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I began this week as usual with a meeting of my Executive 
Leadership Team. This meeting is always productive as this group 
comprises part of the core leadership within the Department. We 
are preparing for several major projects at once, while also bringing 
this academic year to a close. 

I traveled to Austin early Tuesday morning for a hearing before 
members of the Texas House of Representatives Public Education 
Committee. I departed for Austin Monday night, and returned to 
Houston Tuesday after my testimony.

I am pleased to report that our Academic and Behavior Schools 
hosted its first-ever Chess Tournament for students on both 
campuses. (A photo taken at the tournament was featured on 
the front page of yesterday’s City/State section in the Houston 
Chronicle.) The tournament was held in partnership with Perfect 
TEAMPLAY, Inc., a nonprofit organization that uses chess to 
mentor and motivate today’s youth. I participated in the tournament 
and enjoyed every minute of the experience. It was rewarding to 
see our students compete in a game that both encourages and 
requires critical and strategic thinking. I look forward to our 
students participating in more activities like this. 

Yesterday, I attended the SuperMENtor end-of-year event. It 
marked the culmination of the volunteerism efforts many parents, 
mentors, and other members of the Head Start community 
extended over the course of this past year. I am proud to have 
served as one of the SuperMENtor volunteers, and the end-of-year 
celebration was just as rewarding as the overall experience.

Also yesterday, candidates interviewed throughout the day for 
the position of principal of the recovery school campus. Assistant 
Superintendent Parker and I interviewed the finalists today 
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to select the candidate who will be presented to the Board for 
approval during Tuesday’s Board Meeting. 

Today, I attended the AROSC meeting–a group of recovery school 
professionals. This meeting is always enlightening and serves as 
significant source of information-sharing among leaders who are 
experts in this unique field of education. This meeting was very 
resourceful and serves as a great support to the Department. 

Next week, I will be participating in the garden ground-breaking at 
the Academic and Behavior School East location. This project is 
one that both the campus and the Resource Development division 
have been looking forward to kicking off. This project will afford our 
students the opportunity to learn to build and maintain a garden, 
and hopefully reap the benefits of their labor as they also learn to 
employ healthy eating habits.

Please be reminded that the regularly scheduled May Board 
Meeting will be held Tuesday, May 16, at 9:00 a.m. A meeting of 
the PFC Board will take place at 8:30 a.m., immediately prior to 
the regular Board Meeting.

Although the school year is winding down, the Department 
hosted the following professional development opportunities to 
the educators and other professionals in Harris County:  Educator 
Certification and Professional Advancement Career Choice 
Recruitment Seminar and the Attendance Officers’ Share Session. 

In closing, I hope you enjoy this issue of The Connector. As 
always, thanks for your service to HCDE. 

Strife in Life: GED Graduation Promoted through 
Video
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highpoint north students Celebrate teachers on social media

One source for all learners.

Three students at Highpoint North gave special shout-outs to 
their teachers in honor of Teacher Appreciation Week. Timmothy, 
Alexzander, and Angela wrote thank-you cards for their teachers 
and posed with photos, which were shared with school districts on 
HCDE’s Twitter and Facebook pages. 

“Thank you for being a true definition of a teacher,” wrote 
Alexzander, a Klein ISD student.

“Thank you for taking the time and making math easier,” wrote Timmothy, also a Klein ISD student.

Angela wrote: “Thank you for taking the time to explain everything to me.” 

Teaching can be, especially 
around this time of year, a taxing 
profession. Very few professions 
cycle like ours does each year, 
starting over with a new crop of 
clients each fall.  Good advice for 
any teacher in May is to take care 
of yourself and do something on a 
weekend or a week night that has 

nothing to do with school. 

Houston has some of the best museums and arts 
opportunities for incredibly reasonable prices. Did you 

tip for teachers: take time to decompress

know that the Museum of Fine Arts Houston is free on 
Thursdays, courtesy of a wonderful grant from Shell? 
Also, the Holocaust Museum is free every Thursday from 
2 to 5 p.m., as well as the Buffalo Soldiers Museum from 
1 to 5 p.m.

The Alley Theater has incredibly reasonable ticket prices, 
and Arthur Miller’s “A View from the Bridge” is playing 
there through May 21.  Take a night off from grading 
papers or setting up tomorrow’s science experiment and 
feed your creative soul. Remember to enjoy yourself and 
take time to decompress. Summer is almost here.  

HCDE’s professional learning division, the Teaching and Learning Center (TLC), is partnering with Communications 
and Creative Services to promote their line of summer workshop offerings for teachers. 

Teachers and other educators may join TLC this summer 
for a variety of professional learning opportunities in a 
wide range of content areas, including digital learning, 
English/language arts, leadership, math, science, social 
studies, special populations, and more. 

Why? “Because professional learning keeps you cool!” 

teaching and learning Center highlights summer workshops
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Growing up, Day’Zjah 

Pennywell was always 

sociable, but mother 

Tamika Ward noticed 

her daughter thrive after 

enrolling her in Head 

Start in 1999. Like many 

parents, Ward enrolled 

her daughter in the program so she could interact with 

other children her age and build an early foundation 

for education.

“I saw Head Start as a way for her to get ahead in 

learning,” explained Ward. “I felt like the earlier she 

started, the better it would be for her when she got to 

public school.”

Now a sophomore at Prairie View A&M on multiple 

athletic and academic scholarships, Pennywell 

continues to thrive in school, in part because of the 

early foundation she received in Head Start. 

Head Start goes beyond providing children with 

academic and socialization skills they need before 

entering elementary school. Staff also work with 

families to provide financial, health, nutrition, and 

parenting skills, which was valuable to Ward as a 

young mother. 

After leaving Head Start in 2001, Pennywell entered 

the Gifted and Talented program at her district, was 

day’Zjah pennywell discovers love for learning through head start

a straight “A” student, and participated in various 

school-related clubs and athletic activities for years. 

Most importantly, she developed a love for learning 

at an early age. 

Ward still remembers Pennywell happily singing 

nursery rhymes as a child and never missing an 

opportunity to talk about what she learned in Head 

Start. 

“She could also recognize colors, shapes, and 

numbers when we were out, and spoke a little 

Spanish because her teachers would teach in 

English and Spanish,” Ward remembers. “I thought 

that was amazing.”

When Pennywell finished a piece of work at Head 

Start that she was particularly proud of, Ward always 

made a point to display it in their home. This gave 

the whole family a chance to discuss the work 

together and was exciting for Pennywell as a young 

learner.

“It made me happy to see she was excited about 

learning,” Ward said. 

Pennywell carried that excitement for learning with 

her throughout her school career. She is currently 

majoring in criminal justice with a minor in nutrition, 

and continues to utilize the foundational skills 

gained through Head Start.  



program ConneCtions

Opportunity

4 One source for all learners.

(Harris County Department of Education’s GED Graduation 

2017 is scheduled for May 20 at 11 a.m. at 6300 Irvington, 

Houston, Texas, 77022 in our conference center.  This story is 

part of a series of interviews with our adult students called 

“Strife in Life.” For class information, go to www.hcde-texas.

org/adulteducation.) 

When approximately 100 
adult learners don red robes 
to receive recognition at 
Harris County Department of 
Education’s Adult Education 
graduation ceremony on May 
20, Anselm Alexander, 58, will 
proudly be among them. 

For Alexander, a native of 
Trinidad and Tobago (an 

island nation in the Caribbean), the event will be the 
emotional culmination of a year-long endeavor to earn 
his GED. Given that his educational goals have had to 
compete with working full-time and being a father of six, 
Alexander has not always had an easy time focusing on 
his studies.

“It’s hard to work, go to school, and then you have to 
study at night,” Alexander, a Baytown resident who 
immigrated to the U.S. three years ago, said. “You just 
can’t go to school, go back home and go to bed.”

Still, Alexander didn’t view whether to pursue his GED as 
a tough choice.

“I decided to get my GED because I am an electrician, 

strife in life: adult education graduation snapshot with anselm alexander

but since being in the U.S. I’ve had problems getting a 
job,” he said. “Some of the jobs I really wanted I didn’t 
get it because they said you have to have a diploma or 
GED.” 

In addition to expanding his professional opportunities, 
Alexander said his elevated educational status comes 
with a new level of dignity. 

“In life, one of the things I always wanted to be was an 
educated person,” he said. “Having a GED, you can 
tell yourself, ‘Hey, I am an educated person.’”

“I felt like a million bucks,” Alexander said, when he 
learned that he had completed the requirements for 
the degree. 

Alexander credits his HCDE Adult Education teachers, 
Ms. Kimberly Charles and Dr. Ericka Musa, for helping 
him along the way, repeating that they were “very 
helpful, very encouraging.” 

As far as next steps go, Alexander has already enrolled 
at Lee College in Baytown to start courses in the 
fall. He will be pursuing his dream of becoming an 
electrical engineer.

“Education is the key to open doors in this life,” 
Alexander said, admitting that he’s had to hold back 
some tears of joy since receiving the news that he’s 
graduating in May.

“Tears came, they just didn’t fall,” he said, laughing. 



GED Graduation 2017 is being promoted through 

social media. HCDE is sharing the occasion with 

community, adult learners, and their families. View 

the video on You Tube: 

https://youtu.be/MuwuUvXGSSQ 

strife in life: ged graduation promoted 
through video

5 One source for all learners.

CommUnity ConneCtions

Service

may 10, 2017
Educator Certification and Professional 
Advancement Career Choice Recruitment 
Seminar

may 11, 2017
Attendance Officers’ Share Session

AdvAnced TeAching And 
LeArning by TrAining The 
TrAiner
Trainings hosted at HCDE this week
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Students at Harris County 
Department of Education’s 
Academic and Behavior 
Schools participated in a Chess 
Tournament on Wednesday, 
May 10 from 9:30 a.m. to 1:30 
p.m. at 6300 Irvington Blvd. 
The tournament was hosted 
in partnership with Perfect 

TEAMPLAY Inc., a nonprofit organization that uses 
chess to mentor and motivate today’s youth.
 
HCDE’s Academic and Behavior Schools provide 
an enriching and supportive learning environment 
for students with intellectual, developmental, and 
behavioral disorders. Students who participated 

academic and Behavior school students improve Critical thinking, self-esteem through
Chess tournament

in the tournament 
practiced critical 
thinking and strategy, 
as well as worked 
on social skills and 
learned to accept 
consequences and criticism. Since chess is a game 
that expands the mind, it can also improve overall 
behavior and increase attention span and self-
esteem. 

HCDE County School Superintendent James Colbert 
joined the tournament and played against AB School 
East student Gage Warner. To view photos from 
the tournament, visit https://hcdetx.smugmug.com/
Schools/AB-Schools-Chess-Tournament/. 

Students from AB West participated in a field trip and a 
cultural awareness activity this month. A field trip to the zoo 
provided opportunity for students to use their social skills 
learned through the Boys’ Town curriculum. Students took a 
guided tour of the animals and were most 
impressed with the flamingos, leopards, 
and gorillas. 

An assembly on Cinco de Mayo allowed 
students the opportunity to share reports 
about the Battle of Puebla on May 5. 

aB west on the move during may
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going above and Beyond

this week’s systemic achievement is 
focused on one of our programs going 
above and beyond and my support 
of that effort. it pertains to several 
elements of performance related to 
various goals established for me, in 
addition to others, including:

•	 Creating an open and positive 
environment for sharing resources 
and exchanging ideas to improve 
organizational climate;

•	 modeling and supporting 
responsible risk-taking so that all 
employees can be innovative and 
try new ideas;

•	 Celebrating accomplishments and 
acknowledging excellence; and

•	 encouraging and supporting 
our staff and students through 
participation in a premiere campus 
event with our students.

This week, the administrators and 
campus staff of the Academic and 
Behavior Schools collaborated with 
Perfect TEAMPLAY, Inc., and hosted the 
first chess tournament for students of 
those two campuses. This event required 
the implementation of several leadership 
elements. In addition to serving as a 
quality activity that will further benefit 
our students, the event also allowed me 
yet another opportunity to spend time 
with staff as I competed against select 
students in the chess tournament.   

By the academic and Behavior schools 
hosting this activity, i am ensuring that 
students have extracurricular activities 
that will assist them in decision-
making, critical thinking, and strategy 
skills. 

through my participation, i am 
demonstrating the necessary support of 
the endeavor with both the faculty and 
the students. 

further, i am focusing on employee 
morale, encouraging staff professional 
development and growth, and taking 
a unique approach to enhance the 
teaching and learning experiences 
for the unique populations we serve 
at the academic and Behavior school 
campuses. 

xx Houston Chronicle | HoustonChronicle.com and chron.com | Thursday, May 11, 2017 | A3

CITY STATE
Mayor stepsupboardinghouseoversight

Saying he cares “about
every single person who
lives in this city,” Mayor
Sylvester Turner said
Wednesday the city is
working to streamline the
permitting and inspection
process for rooming and
boardinghouses.

The review comes after

a fatal fire at an unregulat-
edboardinghouse insouth
Houston that killed two
people anddisplacedmore
than a dozen others, and
which had not been shut
down despite numerous
visits from city employees
from three different de-
partments.

“There are a number of
boardinghouses inourcity,

some are permitted and
some are not and we need
to take a look at them.And
we are,” Turner said, after
the City Council meeting
Wednesday. “That is ongo-
ing.”

A Chronicle investiga-
tion revealed that rooming
houses in Houston face
little scrutiny from local
or state governments, with
spotty inspections for oc-
cupancy or safety permits
and a hodgepodge of city
records that complicates

overseeing the facilities.
Records showed the city

has received hundreds of
complaints over the last
three years about “unsafe
boardinghouses,” a broad
category that can include
rooming houses and other
multi-resident housing.
The paper’s investigation
also found that the city’s
records at many of the fa-
cilities are incomplete and
that information-sharing
among different city de-
partments ishamperedbe-

cause of antiquated record
management systems.

City Councilwoman
Brenda Stardig said the
cityneeds to takea system-
wide approach to regulat-
ing roominghouses.

“We need a stronger
foundation to support
this kind of housing,” said
Stardig, who chairs the
council’s Public Safety
and Homeland Security
Committee. “We should
be giving special care and
consideration, especially

with the challenges some
of these people have.”

Turner tapped the city’s
Administration of Regula-
tory Affairs Department
to review how the city
regulates boarding homes,
which house and provide
services to three or more
unrelated elderly or dis-
abled people.

The city then expanded
the review to include con-
gregate living facilities and
othermulti-resident hous-

BySt. JohnBarned-Smith

City seeks to streamline permitting,
inspection of multi-resident facilities

Mayor continues on A8

LowIQsparesHoustonkiller fromexecution

Israel Santana has spent the
past 25 yearswanting to person-
ally administer a lethal injection
toRobert JamesCampbell.

On Wednesday, Santana’s
eyes welled up with tears as he
agreed with prosecutors that
Campbellwould be spared from
execution because of his low IQ.

“As much as I would love to
push the button myself to put
Robert Campbell to death, we
forgive him,” Santana told re-
porters at a news conference.
“My prayers are that he spends
the rest of his life behind bars.”

Campbell was convicted of
capital murder in the 1991 kid-
napping, rape and murder of
Santana’s cousin, Alexandra
Rendon, and sentenced todie by
lethal injection.

But onWednesday, the Texas
Attorney General’s Office con-
cluded thatCampbell shouldget

a new determination of punish-
ment because of a recent U.S.
Supreme Court decision that
changed theway Texas assesses
intellectual disability to deter-
mine if a person should live or
die.

Because of the attorney gen-
eral’s decision, Harris County
District Attorney Kim Ogg said
Wednesdayshewill not seek the
death penalty for Campbell, al-
lowing him to return to aHarris
County courtroom in coming
weeks to be sentenced to life in
prisonwithout a trial.

He will immediately be eli-
gible for parole, since he has
served more than 24 years and
life without parole was not an
option when he was sentenced
in 1991. ButOgg said shewill try
tokeephim inprison for the rest
of his life.

“Campbell’s crimes were ex-
traordinarily heinous and vile,”
Ogg said. “His acts were among
theworst of theworst.”

In January 1991, while on pa-
role for robbery, Campbell ab-
ducted Rendon, a bank teller,

By Brian Rogers

Man removed from
death row; victim’s
family seeks life term

DA continues on A8

Students in the Harris County Department of Education’s Academic and Behavior Schools participate in a chess tournament
Wednesday in Houston. HCDE hosted the first tournament for students in the Academic and Behavior schools. These schools
provide learning environments for students with intellectual, behavioral and developmental disorders.

Godofredo A. Vasquez / Houston Chronicle

Checking out first chess tournament Special
session
eyed as
backlog
worsens

Vaccine
measure
added to
proposal

AUSTIN—With a much bal-
lyhooed property tax reform bill
in trouble in theHouse, theTexas
Legislatureappearedtomoveever
closer to a full-blown meltdown
Wednesday as key deadlines ap-
proachfor thousandsofbills.

Lawmakers in both chambers
said that if the property tax legis-
lation gets bottled up, as appears
to be happening, they expect the
Senate may seek retribution and
movetotorpedoHousebills inre-
turn—amovethatSenate leaders
quicklydenied.

For the first time, dozens of
HouseandSenatememberswere
privatelypredicting thataspecial
session now appears more likely
because, amid growing conten-
tiousness over the an unexpect-
edly large crush of bills that have
notyetbeenvotedon,theybelieve
a budget deal could be the collat-
eraldamage.

In the House—where legisla-
tion originating in that chamber
must receive initial approval by
Thursday or be declared dead —
hundredsofbillswere still on the
calendar waiting to be debated
as the cutoff deadline neared.
In the Senate, where more than

AUSTIN — A foster care bill
in theHouseturnedintoaheated
debate on vaccinations for chil-
drenonWednesday.

The bill from Rep. Gene Wu,
D-Houston, is part of the state’s
attempt to reform its foster care
system. Wu’s House Bill 39,
which won preliminary approv-
al, would limit the number of
kids a Child Protective Services
workercouldsupervise. Itwould
alsorequirespeedymedicaleval-
uations of children entering the
foster care system.

Rep. Bill Zedler, R-Arling-
ton and vice chairman of the
staunchly conservative Texas
Freedom Caucus, authored an
amendment to thebill thatwould
have restricted doctors from in-
cluding vaccinations in initial
medical examinations for chil-
dren. Zedler said children could
be removed from their homes
by Child Protective Services and
thengivenanunwantedvaccina-
tion.

On the floor, Zedler told law-
makers that vaccines don’t pro-
tect public health and should
not be considered an emergency

ByMikeWard

By Nicole Cobler

Property tax reform
flops in House with
deadline looming

House debate on
foster care reform
bill turns contentious

Budget continues on A8

House continues on A8

Newmemorial honors county’s fallendeputies

In Washington, a memorial
honorspoliceofficers slain in the
lineofduty. In the state capital of
Austin, another recognizes Tex-
as peace officers who made the
ultimate sacrifice. The Houston
Police Officer Memorial serves
the same purpose at a site along
BuffaloBayou.

But inHarrisCounty—where
a Precinct 3 deputy constable
lost his life last month, and
where 60 other deputy sheriffs
and constables have been killed
over the last 125 years — there
was no place for families, col-
leagues and the public to honor
fallen law enforcement officers.

That changed Wednesday,
when hundreds of law enforce-
ment officers, public officials
and others from across Harris
County gathered at a new me-
morial adjacent to Crime Stop-
pers ofHouston’s headquarters.

“The peace officers of Harris
County did not have a proper
memorial,” said Frank Valo-
bra, a founding member of the
Harris County Sheriff’s Office
Foundation, which supports lo-
cal law enforcement and spent
four years getting the memorial

designedandbuilt at the request
of former SheriffAdrianGarcia.
“There has to be a place where
we honor the sacrifice. There
has to be a place where family
can go and mourn with dignity
andwith the proper importance
… And there has to be a place to
be a reminder to the rest of the

citizens of Harris County, that
it’s tough to be a peace officer in
these times, but we understand
it andwe’re grateful.”

Said one deputy: “It’s long
overdue.”

The dedication came during
the county’s annual remem-
brance of its fallen officers. A

torch flared from amid a large
red seven-pointed star, ringed
by carved blocks of polished
black granite, where the names
of the fallen hadbeen engraved.

Thefirstname:HarrisCounty
Sheriff’s Deputy Carl F. Court,
who was shot and killed while

By St. John Barned-Smith

Hundreds gather
for dedication of
site ‘long overdue’

Memorial continues on A8

Families of fallen peace officers of Harris County gather at the newly constructedMemorial
Garden for the ribbon-cutting ceremony at Crime Stoppers DaveWard building onWednesday.

Yi-Chin Lee / Houston Chronicle


