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CHARTING A NEW COURSE: MEG AND RANDY PALISOC

small asphalt triangle in South
A Los Angeles houses their campus.

In their aging school building, vis-
ible pipes stretch beneath hallway ceilings
above old tile floors.

Across the street from the building,
pointed steel fences front almost an entire
block of houses. There are more pointed
fences next to the school at a Los Angeles
Fire Department station. The building
also lacks offices, so the school founders
and teachers work in a converted classroom
using long folding tables as desks.

"The founders often work 16 hours a day
on teaching and administrative tasks at
school and on school business at home. They
started a line of credit on their home to pay
school expenses as state funds dribbled in
when the academy opened in August 2004.

Despite the difficult work environ-
ment, Synergy Charter Academy founders
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Meg and Randy Palisoc seem at home in
this space at 34th Street and Central
Avenue, a mile and a half east of USC. It’s
the site that Meg, 30, and Randy, 31, chose
less than a decade after their 1996 USC
graduations to open a charter school for 120
predominately Latino students. Both
wanted to reach more students than they
had as Los Angeles Unified School District
(LAUSD) teachers.

Randy Palisoc taught third and fourth
grades in the LAUSD from 1997 to 2001
and “pushed the students to do work
above their grade level.” When the chil-
dren succeeded, he praised them. The
advanced work and encouragement helped
improve student performance, Palisoc says.
From 2001 to 2004, Randy served as the
Title VII director at the same school where
he developed an innovative approach to
teaching literacy skills to English learners.
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To extend that opportunity the Palisocs
decided to start a school that emphasized
innovative teaching.

“If you’re a classroom teacher in the
third grade,” Randy says, “each year you
can influence the lives of 20 students. If
you start a charter school, you can affect
the lives of 120 students from kindergarten
through fifth grade. And if you do well as a
school, you can serve as a model for the
entire school district. That’s our vision.”

On a typical day during summer school,
13 students at Palisoc’s academy throw
small footballs at recess. When recess ends,
despite the scorching heat the third and
fourth graders follow instructions perfectly.
They form two lines, walk into class and
lay their heads on their desk, some barely
reaching the floor from their folding chairs.
Then they get a drink at the water cooler.

“We’re a free public school, but we
have a private school atmosphere,” says
Meg. “The parents like the discipline. We
draw from our experiences at USC such as
its emphasis on The Trojan Family and we
created The Synergy Family mentality at
our school.”

After refreshing themselves with water,
the neatly-dressed students sit in a rectangle
on a rug near a blackboard. Above them is a
sign indicating that this is the east wall of the
classroom. Beneath the sign Randy begins to
teach fractions. He uses plastic circles divid-
ed into halves and quarters to demonstrate
that one half is equivalent to two fourths.

“You need to give them something
concrete to build abstract concepts on,” he
says, “without first having to deal with the
terminology of numerator and denomina-
tor. Kids get confused by the concept of
numerator and denominator if you rush
into the terminology first and forget to
make it concrete for them. It’s so abstract.”

Making abstract concepts easier fuses
with Palisoc’s plan to start algebraic think-
ing in early grades. Randy and Meg are
convinced by research and experience as
teachers that algebra’s
schemes” improve students’ understand-

“powerful

ing of regular math.

Another key goal at the school, which
raised enrollment this fall from 120 to 140,
is promoting literacy through technology.
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“With pencil and paper, students
would write a paragraph and figure out
how to add detail, and how to clarify and
reword things,” says Meg. “Then they
would have to write the whole thing over.
"That discouraged kids from revising. With
the computer, it’s just a matter of a mouse
click and a few keystrokes and you can
make your writing better. This encourages
them to put more effort into their writing.”

"To further encourage students, they are
taught to add details and dialogue and use
figurative language by computerized les-
sons. The computer program may also help
students who progress slowly writing on
paper. “We try to provide multiple ways of
accessing the curriculum,” says Meg.

Heading an innovative charter school
with an annual $1 million budget, the
Palisocs have come a long way since they
became USC undergraduates in 1992.
Their enrollment followed the Los
Angeles riots the previous spring, but the
Palisocs decided they wanted to be near
the problem and part of a change.

“It was scary to see the riots,” says
Meg, who grew up in Hacienda Heights in
the San Gabriel Valley area of Los Angeles
County. “A lot of my family and friends
were scared for me. But I really liked how
USC was reaching out to the city.

“I was nervous, but I wanted to find
out what was going on and what we could
do to make things better,” says Meg, who
matriculated as Margaret Lin and is the
daughter of USC accounting Professor
Thomas Lin. “I wanted to be in a place
that was in the middle of it. I think there’s
a lot of identity development in college.
Being an Asian-American and a woman, |
really had to learn and embrace my back-
ground in college. The riots even more
helped me want to make a difference in
terms of bridging ethnicities, cultures and
socio-economic status.”

Randy, watching the unrest from his
home in Hawaii, says he took a “leap of
faith” to become a Trojan. On campus the
pair volunteered for the Joint Educational
Project, their first
LAUSD schools.

“Once a week I went to a local middle
school to teach about race relations,” Meg
says. “One lesson talked about ‘social jus-
tice crusaders’ such as Martin Luther King,
Jr. T liked that terminology. I didn’t even
know what I was going to do when I fin-
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ished college, but I knew it was going to
have something to do with social justice ...
I've always been fascinated by people will-
ing to go out there and make a difference,
sometimes in difficult circumstances.”

In addition to clarifying their profes-
sional goals, the Palisoc’s were active
socially. They started dating in their senior
year (1995-96) and married in 1998. They
eventually became teachers, but wanted to
try innovative teaching methods with edu-
cationally disadvantaged students. Those
wishes made charter schools attractive.

“Charter schools are supposed to let you
innovate on instruction,” says Meg, “but in
return you're expected to demonstrate
greater achievement among the students.”

While their interest in charter schools
developed, Randy earned a master’s
degree in education and an administrative
credential from UCLA in 2004. Meanwhile
Meg, who had earned a master’s degree in
education from USC in 1998, returned to
campus for help. She received advice from
her former master’s degree advisor, Melora
Sundt, now associate dean for external
affairs in the USC Rossier School of
Education, and from former school dean
Gib Hentschke, now a professor. Using
that information the Palisocs labored for
two frustrating and surprising years to start
Synergy Charter Academy. They leafleted
door to door and held meetings to attract
students in a neighborhood selected to
relieve overcrowded LAUSD schools.

As parents expressed interest, the
Palisocs looked at three potential build-
ings. The first was not configured for a
school. The second, a church, required
zoning variances unavailable in time to
open the academy in August 2004. The
third potential site worked. The Palisocs
would locate at St. Patrick Church, 1010 E.
34th St., in a two-story, stucco and red
brick school building. But the building
frustrated the Palisocs in many ways. The
water fountains were old, so the Palisocs
installed water coolers in the classrooms.
The Church uses the building for night
meetings and weekend catechism classes.
As a result school-wide parent meetings
are held at the Newton Area Police Station
a half block away. In the classrooms, books
and activity centers are locked in closets
every Friday afternoon and taken out
every Monday.

“We need to get our own facility,” says

Meg. “But that costs $5 million or more.”

Church use of the building also means
that the Palisocs keep school financial
records at home.

“Our house looks like a combination
house and warehouse,” Meg says. “We’re
considered a separate school district, so we
have to do all the paperwork that a district
office usually prepares. We go home and
have a second job waiting for us doing
paper work. We’re still working on how to
balance all that.”

The Palisocs could have reduced their
workload by accepting more children and
increasing class sizes. As a public school
that receives money from the state based
on student attendance, this would have
allowed the school to obtain more money
for hiring additional help.

Neighborhood LAUSD schools “usual-
ly have 20 students per class from kinder-
garten through third grade, but 28-32 in
fourth and fifth grade,” says Meg. “We
chose to keep all classes at 20. It’s a chal-
lenging decision because you lose money
per student. But we feel like it’s worth it to
recruit good teachers and also a benefit for
the kids. We also hope that it will prevent
a drop in fourth grade test scores that’s
common in other schools.”

Internal math and language arts tests
show that the students have improved,
Meg says, “in areas such as reading com-
prehension and fluency, vocabulary and
spelling, along with math computation and
analyzing word problems.

“But the tests that everybody looks at
are the California Standards Test (CST)
and the California Achievement Test,
Version 6 (CA'T-6) administered toward the
end of the school year. We are extremely
proud of our staff and students. Our results
from these tests show that our students out-
performed students in neighboring schools.

“We’re still amazed that we were able
to accomplish so much this first year,” Meg
says. “Some of our teachers went on more
field trips this year than they’ve gone on in
their entire career. The physical education
the kids have received have improved
their physical shape and health. We even
had a Community Energy Science Fair
where local community members such as
the Newton Police Station Officers helped
judge our students’ science projects.
There were a lot of scary surprises, but a
lot of nice surprises, t0o.” m





