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A public boarding school provides  

a stable home away from home for some of  
D.C.’s most at-risk students.
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Just four of their eight girls are home on this Thurs-
day night in October, so things are relatively calm. 

Relatively. 
Home is a third-story suite at Monument Acad-

emy, the charter boarding school in Washington, 
D.C., where Paul and Joy Langmaid work as house 
parents. Their “kids” are seven middle school 
girls with varying levels of social and emotional 
challenges from some of the poorest sections of the 
city, and their own 3-year-old daughter, Micaela. 
When I walk into the home — the term that’s pur-
posefully used at Monument — I’m greeted by Paul 
and the family dogs, Midas and Lucy. In the kitch-
en, where there’s debate raging over whether to 
prepare ravioli or something, as one of the girls puts 
it, less “gross,” I say hi to a seventh-grader, who 
ignores me and retreats into the bedroom that 
she shares with a roommate. Langmaid excuses 
himself and follows her. A few seconds later they 
emerge, and K. (her first initial) walks up to me with 
her right hand extended. 

“Nice to meet you,” she says, a shy smile creep-
ing onto her face. 

Such is life at Monument, an innovative school 
that is attempting to educate — in all senses of the 
word — some of Washington’s most traumatized 
children. More than 80 percent of the school’s 130 
students have been involved in the child welfare 
system — including foster care or temporary remov-
al from their homes — at some point in their lives, 
and data show that they are half as likely to grad-
uate from high school on time as their peers. On 
average they have attended at least three schools 
prior to Monument, but none of them has attended 
a school like Monument, where the overwhelming 
majority of students live during the week. (All stu-
dents go home on the weekend, to their foster fami-
lies, parents, or caretakers.)

“There aren’t many schools that work with 
this population of students,” says Head of School  

DENISE MILES, ED.M.’05, who’s been at Monument since 
it opened four years ago. “We have the opportuni-
ty to really influence all aspects of a student’s life. 
When I was a high school principal, I often said if I 
could just rent the house across the street and give 
them a place that’s stable and quiet, where they can 
do homework and not have to worry about taking 
care of siblings or what’s going on in the neighbor-
hood or anything else, then we could really move 
them further faster. Here we can be working on life 
skills with them, and they’re getting counseling, 
and house parents are doing academic support in 
the evening. They’re learning 24 hours a day.”

The lesson right now is one of socialization and 
manners. K. listens to Langmaid and alters her be-
havior both because he and his wife have estab-
lished a culture of respect in the household, and 
because she wants to rack up core values points. 

“We earn them by being kind to one another, be-
ing respectful to their daughter, the dogs, the house, 
and doing what we’re supposed to do,” another girl 
tells me.

When I ask about their favorite snack food, three 
girls answer in chorus: “Ice cream!”

Allowing kids to scarf down a bowl of cook-
ies and cream after school is a brave move for any 
parent, let alone one living with a basketball team-
worth of middle schoolers. 

“They know if they can’t handle their sugar, then 
they can’t buy ice cream anymore,” Paul Langmaid 
says. “We’ve had a couple of girls that tried and 
failed, and that’s okay.”

onument academy is the brainchild of 
Emily Bloomfield, an economist who served 
as an elected member of the Santa Monica-

Malibu Unified School District Board of Education, 
and later on the D.C. Public Charter School Board. 
It stemmed from a personal situation she encoun-
tered in which her aunt and uncle-in-law took cus-
tody of their two young grandchildren. 

She wondered what their futures would hold 
if they entered the foster care system or were ad-
opted, so she began examining statistics. What she 
found horrified her. Students in the foster care sys-
tem move homes one and a half to two times a year, 
destroying relationships with friends and teachers; 
they’re twice as likely to drop out of high school; 
and only 2 percent earn four-year college degrees.

“I thought that was not acceptable,” Bloomfield 
says. “Considering that roughly 25,000 kids age out 
of foster care every year [in the United States], and 
it will cost the government $8 billion for the next six 
years of their lives, it’s a staggering waste of money 
but an even more staggering waste of lives. I began 
to think, Is this an inevitability?”

She started researching what does work for chil-
dren in foster care, and discovered that personal-

It’s dinnertime at the Langmaids.

HED09-FEA-Monument.indd   30 12/20/18   1:27 AM

31

Winter 2019

31

HED09-FEA-Monument.indd   31 12/20/18   1:28 AM



31

Winter 2019

31

HED09-FEA-Monument.indd   31 12/20/18   1:28 AM



32

Harvard Ed.

Illustration by John Doe

C
R

E
D

IT
 H

E
R

E

32

HED09-FEA-Monument.indd   32 12/20/18   1:28 AM



33

Winter 2019

C
R

E
D

IT
 H

E
R

E

33

ized education and a relationship with a caring 
adult are key. Life skills that they often miss, like 
cooking and financial literacy, also are important. 

Bloomfield put together a white paper and shared 
it with educators, policy experts, and legal advocates 
around Washington. Her idea was based loosely on 
the Milton Hershey School, but unlike the renowned 
Pennsylvania institution, she designed Monument 
to be a weekday-only boarding school, in part to 
avoid the appearance of institutionalization, and 
in part to get buy-in from parents and caretakers. 
She and cofounder Marlene Magrino submitted the 
school’s charter application in February 2014, and 
it was approved that May. After a year of planning 
the school opened for fifth-graders in August 2015. 
It’s added a grade each year since, and now has fifth 
through eighth. As a charter school, it receives ex-
tra financial support from the city, and is around 90 
percent publicly funded. 

According to the National Alliance for Public 
Charter Schools, about 3.2 million students attend 
7,000 charter schools in 44 states plus the District 
of Columbia, Puerto Rico, and Guam. Despite that, 
says KAY MERSETH, M.A.T.’69, ED.D.’82, a senior lecturer 
at Harvard and former director of the Ed School’s 
Teacher Education Program, the popularity of char-
ter schools has been waning in recent years.

“There was tremendous growth, and they’ve run 
into a little bit of a buzz saw with people suggesting 
that they’re re-segregating the schools,” she says. 
“I get pretty frustrated with the criticism because 
the good ones are trying to provide an alternative 
for kids who have lousy choices.”

That was exactly Bloomfield’s aim. Creating 
Monument outside of the charter school framework 
would have been an impossibility, she believes. 

“Charter schools are meant to be places where 
you can incubate an idea and try a really new thing,” 
she says. “We never could have done this in a tra-
ditional public school setting because of the whole 
idea of boarding and using our budget in such dis-
cretionary ways. Our first year we did so much revis-
ing of schedules, job descriptions, programming, all 
these things that are really hard to do when you’re 
working in a more [rigid structure]. We could be 
really nimble.”

Bloomfield envisioned a school that enrolled a 
high number of students in foster care, but there’s 
been a movement in Washington away from placing 
kids into that system. In June 2016, D.C.’s Child and 
Family Services reported 1,020 kids in out-of-home 
placement, compared to 1,676 four years earlier.

“Some of the outcome data around foster care 
is shocking because you think, Oh, if we get the 
kids out then they’re going to do better,” says SHANE 
MULHERN, ED.M.’02, Monument’s president. “But un-
less they’re in physical or sexual jeopardy in terms 
of abuse, it’s better to keep them with the parents. 
They do far better. The reality is family is family. 

There’s an important skill to be gained by having 
to navigate the family dynamic.”

ou s e d  i n  a  for m e r  elementary school 
less than two miles from the U.S. Capitol, 
Monument has already threatened to out-

grow its physical space. Narrow halls mean students 
(70 percent of whom are male) are sometimes too 
close for comfort, which can lead to confrontations. 
Despite the fact that words like “kindness” and 
“mindfulness” are painted on the otherwise sparse-
ly decorated white hallway walls, violence is a real-
ity here. Mulhern was punched by a student last 
year. Another tried to stab Miles with scissors. 

“Adolescents in general know exactly where 
your buttons are and will poke them on purpose to 
elicit a response,” Miles says. “But our kids are es-
pecially skilled at that and often are looking for the 
conflict because that’s what they’re used to.”

Still, both stress that aggressive behavior is a 
manifestation of trauma, not the core of who a child 
is. Dealing with disruptive situations, even in class-
es that average only 12 students, is difficult. Staffing 
has been among Monument’s biggest challenges. 

“Finding people who can do this kind of work is 
tough. It is not how teachers have traditionally been 
trained,” says Mulhern, who previously worked at 
the U.S. Department of Education as director of 
the Investing in Innovation Fund. “Part of my job 
is developing partnerships and residency programs 
where we can have individuals come in and build 
their capacity to create a pipeline for ourselves, but 

also a pipeline where 
folks can go do this 
in other schools. But 
I don’t have a simple 
answer in terms of the 
people and the train-
ing. We are living in it 
and figuring it out.”

As Mulhern gives 
me a tour of the aca-
demic space, after-
school activities like 
sports, dance, cooking, 

and chess are taking place. During the week, Monu-
ment students almost never stop learning. Among 
the staff of more than 100 are 11 on the well-being 
team, which provides behavioral, emotional, and 
therapeutic support. In addition to their academic 
curriculum, every student at Monument receives 
two hours of weekly instruction on mindfulness, 
emotional regulation, and distress tolerance.

In the third-floor student wellness lounge, com-
plete with beanbag chairs, an exercise bike, and 
colorfully painted walls, Mulhern stresses the im-
portance of the school’s psychologists, counselors, 
and social workers. 

“ I get pretty  
frustrated with  
the criticism,  
because the good  
ones are trying  
to provide an  
alternative for  
kids who have  
lousy choices.”
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also quite satisfying. Denise Miles started at Monu-
ment as a house parent. 

“It took us several months to build the trust and 
the culture in our home to where they knew they 
were safe, they knew nobody was going into their 
bedroom to mess with them,” she says. “They could 
come home, relax, do their homework, do different 
activities. Once you establish that culture in the 
home, you see the decompression happen, and then 
you see it during the day as well.”

Perhaps not surprisingly, students who board 
more consistently tend to do better at Monument 
academically than their peers who don’t. (Board-
ing isn’t required, but it is strongly encouraged and 
widely done.) Students must read for 30 minutes 
each night. 

J. is a seventh-grader in her third year at Monu-
ment. During the week she lives with the Lang-
maids, an arrangement she enjoys. 

“I do miss my mom sometimes, but sometimes 
we argue and I think it’s better for both of us to have 
our own space,” she says.

That students shuttle between two worlds — 
Monument and their often less-stable home — cre-
ates a challenge for house parents like the Lang-
maids. Their rules and strict structure often don’t 
exist for the kids outside their home, making for 
a sometimes rocky readjustment period after the 
weekend. When the students arrive back on Sunday 
afternoon, they can be upset because they fought 
with a family member — or because they enjoyed 
their time at home and didn’t want to leave.

At Monument, the challenges for staff are huge; 
the jobs are so much more than nine-to-five. What 
makes it worthwhile? 

“One of the students who was in my home is 
one of our brightest students,” Miles says. “He told 
me when he was in fifth grade, ‘My second-grade 
teacher told me I was the angriest person she’d 
ever met.’ He would upend furniture, run out of the 
classroom, and he was in fights constantly. He’s an 
eighth-grader now and hasn’t been in a single fight. 
They’ll be typical eighth-grade adolescent push-
back, but there’s none of that aggression, for the 
most part” — attributed, she thinks, to the the small, 
close-knit atmosphere at Monument and to mean-
ingful collaboration with his mother and grand-
mother. “He’s looking at selective high schools now 
and really sees himself as a student with the oppor-
tunity to do what other good students are doing, 
which is not the person that he was four years ago.”

At the Langmaids, K. has transformed in the 
hour since I arrived. She’s talkative and engaged in 
the conversation. As I prepare to leave, she thought-
fully thanks me for visiting her home. 

“Thanks for having me,” I reply. “It was a plea-
sure meeting you.” Then homework continues.

MIKE UNGER IS A WRITER BASED IN WASHINGTON, D.C.

“There’s so much we don’t know in terms of sup-
porting students who have had adverse life experi-
ences,” he says. “Running a $1.5 billion initiative at 
the Department of Education is a cakewalk com-
pared to this. It is humbling every day. But I have 
never worked with a more talented, committed 
group of adults. This team and what they do on a 
day-to-day basis and what they’re willing to do for 
children, they’re the heroes of this work.”

Because the school is relatively new, lots of out-
come data is not available. But its 85 percent reten-
tion rate is impressive considering its enrollment is 
more than 50 percent special needs, as compared to 
about 12 percent in most other charter schools, Mul-
hern says. Homelessness is also a growing problem. 
Perhaps as a result of gentrification in Washington, 
about 35 percent of Monument’s students this year 
are homeless (which includes living in a hotel, shel-
ter, or with relatives). 

 “These kids have experienced a lot of trauma in 
their lives, so the challenge is creating a structured 
academic environment that caters to their specific 
challenges because trauma presents differently in 
each individual student,” says Zenon Mills, who 
teaches fifth- and sixth-
grade special educa-
tion. “I had a student 
who, the first time he 
saw me, said I was his 
favorite teacher ever. I 
have another student 
who, no matter what I 
do, it’s incredibly diffi-
cult for me to connect 
to him on a one-to-one 
level. He needs a lot 
more social reinforce-
ment. And that’s pretty 
standard — seeing that 
kind of spectrum.” 

He credits the school’s boarding model for pro-
viding kids with a stable emotional and social envi-
ronment that helps them in the classroom. When 
Mulhern uses his key card to open a door that leads 
to student life homes, it’s as if we’ve entered a dif-
ferent world. Paintings of palm trees line the walls; 
welcome home banners decorate front doors. The 
smell of Italian food wafts through the air. 

Each home comprises a common open space 
that includes a living room, large dining table, and 
kitchen. Students share small bedrooms that have 
bunk beds and the bathrooms are also shared, dorm 
style. Paid house parents, who are usually a married 
couple (like the Langmaids) or two individuals, run 
the household. They have their own room and bath-
room within the suite. 

Coexisting with up to 10 middle school students 
is certainly not a job for those who lack patience. 
It can be exhausting and emotionally draining, but 

“These kids have 
experienced a lot 

trauma in their lives, 
so the challenge  

is creating a struc-
tured academic  

environment that  
caters to their spe-

cific challenges 
 because trauma 

presents differently 
in each individual 

student.”
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A Typical Day at Monument
7–7:30 a.m. wake up, chores, and showers

7:30–8 a.m. breakfast together as a home

8–8:25 a.m. complete chores, goal setting, and head to advisory

8:30–9:10 a.m. whole school is in advisory with members from well- 
 being, operations, academics, and student life. Student  
 groups are centered around DBT steps (dialectial 
 behaviorial therapy), such as distress tolerance

9:10 a.m.– typical school day that includes lunch, recess,  
3:30 p.m. two electives, and core content classes

3:30–4:15 p.m. dismissal, return to the homes, relax, have a snack,  
 and prepare for the evening

4:15–7 p.m. family meetings in the home for students,  
 chores, and meal prep, while others attend extended-  
 day activities outside of the home, including Girls on  
 the Run, Lego League Robotics, Cooking Matters,  
 and African dance

7–7:30 p.m. dinner together

7:30–8:30 p.m. homework, showers, chores, family meetings,  
 or house activity together such as games, crafts,  
 or time in the gym

8:30 p.m. begin prep for bed and 30 minutes of nightly  
 required reading

9:30 p.m. lights out

Denise Miles  
H E A D  O F S C H O O L

Emily Bloomfield
C O F O U N D E R  A N D  C EO

Shane Mulhern
P R E S I D E N T
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