
 

 

 
 

Morris Brandon General Meeting + Principal Coffee Talk 
Friday, January 24, 2025 

10:00 AM via Zoom 
 

I. Welcome and Call to Order  
Presenter:  Ashlee Portis   

Called to Order: 10:02 AM 
 

II. Approval of PTO General Meeting Minutes: October 9, 2024 
Presenter:   Ashlee Portis 
Discussion:   The next order of business was to approve the October 9, 2024 
meeting minutes. 
 
Motion to Approve: Fran Cowart 
Second:  Dean Cleaveland 
Members Approving: All 
Members Opposing: None 
Minutes Approved: Yes 

 
III. PTO Treasurer Report 

Presenter:   Tricia Ricketts (Treasurer Elect, presenting on behalf of Joanna 
Clauss) 
Discussion:    The PTO continues to have an awesome school year so far, to date 
earning $99K or 64% of the full year $154K revenue goal.  Two new fundraisers were 
added this year, Moms Mahjong and Southern Baked Pie Company benefiting 5th Grade, 
which raised $5,000 and $1,730, respectively.  Still awaiting approval from the IRS for the 
PTO’s tax-exempt status.  The process has taken longer than expected, but still working 
with the attorney to finalize.  Lastly, the PTO began the year with $62K in operating funds 
and the current cash balance is $93K.  This concluded the Treasurer’s Report. 

 
IV. PTO Events 

Presenter:   Ashlee Portis and Dana Giacone 
Discussion:  Updates were given about how to stay informed, and prior and 
upcoming events. 
 
Recent Event Highlights 

• Jamboree (Nov) – successful event 

• Chick-fil-A Spirit Night (Nov) - successful event 

• Southern Baked Pie Company Fundraiser (Nov) – mentioned above in Treasurer’s 
Report, event was new for this year and benefited 5th grade 



 

 

• Book Fair (Dec) – appreciate community supporting the book fair, including the 
parent shopping events 

• Moms Mahjong Fundraiser (Jan) – new event for this year, thank you to organizers 
and all that participated 

• Read-a-Thon (happening now through Sunday, January 26th) – snow day slowed 
down progress but please encourage students to read, log minutes and donate 

• Monthly Teacher/Staff Appreciation Meals – one meal occurring this morning; also 
catered meal from Southern Baked Pie Company at both campuses the last day 
of school in December where the PTO distributed gifts to our teachers and staff 

 
Upcoming Events 

• Livin Spirit Week (happening now) – owner, Erica Tuggle, provided chef service 
with lite bites on site for Moms Mahjong Fundraiser; if you would like a chef to 
come into your home, a discount is being offered as well as a kickback to Morris 
Brandon  

• Chick-fil-A Spirit Night (March) – be on the lookout for upcoming communications 

• Parent/Son Scavenger Hunt (February) – Costumes and Clues Scavenger Hunt 
occurring in two weeks for 3rd through 5th grade boys and a parent 

• Brandon’s Got Talent (March) – kick-off try outs in two weeks; wonderful event and 
5th year at Morris Brandon 

• April Events – includes Night of the Arts, Tall and Small Ball and annual Dad’s Golf 
Tournament 

• May Events – includes World Cultures Night (brand new event, more information 
to come soon), Teacher/Staff Appreciation Week, Walk to School Day, Field Days, 
Rising K Popsicle Social (encourage any neighbors with upcoming Morris Brandon 
kindergarteners to attend), Kindergarten Splashdown and 5th Grade Graduation 

 
Reminders 
Please keep reading and donating for Read-A-Thon which ends on Sunday.  As a 
reminder, tryout forms for Brandons Got Talent are due Monday, February 3rd.  
Parent/Son Costumes and Clues is a free event but please remember to RSVP for 
headcounts and pre-order Chick-fil-A if would like.  Reminder to purchase yearbook; 
deadline is February 14th.  Any questions that you may have, remember to check the 
Beemail which comes out Wednesday mornings. 

 
2025-26 Committee Chairs 
Slating process starts now for next year.  If interested in chairing a committee, go to 
Beemail and fill out form. 

 
Next PTO General Meeting 
Please join for the last PTO General Meeting on Friday, April 4, 2025 (subsequently 
changed to Friday, April 18, 2025). 

 
V. International Baccalaureate (IB) PYP 101: Community Meeting Presentation 

Presenter:   Sam DeCarlo, IB Coordinator & Instructional Coach 
Discussion:    Presentation was given by S. DeCarlo, regarding the International 
Baccalaureate Primary Years Program that we have, which is K-12 signature program 
with the district.  S. DeCarlo has served in the IB Coordinator & Instructional Coach role 
for about seven years now and was a 5th grade teacher for many years before. 



 

 

• History of IB in APS – currently under an evaluation year which is held every five 
years, with the last evaluation occurring during the pandemic. 
 
Morris Brandon opened in 1947.  In 2003, Morris Brandon began the IB PYP 
candidacy phase and in 2007 received first authorization visit.  Currently, IB is 
supported by APS, but previously was not and was supported/funded by the Morris 
Brandon Foundation, PTA and community.  In 2010, there was an evaluation visit 
resulting in matters to be addressed with unit design.  At this time there were lots 
of new staff/teachers onboarding which took more support and training to align unit 
design.  Next evaluation visit occurred in 2015 and resulted in the phase out of the 
gifted resource pull out model and accelerated math in 4th and 5th grades as not a 
part of IB design.  Now a majority is addressed in the classroom instead of pulling 
out of the classroom.  Lastly, there were challenges around unit design.  APS 
Leadership designed units for all schools which did not necessarily align with IB 
unit design.  Morris Brandon worked with APS to gain flexibility to meet IB 
standards within the design.  In 2020 IB made revamps to its model to adapt to 
more IB schools being public schools versus previously a majority were 
independent schools. 
 

• What is an IB Education – develops inquiring, knowledgeable, and caring young 
people who will help create a better and more peaceful world; international 
mindedness; and broad, balanced, conceptual, and connected.  North Atlanta 
Cluster signature program started IB program in the 80s and over the years, the 
middle years and primary years programs developed in the early 2000s.  During 
the MYP (Middle Years Program), students make a decision if they would like to 
continue as an IB student with the CP (Career Program) or DP (Diploma Program).  
A CP graduate will graduate with a career diploma, and courses are more career 
focused / less IB focused.  For DP, student will take more IB courses which are on 
par with AP courses but are recognized more internationally than AP courses.  
Students that stay with IB DP K-12, have lots of variety for colleges and universities 
such as Stanford, Harvard and Yale as examples.  
 

• Elements of an IB Education – transdisciplinary learning in PYP between all 
subjects (Language, Social Studies, Mathematics, Arts, Science, Personal, Social 
and Physical Education) so that there is a common theme across everything and 
is unique to the IB program.  Key elements when planning with teachers are 
content knowledge given by state, IB specified concepts (there are seven, such as 
function, responsibility, causation, etc.), approach to learning skills (i.e., students 
able to exhibit higher learner thinking skills which interweaves with gifted 
practices), dispositions (i.e., learner profile attributes) and action (i.e., student-
initiated at end to demonstrate their learning such as 5th grade’s exhibition).  This 
type of framework helps to address all learner needs.  Contact S. DeCarlo via email 
if any questions. 

 
VI. Principal’s Coffee Talk 

Presenter:   Jay Bland, Principal 
Discussion:  Updates were provided by Principal Bland on the below topics and 
included a thank you to S. DeCarlo for his presentation and the PTO for its support and 
great, engaging events. 
 



 

 

• Data – MAP results typically highly aligned with spring Georgia Milestones.  862 
tests given for Winter MAP testing.  School reading growth is great at 67th 
percentile (40-60 is typical) with achievement moving from 79th to 82nd percentile 
from Fall to Winter, respectively. School math growth is 61st percentile with 
achievement moving from 79th to 81st percentile from Fall to Winter, respectively.  
Current proficiency was reviewed next for reading and math: 72% PY versus 71% 
CY proficient and above for reading, and 63% PY and 62% CY proficient and 
above for math.  By end of year need to be at 80% (finished last year at 75% for 
reading and math); have a gap and outlined plan with teachers to fill gap. 
 

• Strategic Planning and Budget Update - important for community to understand 
strategic plan as GO Team helped write strategic plan. The budget is directly 
aligned with the strategic plan.  Will spend budget according to what students and 
families need, which is reflected in strategic plan priority ranking.  $13,433,953 
budget for 2025-26, which is approximately $2 million more than last year with 
population projected to be 888 students (decrease of 5 students from 2024-25).  
Received lots of great questions from GO Team yesterday and Morris Brandon is 
in a great place with budget.  A school uniform question did arise at the end of the 
GO Team call regarding school uniforms; whomever asked the question is 
encouraged to join the next public comment GO Team meeting.  Expecting growth 
in K students for 2025-26 as compared to prior year (168 versus 159).  K has same 
base weight per student.  1st through 3rd grades received higher weighting as 
compared to prior year, and previously, did not get budget weighting for 4th and 5th 
grades, but do for 2025-26. Poverty projection also increased which contributed to 
more dollars.  EIP and Gifted weighting slightly increased.  Federal and local 
dollars are being given to schools.  Dr. Johnson is supporting schools and getting 
budget to school level despite $100 million APS budget deficit.  Proposed 2025-26 
signature program fund request in the amount of $311,940 has been made for IB 
(world language teachers), signature programming dues/fees and signature 
programming supplies/resources.  What’s next is to finalize budget 
recommendations with GO Team vote before March 14th. 
 

• CCRPI Update – CCRPI (Georgia’s College and Career Ready Performance 
Index) directly impacts home values (not greatschools.org).  CCRPI is divided into 
four sections:  1) content mastery which is how our students perform academically, 
2) progress measures student growth relative to academically similar students, 3) 
closing gaps looks at our subgroups and how they are performing/is everyone 
moving together and meeting their targets based on previous performance, and 4) 
readiness which is are students ready for middle school, attendance and beyond 
the core growth (fine arts, languages, etc.).  Increased across all categories.  
Phenomenal year last year. 

 

• Principal Update Gifted – APS is phasing out gifted collaboration model.  
Currently trying to get all teachers gifted certified but if not, non-gifted certified 
teachers can collaborate with a gifted certified teacher.  This will phase out end of 
next year.  After next year, options are to be gifted certified at Morris Brandon, non-
gifted certified teachers won’t have a homeroom or non-gifted certified teachers 
with a homeroom receives pull out services from a gifted certified teacher. Aiming 
to get enough gifted teachers for pull out or all teachers gifted certified. 

 



 

 

• Principal Update SRO and Grant – only school in Georgia that will have artificial 
intelligence gun detection on approximately 25 cameras for three years.  Zero Eyes 
has a monitoring center in New Jersey and watch screenshots of cameras (not live 
feeds).  If weapon were brought on campus, Zero Eyes automatically queues in on 
it, alerts Zero Eyes, police, Principal Bland and SROs.  Idea is to identify threat 
before it enters the building.  Security grant also used for more lighting at Main 
Campus, and increased fencing and repair at Primary Center.  Morris Brandon has 
been allotted two SROs for the 2025-26 school year.  Recognition given to Dr. 
Johnson and APS for finding the funds to keep our students safe.  Governor Kemp 
also just issued another $50 million to schools for safety and security purposes. 

 

• 1st Annual Morris Brandon Multicultural Night – meeting monthly to plan and 
will take place on May 1st at the Primary Center.  Students will have a passport 
and go room to room.  Replacing International Travelers Week.  Email Principal 
Bland if have any questions. 

 

• Question – Is there a no phone policy during school hours for Morris Brandon?  
There is an APS policy that states all cell phones need to be turned off and put 
away during school hours.  Occasionally must remind 4th and 5th graders, iPhone 
watches too, but not really an issue at Morris Brandon.  Email Principal Bland with 
any questions.  5th grade parents should also check their child’s text chains.  Text 
chains sometimes have 40-50 students.  Principal Bland often gets alerted and 
calls parents to ensure they are aware. 

 
VII. Closing Remarks 

Presenters:   Dana Giacone 
Discussion:   Hope to see everyone at next PTO General Meeting in April and 
upcoming events this spring. 

 
VIII. Meeting Adjourned: 11:00 AM 

 
Meeting Recording: The recording for this meeting can be accessed via the Morris 
Brandon website on the PTO page and/or via this link with passcode m*i$9*gq. 

 

https://us06web.zoom.us/rec/share/6IHLnotlo1kEeu5PEb3VKrdWO4MCjx9fvz09WJ8U5VDyZplyxeL3FnHT_UhstR1-.X7tnK2_9rCn5KkDH

