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Part Of a Broad Strategy to Support Students Where They're At

The anxiety group is just one of many student wellness services offered at the James Morehouse Project, or the
JMP as everyone at El Cerrito High calls it. The center is named for a former staff member who had a gift for
connecting with students. Jenn Rader, a former history teacher, started the JMP when she realized that her
students were struggling with far more than academics in her classroom.

“Those things were taking up so much space that there was really nothing left over to receive what was being
offered in the building,” Rader said.

When it opened more than 20 years ago, the James Morehouse Project focused on providing health services and a
little bit of counseling to students. Now, it offers an impressive array of services. It has a free, full-service medical
clinic where students can get physical exams and an array of reproductive health services. It also has a dental
clinic for students with MediCal, California’s Medicaid program.

It offers a youth development program aimed at cultivating students' leadership and activism. Its staff provide
one-on-one counseling services, as well as groups dedicated to almost everything a struggling student would
need: support for queer-identified young people of color, an Arabic-speaking girls group, a support group for
Muslim students, another support group for students who've suffered a catastrophic loss, and social skills groups
for students who have a difficult time connecting with other young people.

“I think there's been kind of a culture shift, a growing awareness and a growing commitment to ensure that
children and young people arrive in a building with what they need in order to enter a classroom ready to learn,”
Rader said.

More than 1,500 students attend El Cerrito High. Rader says almost a third of them have a meaningful interaction
with the JMP each year either through groups or counseling. That’s only possible because the JMP runs a robust
clinical social work internship program.

All those extra adults make a big difference in the lives of kids. When Brianna first came to the JMP, she saw an
intern counselor who she says changed her life.

“She didn’t tell me what I was supposed to be, who I was supposed to be,” Brianna said. “She sat there and she
listened, and she helped me just discover who I was. She helped me get deeper with myself and mѐӷ her lྀԐ҉ᄀ
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to community college in the fall, a new phase of life that excites her.

James Morehouse Project director Jenn Rader says it’s no surprise students are anxious in today’s world. Her
students are dealing with a lot of trauma from the world around them. Their families are struggling to make ends
meet in an economy that is increasingly unequal. They are worried about their futures in an insecure world. Many
feel that if they aren’t perfect, they’ve failed. And they’re constantly comparing themselves to others on social
media. They are terrified of school shootings, immigration raids, violence in their neighborhoods, and even not
getting into a good college.

Nina Kaiser says she’s seeing patients with serious anxiety at younger and younger ages. She’s even started an
anxiety group, called Mighty Minds, with elementary school-aged children to help kids build up the resilience
they’ll need to face middle and high school stress before they get there.

“Why are we waiting until kids are already struggling? These are really life skills. The ability to calm yourself
down, to notice when you're feeling stressed. I'm practically 40 years old. These are still skills that I'm practicing
day by day.”
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She hopes with these tools available to them, kids will have skills to fall back on when they run up against
adversity.
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Students will also have dedicated gym, art, music or technology classes. The district also hired a
dedicated tutor for the school.

“They weren’t getting art or P.E. except for whatever their classroom teachers were doing,” Gonzalez
said. “Now all kids are getting these classes.”

The changes include the district building a better relationship between the school and the community.

The union, for example, has partnered with the district by paying the salary of a full-time Community
Schools Coordinator by using a $50,000 grant it received from its national union, the National
Education Association. The coordinator, who is expected to be hired soon, will meet with families,

PHOTOS: ANDREW REED/EDSOURCE

Marie McEntee, a third grade teacher and curriculum leader, moves books from the library to her classroom.

Sam Cleare, a third-grade teacher, is excited to welcome her students back on
Monday.

Theresa Griffin, a sixth grade teacher, prepares her classroom for the first day
of school.



“We want Stege to be around for
a long time.”
—Pastor Dale Weatherspoon

teachers and community leaders to generate support for the redesign and help build better
relationships between each group. The union also supported the district’s plan to give each teacher a
$10,000 incentive.

“We’re claiming the school as one of our own,” said Dale Weatherspoon, pastor of Easter Hill
Methodist Church, who has been encouraging people to volunteer at the school. “I don’t know if we
have any children at the school at our church, but Stege is in our community, and we’re a community
church.”

Weatherspoon said about six people from his congregation
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“I was only a second-year teacher…and I felt spread thin,” Cleare said. “There is this concern from
families that it’s your child and they’re being taught by this person who is not from here, and it’s
pretty apparent when one of the first year (teachers) is teaching.”

Cleare said one thing the community and the teachers asked for was training so the teachers could be
more sensitive to the culture students were coming from. She’s also made a point of getting to know
her students’ families, attending alumni events, board and community meetings.

“What’s important for me is having staff members who will be there for a very long time, are trained
well and have relationships with the community,” she said.

Weatherspoon, the Easter Hill pastor, said he’s feeling positive about the new direction the school is
moving.

“I always want things to move faster but I’m optimistic because there is good energy around Stege,” he
said. “Some good things are happening at Stege and people want to help the school be more
effective…We want Stege to be around for a long time.”
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Stege Elementary School in Richmond.
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