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School consolidation bill shut down in committee

® About 300 show
up to protest the
governor’s policy.

BY RICK M. GREEN
The Oklahoman

OKLAHOMA CITY — An
initial attempt at school
district consolidation, one
of Gov. Mary Fallin’s pri-
orities, landed with a thud
Monday as hundreds of par-
ents, teachers and children
swarmed the Capitol to crit-
icize the effort.

A bill by Rep. Lee Denney,
R-Cushing, was trounced in
a packed House committee
room, with three members
in favor and eight against.

Oklahoma has more than
500 school districts. Some
state leaders have suggested
consolidation as a way of
reducing administrative ex-

penses and bringing more
resources to the classrooms.

Denney’s bill would have
consolidated some under-
performing dependent
school districts. These dis-
tricts educate  students
through elementary or mid-
dle school and then transfer
them to nearby districts.

Under the bill, a depen-
dent school district that
gets a D or F in Oklahoma’s
A-F school grading system
would be consolidated into
the independent district
that receives their students
for high school. About three
dozen school districts,
mostly in rural areas, could
have been affected by the
legislation.

Denney said she regarded
the legislation as a “conver-
sation starter” and was dis-
appointed that it did not ad-
vance to the full House.

“But I understand the ve-
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Opponents of school district consolidation cheer a decision in

their favor Monday as they attend a hearing at the state Capitol

in Oklahoma City.
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racity of people not wanting
their schools to change,” she
said. “Everyone likes their
own local school, including
myself when my kids were

in school.”

She said she got hundreds
of emails over the week-
end from people concerned
about the bill. About 300

Watch a video

Hear World Staff Writer Randy
Krehbiel and Managing Editor
Mike Strain discuss issues at the
Oklahoma Capitol on Monday.

tulsaworldtv.com

took advantage of the Presi-
dents Day holiday to go to
the Capitol to lobby against
the measure.

Cheryl Garrison, super-

intendent of Darlington
School in El Reno, said
Oklahoma’s  A-F  grad-

ing system is flawed and
shouldn’t be used as a yard-
stick for school district con-
solidation. Her district has a
C grade.

She said nearly 90 percent
of the district’s students are
American Indian.

“A lot of my students are
there at my school district
because of choice,” she said.

“We embrace the culture.
They get to keep their iden-
tity. We do a lot of things to
nurture them. We are there
for their families.

“Our teachers stay after
school every day until 4:30,
an extra hour, to tutor stu-
dents. We also have a Boys &
Girls Club after school that
goes to 5:30 or 6.”

Quinton Roman Nose,
whose grandchildren attend
Darlington, said they get in-
dividual attention that they
wouldn’t see in a larger dis-
trict.

“They’re not going to get
the same quality and atten-
tion at the bigger schools,”
he said.

Denney said that although
her House Bill 2824 failed
to clear committee, several
other school consolidation
measures are still in play.

rmgreen@oklahoman.com

Fab Lab Tulsa education manager Brandi Dixon watches as
McLain Junior High School student Michael Walling, 14, screen-
prints a T-shirt on Monday. JAMES GIBBARD/ Tulsa World
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that comes with doing things
that are hands-on,” Kirk said.
“... It teaches (students) a skill
that they can take with them.”

Like Estrada, McLain stu-
dent Mathew Nelson, 14, was
happy to spend his day off on
the field trip.

“I love doing things with
science,” he said. “You’ve got
to have science.”

The Rogers students previ-
ously participated in a STEM
underwater robotics compe-
tition. For their next project,

the group will be designing
and building a chair, Bias said.

Gonzalez, 14, said he’s en-
joyed STEM Club so far.

“T like to work on things
and build things,” he said.

Estrada agreed.

“I like to get my hands
dirty,” she said.

Her dream, she added, is
to be an auto mechanic when
she grows up.

Estrada has enjoyed the
teamwork aspect of STEM
Club.

“You get lots of support and
encouragement,” she said. “If
you get stuck, there’s always
someone you can turn to.”

The five-year, $3 million

AEP grant program, an-
nounced in 2015, is starting
this year at Rogers and will
eventually expand to a total
of four Tulsa Public Schools
high schools and their feeder
middle schools.

The program works with
students to prepare them
to take college-level STEM
classes and allows them to
earn college credit while in
high school.

Bias said her position as
STEM supervisor is funded
through the AEP grant, which
is administered through Tul-
sa Community College.

In addition to the outside
activities and competitions,

Bias said, she “works with
administrators and teach-
ers to find where I can inject
STEM experiences into the
curriculum.”

Participating in hands-on
activities while working in a
team environment has other
benefits, she added.

Bias said she has witnessed
Gonzalez’s confidence grow
immeasurably from having
his T-shirt design selected.

“It’s exciting the opportuni-
ties that these kids have,” she
said. “If it wasn’t for the grant,
this wouldn’t be possible.”

Tim Stanley 918-581-8385
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workers who visited this fam-
ily, particularly the mother,
found they were struggling
with poverty, the mother had
a physical disability and they
were raising a child with very
severe disabilities,” Powell
said. “The medical profes-
sionals throughout DHS in-
volvement said these disabili-
ties would be difficult for any
family.”

Two months before Ca-
maron’s death, DHS workers
visited the family on an alle-
gation they were living with a
relative who smoked, which
would compromise their
son’s health. They found the
family had been keeping the
medical appointments for
Camaron and had plans to
move within the month.

“They were not living in
the conditions where the
child later died,” Powell said.
“Our workers saw them in a
completely different environ-
ment. After our workers saw
them, their circumstances
obviously changed.”

The charges filed against
the McKays state the cou-
ple failed to treat the child’s
medical condition and did
not take care of their home,
which did not have electricity
and had several piles of trash
and dog feces. Charges also
state the couple did not meet
Camaron’s needs by failing to
attend doctor appointments,
provide medical services,
give prescribed medication
and maintain medical equip-
ment.

On Nov. 24, 2014, Sarah
McKay called 911 reporting

Prior DHS interventions

Nov. 4, 2003: A call made al-
leging inadequate nutrition of
Camaron Larson. Tulsa County
DHS recommended supportive
services including the continu-
ation of Sooner Start.

May 29, 2004: An emergency
room called saying Sarah
McKay brought in 15-month-
old Camaron with feeding tube
problems, but she left before
receiving treatment. Tulsa
County workers found she took
the child to another medi-

cal facility to have the tube
reinserted. No services were
recommended.

Sept. 23, 2004: Mayes County
DHS investigated a report Sar-
ah McKay was not following
through with medical recom-
mendations for Camaron, who
needed to take a medication
three times a day to prevent
self-mutilation. She alleg-

edly could not wake up for the
8 a.m. dosage. McKay signed
a voluntary service agreement
with DHS to allow access to
Sooner Start providers, to find
a local pediatrician and to
provide a recent physical exam
for Camaron.

Feb. 14, 2005: Tulsa County
DHS investigated a complaint
Camaron had a respiratory
infection and 3-inch diameter
pressure sore on his back. He
was hospitalized four days
later for an antibiotic treat-
ment for the sore. DHS recom-
mended services, but McKay
refused because she was
receiving Sooner Start services.
April 15, 2005: Creek County

Camaron was “not breath-
ing” and that her “son is fro-
zen,” a police affidavit states.

DHS received a report that
2-year-old Camaron arrived

at the emergency room for a
chemical irritation to his face.
McKay said her other son,
about a year older, had crawled
into the crib and sprayed the
toddler with a bleach spray.
DHS recommended support-
ive services and documented
some services were in place.
May 27, 2005: Tulsa County
DHS received a call that three
or four children younger than
age 3 were living in an apart-
ment running around unsuper-
vised at all times, including as
late as 1a.m. DHS found the
family had in-home providers,
and Sooner Start was providing
physical therapy for Camaron.
Feb. 1, 2006: Tulsa County DHS
received a report Camaron was
taken to the emergency room
by ambulance allegedly unre-
sponsive. Medical officials told
the caseworker that Camaron'’s
death was expected due to his
medical condition, and there
was no indication of abuse.
May 21,2008: Tulsa County
DHS received a report Cama-
ron’s health declined in be-
havior, hygiene and physical ap-
pearance. Medical officials told
caseworkers no neglect was
suspected. DHS recommended
services, which included con-
tinuation of in-home therapy.
Dec. 1, 2012: Tulsa County DHS
investigated a report alleging
the parents were abusing ille-
gal drugs and leaving Camaron
in bed for two to three days,
urinating and defecating on

He was pronounced dead a
few minutes later by emer-
gency personnel who arrived

himself. DHS did not substanti-
ate the allegation but recom-
mended the medical services
for Camaron continue.

Nov. 20, 2013: Tulsa County
DHS notified when Robert
McKay arrived at the emer-
gency room with his stepson,
Camaron, who was in respira-
tory distress and covered in
dirt. McKay allegedly stated
that Camaron had been stay-
ing with a family member who
smoked the past week and

not given Camaron breathing
treatment. Sarah McKay told
workers she informed the fam-
ily member about Camaron'’s
asthma and medical needs.
She said they went directly

to the emergency room when
realizing Camaron was having
trouble breathing. DHS did not
substantiate the allegation.
Sept. 12, 2014: Tulsa County
DHS received an allegation
the family had moved in with a
family member who smoked,
and Camaron’s needs were not
being met. Workers found the
family planned to move within
the month and had been at-
tending medical appointments
for Camaron. The allegation
was not to be unsubstantiated.
Nov. 14, 2014: Camaron, age

11, was pronounced dead at
the family’s home after Sarah
McKay called 911. Police found
the home without power, and
the child wearing a T-shirt and
diaper in a bedroom with a
temperature of 62 degrees.

Source: Office of Juvenile System Over-
sight and court records

at the family’s residence in
the 1000 block of North Flor-
ence Avenue.

The detective wrote in the
affidavit that the boy was
wearing a T-shirt and diaper
in a bedroom with a tempera-
ture of 62 degrees.

Robert McKay told an of-
ficer the house had running
water, but had been with-
out power for “a few days.”
The family had been using a
gas generator to power the
child’s medical equipment,
McKay told the officer.

The detective found the
boy’s feeding pump was
plugged into the wall, and his
oxygen bottle appeared to
be empty though there were
two sealed oxygen bottles in
the closet. There were also
several bottles of prescrip-
tion medication with a num-
ber of pills in the bottles in-
dicating the boy hadn’t been
taking the necessary amount,
according to the affidavit.

The home was cluttered,
with several large piles of
dog feces on the floor, and a
bag of marijuana was found
on the parents’ bed, the de-
tective wrote.

The detective learned that
about two months earlier,
the boy had been seen by a
Child Advocacy Center doc-
tor who specializes in child
abuse and neglect. In the
doctor’s report, it was stated
Camaron was at risk for “as-
piration and pneumonia be-
cause of his lack of activity
and his thick secretions” and
needed 24-hour monitoring
and help, according to the af-
fidavit.

Powell said with each DHS
investigative report, a copy
is sent to the district attor-
ney’s office, which can ask
for additional information or
further review if the officers
don’t agree with the findings

or have more questions.

“That’s the checks and bal-
ances to what DHS does,”
she said.

The reports from the Of-
fice of Juvenile System Over-
sight are in addition to the
information DHS releases
after a child dies or nearly
dies due to abuse and neglect
and a charge is filed against a
caregiver.

Powell cautions the public
in making judgments based
on a single report.

“The (Office of Juvenile
System Oversight) reports do
not give a complete picture
of DHS involvement with
any given family,” Powell
said. “It lists out the refer-
rals, made sometimes in calls
to the hotline, with great de-
tail. But it does not give the
rest of the story. It does not
tell what the worker found,
the condition of the house,
what the parents were doing,
what other family members
were doing to help out or not
and what the worker recom-
mended and why.”

Poverty is an issue that
sometimes complicates in-
vestigations into child abuse
and neglect, Powell said.

“Many families we deal
with are in poverty or at a
standard of living that would
not meet many of our stan-
dards of living, but that does
not always constitute neglect
of children,” Powell said.
“Families struggling with
poverty and other issues are
why services are recom-
mended by workers.”

Ginnie Graham 918-581-8376

ginnie.graham@tulsaworld.com

Arianna Pickard 918-581-8413

arianna.pickard@tulsaworld.com
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drier periods.

The Zink Dam rebuild and
new pedestrian bridge are slat-
ed to cost about $63 million.

Zink Dam, built in the early
1980s, is malfunctioning due to
alack of maintenance. It would
be rebuilt from its foundation
up.
The plan includes public ac-
cess points and built-in water
features, including a recre-
ational flume and island to run
alongside A Gathering Place
for Tulsa, a huge park that is
being built on Riverside Drive
from 24th Street to 33rd Place.

The designs for both dams
call for a system of steel verti-
cal gates on hinges — called
Obermeyer gates — that rise
when a large rubber bladder at
their base is inflated.

The hinges would connect
the steel gates to the founda-
tions of the dams, forming
walls when the downstream
bladders fill and lowering the
gates’ profiles when the blad-
ders deflate.

An engineering group that
researched the gates said rais-
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Map shows the proposed rebuilt Zink Dam and pedestrian

bridge, and nearby facilities.

ing and lowering them could
help with fish migration and
silt buildup.

The south Tulsa/Jenks dam
would be built just south of
the Creek Turnpike, near 101st
Street. That project also would
include a pedestrian bridge,
plus a boat dock and connec-
tion to trails along the river —
all for about $64.2 million.

Parks, Turkey Mountain

A substantial portion of

the river infrastructure plan
actually would go toward
parks, trails and the Turkey
Mountain Urban Wilderness
Area.

About $7.6 million is set
aside to purchase Turkey
Mountain land that had been
targeted for an outlet mall
before public outcry derailed
that plan.

If the Vision extension is
approved, that land would be
purchased by the River Parks
Authority to add about 50

Vision tax

The 0.6 percent Vision 2025
tax is set to expire next year.
A proposal to renew the tax in
Tulsa is coming to voters April
5. It has three major compo-
nents:
s Almost a third of the tax, or
$272 million during the first
15 years, is set aside as a per-
manent tax for public safety.
The public safety portion
would provide for about 160
new police officers, 70 new
firefighters, and 16 additional
911 personnel and street main-
tenance workers, among other
additions.

acres to the Turkey Moun-
tain Urban Wilderness Area.

The cost to buy the land
is about $6 million, leaving
about $1.6 million for ameni-
ties including trail rehabili-
tation and facilities.

Late last year, Bynum shift-
ed the proposed Vision river
infrastructure plan from fo-
cusing on low-water dams to
a corridor-wide plan, saying
he realized that protecting
parks and providing access

s About a ninth of the tax, or
$102 million during the first 15
years, would become a perma-
nent tax for transportation. Of
that tax, 44 percent would go
toward street maintenance and
56 percent would go toward
transit operations and capital.
® The remaining $510.6 million
would go toward Arkansas
River infrastructure and eco-
nomic development projects,
including Gilcrease Museum
renovations, Cox Business
Center improvements and
Tulsa County's Expo Square
improvements.

to “water in the river” was as
important as adding “water
in the river.”

In addition to Turkey
Mountain additions, the plan
includes funding for several
new parks and trails along
the river.

The south Tulsa/Jenks
dam includes an east bank
park, a boat dock, Vensel
Creek park and boat dock,
and trails to connect several
attractions.

Levee rehabilitation and
other maintenance funds

The Vision plan includes
$5 million in funds to be
matched by other govern-
ment entities, including Tul-
sa County, for Levee District
12 rehabilitation.

The plan would fund some
of the needs for the aging le-
vee system to protect Tulsa
from floods, detailed last year
in a Tulsa World investiga-
tion.

Another major component
of the overall infrastructure
project recommended by the
task force is a long-term op-
erations and maintenance
endowment to maintain the
new low-water dams.

That money, about $24
million, was pulled out of the
Vision funding, but officials
hope it will be picked up by
funding partners.

Bynum said the low-water
dams would not be built with-
out the maintenance endow-
ment, which is necessary to
avoid future issues similar to
the current state of Zink Dam.

Jarrel Wade 918-581-8367
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