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THE PROBLEMS:
mgmcanmpacslof
gentrification is a rise in rents. This can also
lead to the displacement of residents. Students
and families are having to move houses and as a
result children have to change school because the
families can no longer afford to live in the same
neighborhood. Michele Sharkey, the executive
director of the San Francisco 49ers Academy (a
public middle school in East Palo Alto), stresses
that being a young child, “having to have a break
in your education is traumatic, to have to leave
your friends and community and go to a whole
new school because you can't afford to live in your
home community any more, that’s huge” (Shar-
key, 2019). In some cases the children’s lives lose
nearly all sense of stability as some kids are stay-
ing at their friends’ houses, sleeping in their cars,
and/ or moving from place to place on a nightly
basis to find a place to stay. Since the opening o f
the 49ers Academy in 1996, insecure housing has
almost doubled from 25% to 50% (Sharkey, 2019).
When this displaced child then goes to
school it can be understandably really hard for
them to focus and be present in their academics.
“The students bring [this] emotional trauma and
impact into the classroom and then its [reason-
ably] harder for them to learn, and harder for
them to concentrate because they have all of these
basic needs on their mind” (Gragg, 2019). When
Deshaun was asked about how gentrification
impacts his life, he did not even mention school.
This is direct evidence of how students in East
Palo Alto understandably prioritize home and

community issues over their education.
Deshaun Jordan, a sophomore at Oxford
Day Academy and a former student at the 49ers
Academy, was asked to speak of how gentrification
impacts him academically. Instead, Deshaun spoke
of displacement, large corporations, family busi-
nesses, community security and comfort, and cul-
tural changes. Deshaun has a great understanding
of the impacts of gentrification. According to De-
shaun, Facebook offers their workers money to buy
homes in the surrounding area (EPA), this ensures
workers avoiding traffic and getting to work on time.
So as these people move into EPA homes, rent costs
rise to accommodate for this newfound signifi-
cance. As a result, community members are moving
to places they can better afford like El Grove, Sacra-
mento, and Gilroy (Jordan, 2019).
It is common knowledge that East Palo
Alto was formerly known as the murder capital of
the country, thus people move into this area with
certain expectations and stereotypes. The things
that are “normal” to the people who have lived in
EPA for a while are sometimes seen as “scary or
dangerous” to new people (Jordan, 2019). Deshaun
also connects not being able to afford housing to
kids getting into trouble. Kids carry the burden of
their families, whether parents realize it or not;
and often instead of listening to parents arguing or
worrying about it themselves, kids go out to avoid
the stressors at home. Sometimes, new neighbors
call the cops on teens, putting them in juvenile
detention facilities or other places like that. De-
shaun feels this happens at an unreasonable rate
and he believes this trend is the result
of him and other kids in the area
being stereotyped as “characters”
by the new neighbors, and thus
he fears he can get in trouble for
anything. The racial divide often
seen through cities may be partly
because of the ‘guilty before prov-
en’ mindset that plagues commu-
nities. This long-term caution is

Left: A mural at the entrance of the 49ers
academy, showing their value for diversity
and equality in their school.
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while higher income areas get their funding from
tax base. This means if a community is of a high-
er income, the public school in that area is more
heavily funded (Sharkey, 2019). Since 1995 the district of ~ 49ers Academy in East Palo Alto
East Palo Alto has dropped from 4500 students to nearly
2200; East Palo Alto lost nearly half of their students thus losing half of their operating budget.

The way the Ravenswood School District is organized, students who went to middle school in
East Palo Alto and students who went to middle school in Atherton (a very affluent area right down
the street from EPA), end up going to the same high school, Menlo Atherton High. Students who
have spent their lives battling day-to-day struggle in meeting basic needs such as food and shelter are
put into high school with kids bred from privilege living in Menlo Park and Atherton.

THE SOLUTION: }

All the above-stated issues, signs, and connections are the problems caused by gentrifica-
tion. As mentioned earlier, kids from both EPA, Menlo Park, and Atherton go to the same high
school. These kids come from totally different backgrounds, yet they are expected to be at the
same point academically and perform the same. This is a great struggle for these students, but
the solution isn’t to expect more or less from students or hold dependent standards; the problem
emerges when that needed support is not made available to the students. These kids’ “social and
home lives are very, very different,” and institutionally schools need to keep this in mind and im-
plement a way to assist all students in all backgrounds and encourage academic growth in uniform
(Sharkey, 2019).
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“These kids are brilliant and talented and amazing, they just

need that equal opportunity and equal access”
~Michele Sharke

Schools, specifically the 49ers Academy, work to support the students affected by the com-
munity shift as they go through their academic journey. The 49ers Academy has implemented a
program that offers a staff member the opportunity to work with Menlo Atherton High School
and follow select kids from 9th to 12th grade. This staff member is someone that the student has
known through middle school so that they may offer some familiarity and comfort to the students
(Sharkey, 2019). The adjustment from 49ers Academy to Menlo Atherton High School is known to
be overwhelming. Julissa considered her 49ers community a family, while MA is much bigger and
much more segregated (Moreno, 2019.) While their school is separated by parental income, race,
gender, and location of middle school, this program offers a space where the 49ers kids can find a
sort of home base.




Academically, this program includes staff meeting with students and keeping them on track
with school assignments. Another major component is the staff conferencing with the kids’ teach-
ers to act as a parent because a lot of the parents have language barriers and do not feel comfortable
meeting with the teachers. This program is needs-based and offers a variety of support including
the previously mentioned academic help, as well as paying for community participation for sports,
prom, and other events. Currently this program is only offered to 49ers alumni, but the school hopes
to start expanding; however, this would require significantly more funding to hire support staff
(Sharkey, 2019). The graduation rate from East Palo Alto at MA used to be about 50%, yet after this
past year, the rate has grown to almost 90% (Sharkey, 2019). This program performs a much-needed
service (Sharkey, 2019).

Deshaun and Julissa are two young students who are more than aware of the issues plagu-
ing their community. They are beyond their years in a way that is both sad and impressive. Kendra
Gragg who, as mentioned, works as a ground level teacher, notices daily the “level of resiliency that
[these] kids have” and she admires them for dealing with day to day struggle and continuing to “push
through and try to perform as well as they can in the classroom” (Gragg, 2019).

WHAT’S NEXT?I

Julissa Moreno and Deshaun Jordan
both agree... we have the power to fight
gentrification (Jordan, Moreno, 2019).
“Getting our voice out... and coming to-
gether and having the confidence, having
the energy, having the courage to come
together and just fight” (Moreno, 2019).
Julissa and Deshaun are in agreement
that gentrification is going to “grow and

grow no matter what” (Moreno’ 2019)- Another example of the academy teaching a collective understanding of
Julissa believes the best chance her com-  equal opportunity

munity has is to reach out and begin a

movement of people working to solve the In the end, it comes down to equity: equal

problem and raising their voices. The first consideration, equal opportunity, equal voice, equal
thing that needs to be known is that “gen- education. Gentrification is not something that will

trification is not ok” (Moreno, 2019). come to an end anytime soon. It impacts children and
Deshaun says it is their obligation to families around the country, and they feel that they

get their community back (Jordan, 2019).  have no control. Don'’t ignore it, when you see the

That common racial divide is plaguing signs. If you care, then act, because you, and us, have

our streets and the only way to fightitisto the power.
come together. Deshaun hopes to see im-
plementation of measures that lower rents

to allow families to come back. While this

is somewhat unlikely, America’s youth is

very strong as a collective voice at taking

these matters to the streets.
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