s new PAUSD+ program 
for high-need students. She had 
mixed feelings about them going.

“I’m happy but nervous. I’m 
happy because due to the situation 

I’m living in, they were not doing 
all of their classes completely. It’s 
not a problem with them. It’s a 
problem with the power” and not 
being able to charge their com-
puters, she said. “But I’m nervous 
because I know the coronavirus is 
something serious.”

As a mother, she said she’d 
prefer to keep her children home 
with her where she knows they’re 
safe and can limit their exposure 
to the coronavirus. When her hus-
band comes home from work, he 
disinfects as much as possible and 
leaves his shoes outside the RV.

They can’t help but feel inad-
equate as parents, Solorio said, 
and are “fighting” to find a stable 
home to move into. Last week, the 
district told them they’d get a sec-
ond hot spot, a request that takes 
about a week to process, though 
the district is prioritizing homeless 
students.

“We feel like bad parents. We 
want a good roof above our heads,” 
she said. “But at the same time I 
thank God because I still have a 
roof for them and they’re healthy.”

The school district is planning 
to pilot an elementary PAUSD+ 
program at Addison Elementary 
School but is hoping to be able to 
fully reopen elementary campuses 
next month and into early Novem-
ber, assuming Santa Clara County 
stays in the state’s less restrictive 
“red” tier for two weeks. 

Staff Writer Elena Kadvany 
can be emailed at ekadvany@
paweekly.com.

RVs
(continued from page 5)

We have added to our strict safety 

that your next primary, urgent care, 

or hospital visit will be a safe one. 

Do not delay in getting the care you 

need. It is time to return to health. 

elcaminohealth.org/return-to-health 

YOUR  
SAFETY
IS OUR HIGHEST  
PRIORITY
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the district invited to participate 
in PAUSD+ districtwide, 33 at-
tended on the first day, according 
to administrators. By the end of 
the week there were 44 students 
enrolled, with more to be added 
soon, according to the district.

Though the program just start-
ed, teachers already said they’re 
seeing some students whom 
they hadn’t regularly seen when 
school started in late August, 
Fletcher Principal Melissa How-
ell said.

“We heard from teachers that 
participation has increased,” she 
said. “That was our ultimate 
goal.”

In late August, the California 
Department of Public Health is-
sued guidance permitting schools 
to reopen to serve students with 
“acute” needs, including students 
with disabilities, English learners, 
students at higher risk of further 
learning loss or not participat-
ing in distance learning, students 
at risk of abuse or neglect, fos-
ter youth and students who are 
homeless.

Across town at Cubberley 
Community Center, another 
classroom was back in action 
on Friday morning. Four adult 
students in the district’s Futures 
program for postsecondary stu-
dents with moderate to severe 
disabilities worked on a range of 
vocational and tactile activities, 
with masked aides guiding them. 
(Three of the four students wore 
masks.)

Sydney Abraha, who is blind, 
worked on separating pom-poms 
from erasers, sitting under a 
large, red poster board that was 
created for her during distance 
learning. The board is divided 
into three sections — places, 
activities and people — with felt 
cutouts decorated with objects 
to communicate and guide her 
day, such as lunch (the top of a 
plastic fork) and Zoom class (a 
raised “Z”). She was nearing the 
lunch hour when she’d make a 
peanut butter and jelly sandwich 
for herself in a temporary kitchen 
at Cubberley.

On the other side of the class-
room, another student, Joshua 
Van Riesen, was engrossed in 
putting erasers on pencils and 
placing the finished products into 
a container.

They are among the first spe-
cial-education students to return 
to school in person since a dis-
trict in-person summer program 
had to close early in July after 
Gov. Gavin Newsom announced 
that schools in counties being 
monitored by the state for high 
coronavirus metrics couldn’t be 
open in person. Many parents of 
students with disabilities, wor-
ried their children have fallen 
behind during distance learning, 
have been clamoring for face-
to-face support. Several special 
education teachers, meanwhile, 
urged the school board last week 

PAUSD
(continued from page 5)

A t a glance, it looked like 
a normal first day of 
school: Kids climbed 

excitedly on a jungle gym, a 
teacher led story time, a group 
of fourth-graders went over 
classroom expectations for the 
year.

It was far from normal. All the 
students and staff had been pri-
vately tested for the coronavirus 
before being allowed to return to 
campus. Classes were being held 
under tents in parking lots and 
in storage spaces converted into 
outdoor or open-air classrooms. 
One teacher led her class remote-
ly from a screen as she quaran-
tined at home after traveling for 
a family emergency. Kindergar-
teners, on their first-ever day of 
in-person school, were learning 
about “air hugs” and using “air-
plane arms” to stay 6 feet apart.

Synapse School, a small pri-
vate school in Menlo Park, is one 
of 21 San Mateo County schools 
that have been granted waivers to 
reopen in person for elementary 
grades. Wednesday was its first 
day of the new school year (the 
restart was delayed by two days 
because of poor air quality). Only 
schools with waivers are allowed 
to reopen until San Mateo Coun-
ty’s COVID-19 metrics are low 
enough to gain the state’s permis-
sion for all schools to reconvene.

Synapse offers a unique look 
into how one local private school 
— one with ample resources 
and a reputation for being scrap-
py and innovative — has ap-
proached reopening, from part-
nering with Stanford University 
and Lucile Packard Children’s 
Hospital to provide weekly CO-
VID-19 testing to reconfiguring 
the campus to educate students 
outdoors.

“Schools can do this — maybe 
not this robustly. We’re small. 
We have some resources,” Head 
of School Jim Eagen acknowl-
edged. “If you’re a smaller school 
and you can think creatively, I do 
think you can get to a spot where 
you can open safely.”

Synapse, which was born as a 
lab school in 2009, offers proj-
ect-based instruction with a fo-
cus on social-emotional learn-
ing and neuroscience research 
(hence the name). Students 
don’t receive letter grades and 
are instead assessed on concepts 
like risk, communication and it-
eration. Once a year, the entire 
school is turned into a “living 
museum” displaying students’ 
interactive projects based on an 
annual theme. Tuition ranges 
from $32,000 for kindergarten 
to $38,000 for middle school, 
plus fees. 

Elementary students returned 

in person this week in a hybrid 
model. Stable cohorts of eight to 
12 kindergarten through fourth-
graders are at the Edison Way 
campus in the morning, then 
head home for distance learn-
ing in the afternoon. Cohorts of 
the same size of fifth- and sixth-
graders who learn remotely in the 
morning attend in person in the 
afternoon, after the campus gets 
a deep clean during lunchtime. 
About 80% to 85% of students in 
these grades have returned; the 
rest have opted for full distance 
learning, according to the school.

All students and staff are being 
tested weekly on campus through 
what Eagen said is a cutting-edge 
research partnership. Synapse, 
which had an existing partner-
ship with Stanford through the 
school’s Brainwave Learning 
Center, has teamed up with the 
university and children’s hospital 
for a study on COVID-19 diag-
nostics and the safe reopening of 
schools. In exchange for a team 
of researchers and doctors who 
provide the testing under a tent in 
a school parking lot every Thurs-
day, Synapse raised money and 
dipped into the school’s rainy day 
fund — and “it’s raining really 
hard right now,” Eagen said — to 
create a fund that the hospital can 
use “as they see fit to help reopen 
schools.” 

The testing is led by Yvonne 
Maldonado, a Stanford pediat-
ric infectious disease professor 
and the infection control medi-
cal director at Packard, and Ja-
son Wang, associate pediatrics 
professor at the children’s hos-
pital. Both have been consulting 
with the school on its reopening 
plans since June, as have medi-
cal experts from the University 
of California at San Francisco.

Students and staff who opt to 
participate in the study (as well 
as this newspaper’s reporter and 
photographer, who were tested 
before being allowed to visit 
Synapse) undergo three different 

kinds of COVID-19 testing: a na-
sopharyngeal swab (deep in the 
nose), lower nasal swab and sali-
va sample, which are analyzed at 
the Stanford University Clinical 
Virology Laboratory. The school 
promises a 48-hour turnaround 
for results. 

There have been no positive 
tests yet, Eagen said, but the 
school has acknowledged that 
“even with the best control strat-
egies in place, there may be cases 
in our community.” 

Synapse asks students and 
families to adhere to a set of 
guidelines that assess the risk 
levels of various off-campus ac-
tivities, such as socializing, going 
for a hike or dining at restaurants.

Testing is just one layer of 
Synapse’s reopening strategy, 
which also includes frequent 
cleaning of spaces, physical dis-
tancing, handwashing, upgrad-
ing HVAC units and requiring 
all students and staff to wear 
masks while on campus. Athlet-
ics and field trips have been put 
on hold and events like back to 
school night and all-school as-
semblies will take place online.

The 2-acre campus itself has 
been transformed to serve stu-
dents mostly outside based on 
research that shows the corona-
virus doesn’t transmit as easily 
outdoors, Eagen said. To create 
outdoor classrooms, the school 
purchased Wi-Fi hotspots, put 
down turf on parking lots, pur-
chased large tents and built new 
desks and whiteboards in a cam-
pus makerspace. A multipurpose 
room has been turned into two 
first-grade classrooms, with new 
carpet that has yellow designs 
that double as social distancing 
markers. The few classes that are 
meeting indoors are in spaces 
with large air flow. 

“We took down walls,” Ea-
gen said. “That’s our school’s 
approach. We’re a very inno-
vative lab school, young and 
scrappy. Our parents expect that, 

actually.”
In one fourth-grade classroom, 

a converted storage space, stu-
dents discussed on Wednesday 
morning norms for both usual 
and unusual school years: Be 
kind. Try your best. Be respect-
ful — particularly when consid-
ering that some of their peers are 
now learning in tents without 
walls where noise travels easily. 

Inside the school’s maker-
space, a massive warehouse with 
high ceilings and large doors that 
can roll up to increase air flow, 
a group of kindergarten students 
wore “first day on campus” pa-
per hats as they drew and colored 
using pens in Ziploc bags desig-
nated for individual use.

Eagen said transparent, fre-
quent communication with 
parents and staff was key to a 
successful reopening. Synapse 
hosted weekly Zoom town halls 
this summer, and he posted 
weekly video updates, plus a 
weekly newsletter. He met indi-
vidually with each of the school’s 
60 staff members, either outside 
from a distance or on Zoom. The 
staff also met with the school’s 
medical advisers, COVID-19 
task force and board members. 

A few non-teaching employ-
ees didn’t feel comfortable re-
turning to work in person, Eagen 
said, while some who did want 
to come back were asked to stay 
at home. Art and music special-
ists, for example, who normally 
rotate among classes are working 
from home for their safety and 
the students’.

Eagen estimated that Synapse 
will spend close to $2 million 
from the school’s reserves on re-
opening, including facilities up-
grades, testing and adding staff. 
He acknowledged that not all 
schools are able to reopen in the 
way that small, well-resourced 
schools can.

“Smaller schools are going to 
have an advantage. I do believe 
that,” he said. “You can be nim-
ble. You can make changes. You 
can just keep things small.”

But there are less costly ap-
proaches that other schools can 
apply, he said, including better 
communication, forming part-
nerships and, practically, repur-
posing a campus’ outdoor spaces.

“A big district can commu-
nicate transparently. They can 
reach out to experts, whether 
they’re within their own com-
munity, the parent population, 
or the broader community. They 
can partner on best practices,” 
Eagen said. 

Staff Writer Elena Kadvany 
can be emailed at ekadvany@
paweekly.com.

Air hugs and weekly testing: Inside one 
private school’s first day back at school 

Synapse School in Menlo Park is holding in-person classes outdoors on its campus
by Elena Kadvany

EDUCATION

Synapse School kindergarten teacher Paige Carey plays a game 
with her students on the first day of in-person classes in Menlo 
Park on Sept. 16.

M
a

g
a

li G
a

u
th

ie
r

(continued on page 13)

About the cover: Synapse 
School teacher Hannah 
Gallagher looks at her class 
of third- and fourth-graders 
in an outdoor classroom in a 
fenced off courtyard on the 
Menlo Park campus on Sept. 
16. Photo by Magali Gauthier. 
Cover design by Douglas 
Young.
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and disrespected, he said.
“The initial response to the sui-

cide cluster was adults talking to 
adults over the heads of our kids,” 
he said.

High school students and recent 
graduates stepped up to express 
themselves, however, and Erick-
son sees that trend continuing and 
evolving today. The city’s youth 
are now speaking out with strong, 
informed voices in the local Black 
Lives Matter movement regarding 
racial reckoning. No longer in the 
shadows about issues that matter 
to them, they’ve moved toward 
self-empowerment.

“I think about the City Council 
hearings on the budget and the 
threat we saw to teen services 
and the response to teen voices. 
So many spoke candidly about 
their own mental health and the 
benefit of a changing narrative,” 
he said.

Many youth programs have 
helped to create a feeling of con-
nectedness to the community, 

which has helped young people 
to overcome stigmas and to speak 
openly, he added.

“Young people are leading the 
way as opposed to the adults,” he 
said.

But Erickson cautioned against 
the community becoming com-
placent. Anxiety and depression 
are still widespread among stu-
dents, he said.

“Some experts say that the sui-
cides are still in a state of con-
tagion. The problem is not just 
deaths; it’s the continuum of at-
tempts, hospitalization and sui-
cidal ideation,” he said. “There’s 
a very high number of students 
who report a sense of anxiety and 
sadness over X-number of weeks. 
These are signs that this thing is 
not over.”

COVID-19 has added another 
layer to challenge students’ men-
tal health and well-being.

“It’s very tough. We’re seeing 
more of a sense of anxiety, de-
pression and isolation,” he said.

Youth themselves, however, are 
taking action. YCS peer leaders 
have developed a youth-connect-
edness initiative and created a 

video to help students.
The pandemic may also have a 

silver lining, he said.
“This whole frenzied rush to 

college — the primacy of getting 
into a prestigious college — has 
a whole different meaning now,” 
he said. The pandemic offers the 
opportunity to reduce some of 
the stress and tension youth have 
experienced.

Parents still represent one of 
the larger challenges to youth 
wellness. They still have much 
work to do to realize it’s OK to 
not be hyper-focused on success, 
he said.

The same goes for adult behav-
ior that is racist. Black students 
have recently spoken in various 
city- and community-sponsored 
forums about isolation and dis-
crimination, including during in-
formal social activities.

Erickson said he sees “so many 
challenges” currently. Everyone 
— young and old — is facing a 
need to rebuild relationships amid 
the coronavirus pandemic and 
political and cultural assaults on 
civic culture, he said.

Although Erickson is handing 

over the reins of day-to-day op-
erations to Oommen, he’ll still be 
on the YCS board of directors, 
helping to support and guide the 
organization’s vision for improv-
ing the lives of youth and the 
community through selfless ser-
vice, he said.

YCS “can continue to build in 
protecting factors of positive, ser-
vice-based experiences and posi-
tive activities across generations 
that are an antidote to suicide 
and depression,” he said. Look-
ing back over the years and the 

organization’s accomplishments, 
he said: “I have so much respect 
for our community and the way it 
supports YCS.”

Youth Community Services will 
celebrate its 30th anniversary, hon-
or Erickson and introduce Oom-
men on Zoom on Thursday, Sept. 
24, 5:30-6:30 p.m. Anyone who 
would like to attend the virtual 
event can RSVP for the Zoom link 
at youthcommunityservice.org. 

Staff Writer Sue Dremann 
can be emailed at sdremann@
paweekly.com.

various affordability levels, with 
the developer being required to 
provide 5% for each income strata.

Under another option, the city 
would weigh units based on their 
affordability level and adjust the 
number of required units accord-
ingly. Thus, a developer who 
wants to satisfy the 20% require-
ment by building housing for the 
moderate income level would 
need to produce more such units 
than a developer who is building 
units in the low-income tier. The 
approach, according to staff, rec-
ognizes that units in the low, very 
low and extremely low categories 
entail more subsidy and a lower 
return of investment.

“Requiring more units to be 
deed restricted at the lower in-
come level means greater con-
cessions from the zoning code to 
home builders will be required,” 
the reports states.

The option, according to staff, 

provides “maximum flexibility 
to determine how to comply with 
the inclusionary requirement and, 
if elected, would tend to generate 
more low and very-low income 
units than would otherwise be 
produced — or a greater num-
ber of income-restricted units if 
a developer chooses units in the 
moderate or workforce housing 
range.”

For rental properties, staff is 
proposing a different approach: 
requiring developers to provide 
10% of their units for very-low 
income housing (50% of area me-
dian income) and paying housing 
impact fees equivalent to 20% of 
the city’s requirement. This, ac-
cording to staff, is equivalent to 
a 25% inclusionary requirement. 
The city would then be able to 
use the funds to support afford-
able-housing developments sim-
ilar to Wilton Court, which re-
ceived about $10 million in city 
funding.

“Payment of the housing im-
pact fee will help restore the 
city’s housing funds, which are 

typically used by non-profit, low-
income housing projects,” the re-
port states. “Non-profit housing 
typically also provides support-
ive programs that low-income 
households can use to find jobs, 
help with school work, connect 
with social services and other 
programs; these services are not 
generally provided in market-rate 
housing projects.”

According to staff, a hypotheti-
cal 100,000-square-foot rental 
project with 100 units would be 
required to provide 10 very-low 
income units and pay about $2 
million in fees.

Even with the new zone designa-
tion, developers would need to go 
through the city’s typically lengthy 
review process to win approval. 
This includes a prescreening ses-
sion with the council, reviews from 
the Planning and Transportation 
Commission and the Architectural 
Review Board and final approval 
from the council. 

Staff writer Gennady Sheyner 
can be emailed at gsheyner@
paweekly.com.

Erickson
(continued from page 8)

Zoning
(continued from page 9)

to take a more cautious, “con-
servative” approach, citing their 
concerns about the health and 
safety risks.

“It’s best for them to be back,” 
Futures teacher Coleman Hall 
said on Friday. The students, 
despite often having behavioral 
issues, have been calm since re-
turning to school, he added.

He was busy planning numer-
ous activities that underscore the 
importance of in-person learn-
ing for these students, including 
grocery shopping, use of public 
transportation and hiking — all 
geared toward helping the stu-
dents become “as independent as 

possible,” Hall said.
There are 21 post-secondary 

students now attending school in 
person, according to the district.

The school district has not 
yet announced a date that more 
special-education students will 
return in person, but it will be 
this month, Superintendent Don 
Austin said. The district is con-
tinuing to negotiate working con-
ditions related to special educa-
tion with the teachers union, with 
three bargaining sessions in the 
last week.

All of the in-person programs 
must adhere to the state Public 
Health Department’s guidelines, 
including stable cohorts of 14 
or fewer students who stay to-
gether for all activities and physi-
cal distancing “balanced with 

developmental and socio-emo-
tional needs of the age group.”

Judy Argumedo, the district’s 
director of academic support pro-
grams, said she wasn’t surprised 
to hear students were more en-
gaged in online learning while 
back at their schools in a more 
structured environment.

“I think physically just being 
on the campus puts you in the 
mindset: You walk on the cam-
pus and you’re expected to be 
engaged,” she said. “School is 
such a wraparound, protective 
service that I don’t think people 
in general understood everything 
that school provides — even the 
building” itself. 

Staff Writer Elena Kadvany 
can be emailed at ekadvany@
paweekly.com.

Instructional aid Timothy Yung works with a post-secondary student 
in the Palo Alto school district’s Futures program at Cubberley 
Community Center on Sept. 11.
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(continued from page 12)

Amid pandemic, younger poll workers step up
Whether amid a deadly pandemic or catastrophic wildfires, 

the November general election must go on, and this year, more 
and more younger citizens are expected to help registered voters 
participate in their democracy by working at in-person voting 
centers.  (Posted Sept. 16, 5:20 p.m.)

Fire evacuation warnings spark confusion 
Palo Alto Hills residents are questioning why the Santa Clara 

County AlertSCC notification system didn’t include their neigh-
borhood when evacuation warnings were issued for the CZU 
Lightning Complex fires after the city had told them to prepare to 
evacuate and to expect an official warning.  (Posted Sept.16 , 9:53 p.m.)

House fire displaces family
A midday blaze that burned a two-story home on Tuesday forced 

a family of four to flee the building and caused police to evacuate 
surrounding residences in Palo Alto’s Midtown neighborhood, Bat-
talion Chief Ryan Stoddard said.  (Posted Sept. 15, 6:32 p.m.)

Park’s residents-only policy prompts lawsuit
A group of civil rights organizations and residents filed a lawsuit 

against the city of Palo Alto on Tuesday in a bid to repeal a conten-
tious law that bans non-Palo Altans from visiting Foothills Park 
unless accompanied by a city resident.  (Posted Sept. 15, 1:45 p.m.)

City green lights ‘safe parking’ program
The Palo Alto City Council approved on Sept. 14 a proposal to 

use a parking lot at 2000 Geng Road for a “safe parking” program 
for vehicle dwellers.  (Posted Sept. 15, 12:43 a.m.)

Sex crimes reported at two parks 
Police are looking for a man who they believe is responsible for 

sex crimes at two Palo Alto parks that happened less than an hour 
apart on Monday.  (Posted Sept.11, 5:56 p.m.)

Online This Week
These and other news stories were posted on Palo Alto Online 
throughout the week. For longer versions, go to www.PaloAlto 
Online.com/news.

Want to get news briefs emailed to you every weekday? 
Sign up for Express, our daily e-edition.  

Go to PaloAltoOnline.com/express to sign up. 
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Upfront

for about 580 children. Families of 
about 250 students wanted to sign 
up for the hubs in the first days 
they were advertised, according to 
the district. 

In the short term, Ravenswood is 
hoping to serve 140 students across 
all of the learning hubs and, in the 
long term, accommodate more 
than 200 students, Superintendent 
Gina Sudaria told the Weekly.

The learning hubs are open dur-
ing school hours, Monday through 
Friday from 8 a.m. to 3 p.m., at Los 
Robles-McNair and Cesar Chavez 
Ravenswood Middle School.

“The learning hubs not only 
help the student, it helps the fami-
lies be able to carry on and sus-
tain their household,” Sudaria said 
during a Boys & Girls Clubs of the 
Peninsula webinar on Wednesday 
evening. “Students are able to 
come into a safe place, access Wi-
Fi and ... (have) some accountabil-
ity. There’s an adult in the room 
who’s there to not only respond to 
you emotionally as a child but to 
help academically when you get 
stuck, making sure you’re on time 
during the synchronous learning 
and making sure you’re actually 
carrying on with the work during 
that asynchronous work.”

Boys & Girls, for its hub, is 
overseeing three classrooms of 
kindergarten and first-grade stu-
dents at Los Robles-McNair. Each 
classroom has a stable cohort of 
no more than 10 students from 
the same school — Los Robles, 
Costaño or Belle Haven — and 
two Boys & Girls employees, 

who all volunteered for this par-
ticular assignment. The students 
have their temperatures checked 
and are screened for COVID-19 
symptoms and exposure daily (as 
were this reporter and photogra-
pher when they visited). They sit at 
socially distanced desks and wear 
masks. Only one student can go to 
the bathroom at a time, and they 
stop at a “sanitation station” to use 
hand sanitizer when they return 
to the classroom. The staff use 
an incentive program to keep the 
students safe and on track, giving 
them points for properly wearing 
masks or staying on task during 
Zoom classes.

Boys & Girls staff said they 
were eager to leverage their re-
sources to meet a need in the com-
munity as schools remain closed 
and many students continue to 
struggle with internet access, hav-
ing a quiet space to learn or to 
simply focus on Zoom classes. 
The district has distributed more 
than 1,000 Wi-Fi hotspots and is 
rushing to purchase more for stu-
dents on a wait list, according to 
Sudaria. According to a survey at 
the start of the school year, nearly 
300 families were without a stable 
internet connection.

The district is also working 
separately to increase atten-
dance among all students. When 
the school year started, 72% of 
students were attending online 
school, according to the district. 
By Sept. 4, that increased to 82%.

At the learning hubs, students 
have reliable internet, meals 
throughout the day and adults 
to step in when they need help, 
whether to find the right Zoom 
code to log in to class or to stay 

on task during several hours of 
online learning. The Boys & Girls 
reached out to Ravenswood teach-
ers to get each student’s daily 
schedule, which are written on 
whiteboards in the classrooms. 

Spencer Haar, site leader for the 
Boys & Girls hub at Los Robles-
McNair, said parents have been 
“thankful” when dropping their 
kids off. Parents are not allowed to 
come on the campuses, a particu-
lar disappointment for the parents 
who wanted to watch their kinder-
garteners have their first-ever in-
person classroom experience. 

The Boys & Girls Clubs of the 
Peninsula also opened three of its 
own learning hubs this week: one 
at the nonprofit’s East Palo Alto 
clubhouse on Pulgas Avenue and 
two in Redwood City. On Wednes-
day morning at the East Palo Alto 
hub, which is next door to Los 
Robles-McNair, about 17 students 
of all ages were learning online, 
sitting at socially distanced tables 
set up in the parking lot outside 
the clubhouse. 

The children are happy to be 
around other children, staff said. 
One young boy started crying 
at the end of the day on Tuesday 
because he didn’t want to leave 
school.

“It’s nice for them to see other 
kids,” said Jenny Obiaya, chief 
program officer for the Boys & 
Girls Clubs of the Peninsula. “It 
can be such an isolating time.”

Boys & Girls hopes its Raven-
swood hub will eventually accom-
modate more students. One barrier 
for working parents, however, is 

transportation. Three sisters who 
started in the learning hub earlier 
this week had to drop out, Haar 
said, because their mother couldn’t 
pick them up in the afternoons. He 
said they’re hoping the district can 
provide transportation to students 
who need it.

The Ravenswood school board 
approved last Thursday memoran-
dums of understanding with the 
three nonprofits. Board member 
Sharifa Wilson cast the sole “no” 
vote, citing concerns about wheth-
er the nonprofit staff working at 
the hubs will be regularly tested 
for the coronavirus.

The district has allocated 
$750,000 to support the learning 
hubs from $3 million it received in 
federal funds to mitigate students’ 
learning loss. The funds expire at 
the end of the year, so the district 
will look to the three nonprofits to 
pay to continue the hubs if schools 
remain closed into 2021.

With other organizations man-
aging the hubs, the district will be 
able to learn from what works and 
what doesn’t.

“We want to be able to provide 
direct instruction and bring kids 
back,” Sudaria said Wednesday. 
“We want to do so in a safe way 
and we think the learning hubs 
(are) a way to be able to launch and 
play out what it will be like to have 
kids on campus.”

The learning hubs are open to 
any Ravenswood school district 
student. Families who are inter-
ested in applying for a spot at a 
leaning hub can do so here: https://
sites.google.com/ravenswood-
schools.net/reopeningplanning/
learning-hubs  

Other local nonprofits have 
stepped in to support Ravenswood 
students who are struggling with 
distance learning. East Palo Alto 
education nonprofit Thiebaut 
Method started a new online learn-
ing program using volunteers to 
teach Ravenswood students how 
to use distance technologies, with 
a list of students waiting to sign up. 
All Students Matter, which pre-
pandemic placed volunteers in Ra-
venswood classrooms to provide 
support, is now using volunteers to 
provide one-on-one virtual tutor-
ing to students. Both organizations 
are looking for more volunteers so 
they can serve more students. 

Staff Writer Elena Kadvany 
can be emailed at ekadvany@
paweekly.com.

Ravenswood
(continued from page 5)

Costaño Elementary School kindergartener Matthias follows 
schedules on a whiteboard in a classroom at the Boys & Girls Clubs 
in East Palo Alto on Sept. 16.

M
a

g
a

li G
a

u
th

ie
r

Advisory Committee for Special 
Education, the Latino Parent Net-
work and Parent Advocates for 
Student Success. For more infor-
mation, go to ptac.paloaltopta.org. 
Questions can be sent by email to 
paloaltocac@gmail.com.

Ravenswood City 
School District Board 
of Trustees

• Saturday, Oct. 3, 1-4 p.m. Fo-
rum hosted by EPA Neighbors at 
St. Mark AME Church, 1749 Bay 
Road, East Palo Alto. More infor-
mation on registration and access 
to come.

• Thursday, Oct. 8, 7-8 p.m. 
Forum hosted by the League of 
Women Voters of South San Ma-
teo County over Zoom. More in-
formation on registration and ac-
cess to come.

Santa Clara County 
Board of Education, 
Area 1

• Sunday, Oct. 11, 4-5 p.m. 
Forum hosted by the League 
of Women Voters of Los Altos-
Mountain View Area. If event 
registration exceeds 100 attend-
ees, organizers plan to provide a 
livestream via YouTube. Register 
information is posted at lwvlamv.
org. Attendees can submit a ques-
tion in advance.

California Senate 
District 13

• Thursday, Sept. 24, 7-8 p.m. 
Forum hosted by the League of 
Women Voters of Los Altos-
Mountain View Area and cospon-
sored by LWV chapters in Palo 
Alto, Cupertino-Sunnyvale and 
South San Mateo County. If event 
registration exceeds 100 attend-
ees, organizers plan to provide a 
livestream via YouTube. Registra-
tion link at lwvlamv.org.

California Assembly 
District 24

• Tuesday, Sept. 29, 7:30-8:30 
p.m. Forum hosted by the League 
of Women Voters of Palo Alto and 
cosponsored by LWV chapters in 
Los Altos-Mountain View Area, 
Cupertino-Sunnyvale and South 
San Mateo County. Registration 
link at lwvlamv.org. Questions 
can be sent in advance by noon 
on Sunday, Sept. 27, through the 
question submission link on reg-
istration confirmation email.

U.S. Congressional 
District 18

• Saturday, Sept. 26, 4-5 p.m. - 
Forum hosted by the League of 
Women Voters of Palo Alto and 
cosponsored by LWV chapters in 
Los Altos-Mountain View Area, 
Southwest Santa Clara Valley 
and South San Mateo County. 
Registration link at lwvlamv.org. 
Questions can be sent in advance 
by noon on Thursday, Sept. 24, 
through the question submission 
link on registration confirmation 
email. 

Debate
(continued from page 7)

City Council (Sept. 14)
Safe Parking: The council approved a three-year lease with Santa Clara County 
to create a “safe parking” program at a city-owned site at 2000 Geng Road. 
Yes: Unanimous
Retail: The council directed staff to return with options for temporarily 
suspending the “retail preservation” ordinance in areas outside the city’s 
commercial core. Yes: Cormack, Fine, Kniss, Tanaka No: DuBois, Filseth, Kou

City Council (Sept. 16)
Evaluations: The council met in a closed session to evaluate the performances 
of the city manager, the city attorney and city clerk. Action: None

CityView
A round-up       of Palo Alto government action this week


