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Clergy Group Calls on Achievement First to Stop the Threats and Negotiate in Good Faith
The Greater New Haven Clergy Association calls for a fair and transparent process surrounding the purchase and development of the Martin Luther King School site on Dixwell Avenue. The following is a statement from the association in response to Achievement First threatening to end Community Benefits Agreement negotiations for the proposed MLK site.
*************************************************************************
In an environment where two parties have differences but are interested in seeing a positive outcome, dialogue between the parties occur with the intention to satisfy the various interests of the parties involved. The ultimate goal is to compromise. In this situation Achievement First doesn’t appear to want to compromise, first by ignoring the residents who live near the proposed site, and now threatening to end all negotiations and to move its proposed new school to another site.

Whether deserved or not, Achievement First has earned a reputation as being bullies, working to crush the opposition in similar situations. In this case, the charter school company has apparently decided to push the premise that we need them more than they need us, and that we should take it on their word only that they will treat our community, and their proposed new neighbors, with the respect that THEY believe we deserve. 

Even worse, Achievement First officials seem to operate under the notion that as a poor community, we would sell out to the first low bidder who walks through the door. Unfortunately for them, this has not been the case so far, which leaves them frustrated and even more defiant and unyielding in this give-and-take process.

We contend that the community benefits we have requested are extremely reasonable, and again call on Achievement First to negotiate in good faith with Alderwomen Brenda Foskey-Cyrus (D-21) and Delphine Clyburn (D-20), and our community, to ensure that this new school does not impede on the peace and tranquility of those neighbors who may have their largest investment endangered by this new development. Achievement First seems to lack an empathy with the neighbors who lives they are about to impact.

According to their own website, Elm City College Preparatory families are very poor and overwhelmingly minority, 72% qualify for free and reduced lunch, while 99% are African American or Hispanic. Yet these demographics are not reflected in their leadership team. 

In 2011 they doled out $1,436,170 in hefty raises to their senior staff, including raises of over $60,000 and $70,000 to its two Co-CEOs. Each of those individuals now rakes in more than $230,000 a year in salaries and benefits. We still have no idea what their 2012 salaries look like.
Additionally, of the twenty eight leaders at Achievement First, only 2 are African Americans. Their school leadership at Elm City Prep and other Connecticut schools seems to reflect the same demographics. Their demographics certainly do not reflect the community they propose to march into. 

The Achievement First leadership should not be so quick to dismiss the neighborhood families and their concerns, and should stop treating the community as if it is some sort of antebellum plantation where they make all the rules. Perhaps they should reread the legacy of Amistad for which they named their flagship school.
We call on Achievement First to negotiate in good faith with the alderwomen and the community, and produce a Community Benefits Agreement that we can all be proud to call our own.






Rev. James W. Newman III is the President of the Greater New Haven Clergy Association, and is the pastor of New Freedom Missionary Baptist Church on Starr Street bordering the Dixwell and Newhallville neighborhoods.

