Special Funding Appeal

Fire in our old office

Open House, May 16, 2002 from 4 to 8 p.m. at our new, temporary office.

Dear Friends:

On February 19, fire destroyed the Washtenaw County United Way Building, our agency home.  We are so grateful for your concern and support as we go about the arduous task of restoring a functioning agency while continuing to respond to the families who request our help.  We want you and our many friends who have not yet learned of the catastrophe to be aware of our temporary address, telephone number and current status.

“Burnout” is a familiar and descriptive phrase for the emotional exhaustion that results from stress.  Until last month, when we experienced literal as well as figurative burnout, I don’t think any of us could have predicted the vivid consequences of that early February morning when an arsonist destroyed the building that was our office home for more than five years.  As we tried to maintain meaningful contact with new and continuing families by cell phones from makeshift home offices we were frantically calling key vendors and providers to establish emergency services.  Often someone “would have to get back with us” but there was no number, no place to get back to!

Although we were enormously thankful that no one was hurt, we were on an emotional roller coaster – crying one minute, efficient and directed another, totally disoriented the next, furious at the waste, and often gathered around a kitchen table to eat because it was something to do during the frequent times when the only alternative was to hurry up and wait.

We are now settling into temporary space in the Ann Arbor Public Schools’ Balas 3 Administrative Building, space made available to us by the Washtenaw Intermediate School District.  We have ample donated work stations and equipment.  Our phones are working pretty well (but we cannot yet access the internet), and new printers, computers, and fax and copy machines to replace those lost in the fire are being installed as we write.  Many of our documents were retrieved although we just realized to our dismay that our most recent case files are missing.  Also lost were archival materials including our scrapbook memorializing our one and only litigation:  The Children of Martin Luther King, Jr. Elementary School v. Ann Arbor Public Schools.

As of now we are 

· functioning and resuming our eternal search for stable funding;

· embarking on our exciting new Access to Justice initiative funded by the Michigan Bar Foundation  in partnership with the University of Michigan Law School.  This program will recruit attorneys to provide pro bono services and research legal challenges to fundamental barriers to education in Michigan, (e.g., the failure to provide an absolute right to education for all Michigan children) among other related projects;

· continuing to respond to calls from parents, schools, the ACLU, Michigan Department of Education, about 15 new cases each week, and maintaining contact with the families with whom we were working prior to February 19;

· continuing dialogue with the State Board of Education about the lack of oversight of state zero tolerance policies.  We expect to make a formal presentation to that body in June; and

· working towards an orderly transition to a new long-term facility with all the planning, expense and disruption that any move entails.

Despite our best efforts, our insurance seems inadequate to meet the total costs of this devastating event.  Never did we, or our insurance company,  imagine such a loss from fire in a brick building located immediately across the street from a fire station! And we anticipate a second move in the fall with more disruption as well as additional moving and installation costs.  

And so, we come to you with a special appeal.  This is a critical time in the life of the agency.  There is no question that the unique services we provide must continue.  We ask for your financial assistance.  Student Advocacy Center is a 501(c)(3) organization and your contributions are tax deductible.

Do stop by and visit us in our temporary home.  We are touched and humbled by the outpouring of concern and support and invite you to our open house, May16 from 4-8 p.m., when we look forward to thanking folks in person.

In the midst of the ashes we rise strong, keepin’ on keepin’ on because we know we must.  Together we will do it.  Please join us.
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