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MEMORANDUM

To: Board of Education, San Diego Unified School District

From: Education Not Arms Coalition, contact Rick Jahnkow, 760-634-3604

Date: May 27, 2008

Subject: JROTC
In the past few months, parents, students, educators and other members of our coalition have presented the board of education with a petition regarding the district’s JROTC program. The petition, signed thus far by 2,000 individuals, asks the board to issue policy statements that would address specific areas of concern (i.e., weapons training, involuntary enrollment and misrepresentation of the program’s academic relevance).

The purpose of this memo is to clarify some important facts and points that we believe have been ignored or distorted by district representatives in the responses we have heard to our petition. To better understand the issues we have raised, we ask you to consider our answers to the following claims that have been made:

Claim: The action that has been requested of the board is termination of the entire JROTC program.

Response: Neither the petition nor our coalition has called for any such thing. The policy statements we have asked the board to make, if approved, are designed only to stop certain practices of the program that are inappropriate or in violation of California Education Code 51750. Eliminating these practices would not prevent the program from continuing.

Claim: JROTC is voluntary because district policy requires parents to sign consent forms.

Response: Apparently, requiring parental consent for participation in JROTC is an accepted premise in the district; however, we have found no language in any of the district’s administrative procedures or the policy manual that expressly requires parental permission for a student to enroll in JROTC. If we all agree that such a policy is appropriate, then the board should make it real and adopt it officially.

A consent form for parents does exist but is not always collected, as demonstrated by a sample inspection conducted at just one school by the interim JROTC program coordinator: he reported half a dozen forms missing from the school. Even when consent forms are obtained, the forms are handed out after students are already in JROTC, and therefore they do not solve the problem of students being illegally placed in the class without requesting it. Furthermore, there is not true consent if it is granted based on a fraudulent representation of the academic benefits of the program. For the district to be in compliance with the state education code, consent must be granted prior to a student being assigned to the class, and it must be fully informed consent.

An additional issue has arisen over the requirement that all incoming 9th graders attend a beginning JROTC class as a condition for enrolling at the LEADS school in the San Diego HS complex. The state education code is very clear when it says that if a school chooses to have JROTC, it cannot require students to take it, thus it appears that a mass violation of law is occurring at LEADS.

Claim: If informed consent of the student and parent were required before students are placed in JROTC, the same standard would have to be applied to all other electives.

Response: This is not the case. The state of California took action to specifically prohibit involuntary JROTC enrollment. There may be a few other individual educational programs with similar restrictions (e.g., sex education), but there is no requirement that schools apply such a standard to all electives. In this case, requiring advance consent as a policy would be a way to solve the difficulty the district has had complying with Education Code 51750. 

Claim: No students have been identified who were placed in JROTC involuntarily.

Response: With only a limited effort, our coalition has interviewed a dozen students who have indicated JROTC was placed on their schedules without their requesting it. They attend Mission Bay HS, Kearny HS, and LEADS. So far, two of these students have identified themselves publicly at school board meetings. In addition, the enrollment policy at LEADS would appear to place the entire student body into the category of students who have been required to take JROTC for at least a semester.

Claim: The weapons training component of JROTC is justifiable because it has existed in the district since 1919.

Response: This historical fact lacks relevance today. Many other things also existed in 1919 that we now do not regard as appropriate (e.g., racial segregation, “separate but equal” education and the lack of voting rights for women). Our society and the local community have changed a great deal since high school weapons training was introduced, including, on the negative side, the increased level of violence. In the context of such changes, it is logical and reasonable to reconsider weapons training in schools today. 

Claim: The weapons training component of JROTC is justifiable because it is safely taught, does not violate the zero-tolerance policy, is just another sport and is voluntary.

Response: The safety record of JROTC rifle ranges is not the issue. It is the inconsistency of teaching students on the one hand that they should leave guns alone and resolve their differences nonviolently, while at the same time popularizing guns and teaching them to shoot with school system approval. Emphasizing gun safety cannot reverse the negative effects of such a mixed message. Whether the zero-tolerance policy technically allows official approval for weapons training or not, the spirit of zero-tolerance is still being violated, which cannot be rationalized by arguing that weapons training is voluntary or considered a sport outside of school. 

Claim: The air rifles are not “guns” or “weapons.”

Response: Some individuals have sought to avoid discussing the real implications of weapons training in our schools by debating the definition of “gun” or “weapon,” and making a distinction between guns that propel lead ammunition with compressed gas versus gun powder.  The irrelevance of such a distinction is recognized by the zero-weapons policy, which treats all guns, the same. “Rifles” are, in fact, guns, and even air rifles shoot lead ammunition that can kill or injure living things. The Army regulations governing the JROTC program (CCR-145-2) refer to the air rifle used in the program as a “weapon,” as do the MCJROTC instructor and cadet handbooks.

Claim: Marine Corps JROTC, specifically at Mission Bay HS, requires weapons training. 

Response: The MCJROTC Cadet Handbook acknowledges that weapons training is not always part of the course: “Some Marine Corps JROTC units are not able to have marksmanship as a part of their curriculum” (page 17, “Marksmanship”). The Army and Navy are more explicit in stating that weapons training is optional for the program, and the Air Force totally prohibits it. It is entirely appropriate for the district to assert its policy authority on this aspect of the program.

Claim: The interim coordinator of the JROTC program has suggested that students have been coached and manipulated in their statements to the board.

Response: Students, like school board members, have had to educate themselves about the issue. They have organized their own forums and given presentations of information they have learned from their research. In some cases, they have shared with you and the public their own direct experiences with the JROTC program. If this raises suspicions of manipulation and coaching, then it should be noted that board members and administrators have sometimes repeated arguments that come verbatim from documents prepared by JROTC staff members.

Claim: JROTC is just another choice for students.

Response: We are not seeking to eliminate JROTC as a choice for students. However, schools make decisions limiting educational content all the time, especially when some choices are potentially harmful to the students and community. The only choice we are seeking to limit is the harmful choice of schools to break the law by placing students into JROTC involuntarily, the harmful choice made by some school staff to mislead students about the academic value of the program, and the harmful choice of conducting weapons training in community schools.

Claim: JROTC is not causing students to lose other course choices, according to one principal.

Response: School sites have finite resources for the number of classes they can support. It is only logical that if resources are devoted to hiring JROTC instructors, they are not available to provide other choices to students. JROTC requires two instructors to be hired for up to 150 students, which is twice the staffing allocation required for other classroom subjects, and at least triple the allocation required for P.E. classes. And when firing ranges are factored in, there is less classroom space for other courses.

At Mission Bay HS, for example, where MCJROTC was introduced in the fall, classes that were cancelled over the past year include two CAHSEE prep classes and AVID classes for 9th graders. Five Spanish teachers were cut to 3-1/2, and 3 AVID teachers were cut to 1-1/2.  P.E. classes are overcrowded, and according to a first-hand witness at MBHS, some students are being advised by counseling staff that their only choice is taking JROTC instead.

Claim: JROTC provides elective credit and helps students get into college.

Response: We have never disputed that students receive elective credit that can be applied toward high school graduation. However, many students have given first-hand accounts of being told by school staff that the class would help them get into college. At Lincoln HS, for example, six students switched from AVID to JROTC this school year based, in part, on such a claim made by a JROTC recruiter who visited their P.E. classes. This amounts to fraudulent recruiting, since JROTC credits are not counted toward meeting academic requirements for college and university acceptance, and grades for the class are deleted from the GPA calculation used to establish financial aid eligibility.

Claim: JROTC helps students qualify for ROTC scholarship money and may help them get military academy appointments.

Response: The JROTC interim program coordinator has made this point to demonstrate that JROTC does not make empty promises on college. However, financial aid does not help a student get into college; acceptance necessitates meeting academic requirements first, to which JROTC does not contribute. Furthermore, the scholarships and academy appointments that JROTC facilitates, for the most part, are only available to students who enter the military.

Claim: JROTC is not military recruitment.

Response: The absurdity of this claim is revealed by the fact that the college benefits offered to cadets (i.e., ROTC scholarship money and possible military academy appointments) require them to join the military. Students are also promised that if they join JROTC for at least three years, they can later enlist at an advanced pay grade. It is such an effective recruitment tool that one Dept. of Defense official told Congress that the proportion of JROTC graduates who enlist is “roughly five times greater than the proportion of non-JROTC students" (Under Secretary of Defense Rudy de Leon, March 2000). 
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