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PARENT PANEL TESTIMONY 
Towanda 

 
1. Introduction of myself 

Towanda Brown, single mother of two boys, oldest 27 and youngest 16.  Both 
have always attended Howard County Public Schools.  I am also Vice-Chair 
of The Council of Elders (TCOE) of the Black Community of Howard County.  
 

2. Why am I here?  Why am I a part of African American Community Parent 
Academy?  
I am here because I believe education is power.  The more we know, the 
better able and prepared we are to demand our rights for our children and 
ourselves.  Some of you may remember the Black Student Family and 
Community Network (BSFCN) that TCOE put together a few years ago with 
the support of Superintendent Dr. Sydney Cousins.  The Parent Academy is a 
better version of that.  We did not start BSFCN in partnership with HCPSS 
and it has made a tremendous difference in making sure we identify what is 
needed and have the right resources that provide the details.  Dr. Foose does 
support the AAC Parent Academy, which is why you see such key personnel 
here and a part of our Parent Academy Team.  

 
3. MyStory:  

I want to share with you some background about myself because I believe it 
explains why it is called the African American Community Parent Academy.  
Our experiences are unlike any other culture in the country no matter how 
everyone tries to say it is equal.  Our journey is unique. 
 
When I was in elementary school, I was the first child in my family to be 
bussed to an all white school in Bowie, Maryland.  It was called Chapel Forge 
Elementary.  I recall not feeling welcomed, but what I recall most is them 
wanting to identify me as having a “Learning Disability”.  I remember the 
teacher’s name clearly, it was Mr. Hunt.  (Side note: Amazing how I 
remember his name after so many years, which is why it is so important to 
reflect on positive and negative influences in our lives.) My mother was not 
going to tolerate that and refused to let them label me that way.  
 
The truth, I didn’t have a learning disability.  What I did have was a speech 
impediment, I spoke with a lisp.  The other issue I had for them is that I was 
very smart and was not a conformist.  I didn’t act like I was expected to act, I 
asked questions others didn’t ask.  It is true, I am truly a non-conformist.  
Anyone who knows me will confirm that for you. I ask questions about want to 
know why.  Somebody can’t tell me it is ‘just because’ because my response 
will be ‘who says that is true and that’s right?’  Needless to say, that 
personality can get you into trouble – but over the years, I’ve learned to 
harness it better.  By the way, I never had a learning disability…because of 
my Mom’s advocacy and support when I was young, I went onto college and 
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graduated Summa Cum Laude from UMES.  That negative experience did not 
destroy me. 
 
If you have children that are non-conformists, know that it is very difficult to be 
different in this society.  Most people just want you to follow the path that has 
been established, but all of us are not made this way.  When that is the case, 
know that your child may not know how to handle things and will need to have 
a safe-haven at home.  Please be supportive of your children who are 
different, you have no idea what they could be experiencing in school and 
socially.  

 
There are two points I am making: 
1) Our upbringing has A LOT to do with who we are.  I know I am an 

advocate because I saw my mother fight for me and she never let them 
treat me in a way that she thought was unfair.  This is key to why we are 
called the African American Community Parent Academy.  No other 
culture was “bussed” to be integrated with white students.  How our 
parents/grandparents handled situations affects how we handle situations 
today. Perhaps your upbringing did not include someone who was an 
advocate for you, but maybe someone who was afraid to fight on your 
behalf because they felt intimidated or threatened by who was in authority.  
If that is what you experience, most likely that is what you will mimic.  If 
you mimic it, guess what, your children will probably mimic you.  That puts 
us in a terrible downward-spiral!  I believe we do one of two things: we 
mimic what we saw, or we were so appalled, we do the opposite of what 
we saw.  For our children, it can make or break them!  It is our job to 
protect them and their future.  Let them know they are worth advocating 
for and you will make sure they are treated fairly. 

2) Now you may be thinking, because of your story -  that’s why I don’t let 
them classify my child as having a learning disability.  That thinking is a 
HUGE problem for the Black community.  We have got to change that 
stigma of being in Special Education means you are dumb!  A lot of times 
it means you are very SMART!  I want to tell you that I do have a son that I 
requested to be tested when he was 2 years old.  Why, because I knew he 
was speech delayed and something was different.  He was identified as 
needing to be in the special education program and had an IEP.  He was 
put into Pre-K at Gorman Crossing.  My son is a sophomore now and has 
been recommended for Honors History and G/T Chemistry for the 11th 
grade and he is participating in a Career Academy for BioTechnology for 
his 11th and 12th grade years.  I want you to know, and I will tell anyone, 
that HCPSS has one of the BEST Special Education programs in the 
country – if your child is identified as needing those services.  By-the-way, 
as a side note, did you all know that you can ask someone from the 
Special education services office to come with you to conferences?  All 
you have to do is ask! 
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If your child is truly in need of Special Education services, you are doing 
them a disservice by not letting them be identified and supported.  The law 
requires them to get the assistance they need from the HCPSS!  Your 
child can get help, but you are typically the first resource for identifying 
that need.  A lot of times, our children don’t think like other people expect 
them too for a variety of reasons and factors, which is why standardized 
tests are an issue and some attitudes of teachers/staff and administrators 
are challenging for children who are non-conformists and ask questions.   

 
4. Why the Community Support is Important:  

I have been involved in the HCPSS over 22 years.  My oldest son is 27 years 
old and went through the entire HCPSS from Kindergarten to Graduation.   
HCPSS has done a great job in partnership with me for his education as well 
as Hampton University.  He is a successful electrical engineer plus a track 
coach at his old high school.  
 
But I want you to know that a lot of problems that existed many years ago, still 
exist today.  We have the highest suspension percentage, lowest participation 
in above grade level courses, the list goes on. There are policies and 
procedures given to you at the beginning of the year, such as the Code of 
Conduct, Discipline Policy and Student Rights and Responsibilities.  These 
are very important for you to know, by-the-way, the Code of Conduct is under 
revision now to eliminate some of the subjective reasons our children are 
suspended such as disrespect and insubordination.  Back in the old days, you 
could be suspended for tardiness to school!  That, as well as absences, has 
been eliminated as a suspension reason.  We teach our children about 
respect and the importance of it, they want to be respected just as we as 
parents want to be respected. 
 
If you actively and consistently participate in the Parent Academy, we can 
ensure you that you will know how to navigate the HCPSS and it will not be a 
mystery.  I truly look forward to the benefits that the AACPA will provide the 
Black Community.  It’s been a long time coming! 
 
 
 

 
 
	  


