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Here’s a novel idea: Let’s put some fun 
back in school. I don’t mean ha-ha fun. 

I mean let’s make school interesting. I was at 
a high school a month or so ago and learned 
that there were some students who studied 
math 210 minutes per day. That’s 3½ hours 
or a well-run marathon. And that’s every day. 
This tripling of class time is supposed to help 
these students pass the math MCAS. Taking 
a subject you’ve had difficulty in for three 
and one half hours every day guarantees one 
thing: You’ll hate the subject. And you prob-
ably will not pass it either.

There are some who believe that math or 
any subject for that matter can be force fed, 
the more the better. I am not in that camp. I 
think, and I believe common sense dictates, 
that providing a child with a well-rounded 
education, with a host of options designed 
to make learning fun, is the best way to 
encourage a child to come to school eager 
to learn. Let’s try something that might 
work.

Which group will do better in math? 
Group A, which takes math 3½ hours per 
day. Or Group B, which takes math for a 
more reasonable block of time and fills in 
the remaining time with a choice of exciting 
electives (few of which are found in the BPS). 
Not only will the child be more inclined to 
develop a love of learning, he or she will also 
learn more math. To get a child to pass math, 
your odds improve if you can get the child to 
love school. 

Here’s another novel idea: Let’s cut down 
on standardized testing and make some room 
for teaching. 

A few weeks ago, a group of ten teachers 
testified eloquently at a school committee 
meeting. As reported in last month’s Boston 
Union Teacher (http://www.btu.org/member-
resources/boston-union-teacher-newspaper)/ 
their testimonies speak for themselves. Here’s 
what four of them had to say about testing 
fatigue:

“At the end of February, I gave my stu-
dents their fifth standardized test. This test 
was given just two weeks after the last test. 
Several students questioned me. “Again?” 
they asked, “Why?” I had no answer… My 
name is Phoebe Bustamante. I teach 7th 
grade English. My students take three interim 
assessments, two predictive assessments, four 
close reads, MCAS and an end of year assess-
ment. This means more than 20 days of lost 
instructional time. We can do better.”

From Ryan Jaco: “For example, my 3rd 

graders, within the first six weeks of school 
had taken three standardized tests focusing on 
multiplication and division when they could 
barely add and subtract three-digit numbers. I 
knew that it was inappropriate to teach them 
multiplication in four weeks, but due to the 
nature of “data-driven” instruction, I am 
forced to teach to the test… I am a 3rd grade 
teacher. My students take Terranova, BPS 
Predictives, ANET in ELA and Math, WIDA, 
and MCAS. This equals 120 hours of testing, 
which means, at a minimum, 20 days of lost 
instruction and learning each year. We can do 
better!”

“My name is LauraLee Johnson and I 
am an Occupational Therapist at the Condon, 
Everett, and Taylor Schools, and have been 
working in the BPS for 20 years….Gener-
ally I see these students weekly or biweekly 
and consult within the classroom. I attempt 
to maximize every minute we have together. 
But I have several competitors who eat into 
my precious time. They are DIBLES, QRI, 
Woodcock-Johnson, SRI, WIDA [WEEDA], 
PARCC, TRC, predictives, interms, mid-
terms, end of units, end of stories, and the 

hungriest of them all: MCAS.”
“My name is Sherri Neasman and I am a 

fifth grade teacher in the Boston Public School 
System. What does that mean? It means that 
my students will be tested to death before the 
school year ends. It will be a slow death, but 
a death nonetheless… Let’s see… given all of 
the tests… about 137.5 hours, 8,250 minutes 
or 25 school days, that’s more than a month 
of missed learning time and about 2-3 units of 
learning! That’s appalling!!!… We can most 
certainly do better as educators than to be a 
cross purposes with teaching and testing our 
students.”

Here’s another suggestion: Give teachers 
back some of the freedom and independence 
that’s been stolen from them. How can we 
expect our students to unleash their creativ-
ity while we ask our teachers to conform? 
Some of the most interesting, most inventive 
and most challenging teachers I had were the 
ones who stepped outside the customary and 
offered their own slant on life. Each loved 
teaching – that was clear – and they also 
wanted to pass on to us what they enjoyed: 
a love of all things learning. To do so, they 

sometimes had to…well…show their inde-
pendent side, their own interests. That’s a 
nice way of saying that some of my favorite 
teachers were real characters. They were 
also entertaining, intelligent and responsible, 
engaging as well as challenging. In short, they 
were all we want teachers to be. I hope. I often 
wonder how long some of my best teachers 
would last in today’s controlled educational 
climate. I’m afraid I know the answer, and we 
are the worse for it. 

Finally, let’s teach children in school the 
way they learn outside of school – electronical-
ly. Every classroom should have be equipped 
with a set of iPads. No excuses. Here’s a way 
to tie some of this all together. Hold off on 
spending funds on standardized testing (and 
Pearson!) for the next four years, give or take, 
and purchase 50,000 iPads instead. Then we 
can make some real progress.
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As the school year moves on and the 
transfer / open posting / reassignment 

season is upon us some old and new issues 
emerge. There are no easy or quick resolu-
tions to some of these issues.  The impact of 
each of these issues on BTU members may 
vary according to school or grade level or 
content area, but together the impact will be 
widespread.

The decision of the BPS to Open Post the 
majority of positions on the Transfer/Open 
Posting List impacts all teachers reassign-
ment. This action opens most positions to 
any qualified educator inside and outside the 
BPS.  By attaching a stipend of $1,250 to the 
position the position is open posted. This was 
not the intent of the Open Posting language. 
Hard to fill and exotic positions were eligible 
to be filled through the Open Posting process. 
Regular grade level or content area positions 
were not expected to appear on the Open 
Posting list.

While the BPS may claim it has the con-
tractual right to open post any position, this 
was not the intent of the language. The BTU 
has grieved the BPS actions and an arbitra-
tion is scheduled to begin on May 22, 2014 
to resolve the issue. Hopefully a favorable 
decision will be received before the end of the 
school year.

The BPS push to change and expand the 
Inclusion model and language contained in 
the current contract is also causing issues for 
some BTU members. Questions about certi-
fication requirements and the establishment 
of more inclusion classes will need to be 
resolved. This will probably not occur before 
the end of the school year, but may still impac-
Closely tied to the issue of Open Posting is 
the issue of excessing. The BTU has filed 
for expedited arbitration on behalf of some 
members who feel they have been wrongfully 
excessed. This arbitration is scheduled for 
May15, 2014 and a decision from the arbitra-

tor will be delivered within days of the end 
of the hearing as excessing issues are decided 
without written briefs being required of the 
attorneys.

Excessing and Open Posting are related 
as four schools (Dever, Holland, Winthrop, 
and Channing) became Turnaround Schools 
or were designated as Level 5 by DESE. The 
majority of faculty members at each of these 
schools will not return to their 2013 – 2014 
assignments and now must compete for posi-
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by Garret Virchick
Commentary

It’s only the most pressing environmental 
issue of this generation: climate change. 

But you wouldn’t know this judging by the 
kinds of questions produced for the Massa-
chusetts Comprehensive Assessment System 
(MCAS). 

An online search for past MCAS questions 
that pertain to climate change, the greenhouse 
effect, and global warming produces zero 
questions about climate change, zero ques-
tions about the greenhouse effect, and one 
question about global warming – and that 
global warming question is about its effect on 
ant populations in tropical regions.

For anyone who has followed the corporate 
takeover of public education, this should not 
be too much of a surprise. Testing companies 
profit when they can sell their products. This 
means having to satisfy more than simply 
liberal Massachusetts. In the past, textbook 
publishers left out critical discussions of top-
ics such as evolution and segregation to sat-
isfy large and often conservative markets like 
Texas. Are testing companies now bowing to 
denials of climate change in an effort to gain a 
larger market share?

Measured Progress, the company that 
writes the test questions, is involved in a 
highly competitive industry. According to 
the Huffington Post, it is in competition with 
other testing companies for the $1.7 billion 
that cities and states fork over to administer 
the myriad standardized tests that have found 
their way into public schools since No Child 
Left Behind and Race to the Top, the Bush/
Obama education initiatives, were enacted. 
Are choices about what to test or not test 
being driven by the bottom line?

Although Measured Progress calls itself a 
non-profit, and is organized under 501-C3 tax-
exempt status, it had revenues totaling $104 
million in 2011. CEO Stuart Kahl made over 
$300,000 that year and the company’s top 10 
executives all made over $200,000. Measured 
Progress has ties to two other corporations. 
McRel International also listed as private 
non-profit, reported operating revenues of 
nearly $20 million doing educational research 
and development. E-Metric, a provider of 
K-12 web-based assessment and reporting 
solutions as well as psychometric services 
for school districts has revenue totaling $5-10 
million, according to various estimates online. 

So what does this have to do with us, the 
teachers? The question facing us is, Should we 
take time to explore climate change in class?

What led me to the Department of Edu-
cation’s list of MCAS questions in the first 
place was not simply to write an expose for 
the Boston Union Teacher. Our school-based 
goal, for which I have some responsibility, 
is to improve MCAS scores. Failure to do 
this could conceivably affect my evaluation. 
Worse, failure to improve test scores could 
potentially eventually lead to a state takeover 
of my school. Just ask the teachers at the 
Dever and Holland, most of who are looking 
for work. 

So now I have to make a choice for my stu-
dents in my biology classes. To do an adequate 
job might take three or four or additional class 
periods, time that must be taken away from 
something that will be on the test. Teacher 
choice over what to cover in our courses has 
been replaced by the Hobson’s choice being 
offered by the testing companies, which, for 

whatever reasons, do not seem to see climate 
change caused by the burning of fossil fuels 
as important. 

As testing becomes the be all and end 
all of public education, everything that isn’t 
tested becomes an afterthought. We have 
seen it with the disappearance of the arts in 
curriculum. We are seeing it with the second-
class status of history and civics. It is appar-
ently true of climate change as well. Are these 
simply the unintended consequences of a 
bad system? Or is it part and parcel of cor-
porate education reform that does not see the 
importance of educating the whole child or of 
educating children 
so that they might 
change the world?

Certainly pro-
charter and pro-
standardized test-
ing organizations 
like the Ameri-
can Legislative 
Executive Council 
(ALEC) would not 
want that. They 
have written model 
legislation like the 
“Environmental 
Literacy Improve-
ment Act”. This 
act would require 
teachers to teach 
global warming 
as a theory, as 
opposed to a fact. It 
would also consid-
er any encourage-
ment of students 
who engage in the 
political process 
around climate 
change as against 
the law. ALEC’s 
corporate board in 
recent times has included Exxon/Mobil as 
well as notorious anti-union Koch Industries. 
As a result Texas and Louisiana have intro-
duced legislation that would require educa-
tors to teach climate change denial as a valid 
scientific theory. South Dakota and Utah have 
passed resolutions denying climate change. 
And Tennessee and Oklahoma have also 
introduced legislation to give climate change 

skeptics a place in the curriculum.
The word “innovation” is thrown around 

by corporate reformers, but true innovation 
happens on the margins. This is true of inno-
vative or radical ideas like gravity (Galileo 
was thrown in jail for teaching it) or global 
warming. New ideas don’t emanate from the 
status quo. As long as what we teach is being 
influenced by what the status quo deems 
important, we are failing to deliver a truly 
great education to our students.

As teachers we don’t have to settle for the 
Hobson’s choice. But it won’t be easy. We 
often feel powerless, because, let’s face it, 

resistance can certainly feel futile. But I was 
heartened last week on May 1, International 
Worker’s Day. Teachers at International High 
School in Prospect Park NYC held a press 
conference to announce that they would 
refuse to give the ELA Performance Assess-
ment Test. They said the test was constructed 
without any regard for the English Language 
Learners who they teach. The test would 

provide them with little information about 
the academic skills of their students. In their 
words, they would refuse to give a test that 
made their students feel like failures. 

This may one day be called the era of edu-
cational malpractice. But oppression breeds 

resistance. Teachers will continue to organize. 
Parent Opt-Out movements are popping up 
all over the country. And students, like those 
in Boston’s YOUNG Coalition, are organiz-
ing for a different vision of schools. 

Despite what the overseers of the Massa-
chusetts Comprehensive Assessment system 
choose to include or exclude on the test, cli-
mate change does exist. There’s no denying it. 
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Do teachers receive PDP’s for the 18+ beyond the 
instructional school day PD hours and full day(s) 

of BPS professional development?

Know Your Rights
by Caren Carew
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tions with many other applicants. Members who 
do not obtain a position in this process will par-
ticipate in the Post Transfer Placement Process 
(PTPP) scheduled for early June. If an educator 
does not obtain a position in the PTPP, he or she 
could be administratively assigned to a position 
for the 2014 – 2015 school year.

Ongoing issues and questions regarding 
the inequitable implementation of the evalu-
ation system continue to exist. The number 
of educators rated Needs Improvement or 
Unsatisfactory ranges from 300 – 400. This 
presents a great deal of pressure for these 
members. Inconsistency from school to 
school and sometimes within a school pres-
ent a challenge for the BTU and its members. 
This issue raises basic questions of equity 
and consistency and will be scheduled for 
arbitration. No quick resolution to this issue 
is expected.

Connected to the evaluation question are 
the upcoming District Determined Measures 
and the educator impact on student learning. 
Regulations from the Department of Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education regarding these 
will have an impact on most, if not all, educa-
tors as they are implemented.

Primary among the regulations not to be 
forgotten or ignored is the need to have a 
valid license in order to be employed by the 
BPS. Many members are due to renew their 
license by June 30, 2014. Currently there are 
25 – 35 educators who let their license lapse. 
These individuals are in danger of not being 
employed next school year. Having a valid 
license is a condition of employment in the 
BPS. These are some of the most pressing 
issues, but certainly not an all inclusive list. If 
one or more pertain to you please contact me 
at pconnolly@btu.org.

Yes, the BTU contract reads, “Teachers will 
receive a PDP certificate at the end of the 

school year for all time spent in professional 
development activities. Teachers may combine 
PDP activities year-to-year to comply with state 
requirements.” These PDP’s, if earned, must be 
awarded to each eligible teacher. No åwritten 
or other documentable product need be sub-
mitted in order to obtain them. Since the BPS/
your school is the provider of this professional 
development, it meets the recertification regu-
lations of aligning ‘with school and/or district 
improvement goals’ as well as your supervisor’s 
approval. 

Within the five year recertification cycle, 
teachers are able to bunch PDP’s having the 
same broad topic together to meet the Mass. 
Department of Elementary and Secondary 
Education’s threshold of earning a minimum of 
10 PDP’s in a topic to qualify for submission. 
Teachers earn one PDP per clock hour for pro-
fessional development activities. In order to be 
able to claim PDP’s in a specific content area 
or topic if they are awarded with a general cer-
tificate, keep a copy of the agenda/description 
of the professional development session/work-
shop completed in order to then be able to align 
them with other PDP’s within the same topic, 
earned within the 5 year recertification cycle. 
RETELLS or ELL Category training, Readers 
and Writers Workshop or literacy across the cur-
riculum PDP’s can now be applied to content 
area requirements if the writing/literacy appli-
cation is being used in the context of a specific 
content class. In order to recertify our profes-
sional license, teachers must have completed 
150 PDP’s (Professional Development Points) 
with at least 90 of them in the license content 
area and a minimum of 120 (including 90 in the 
content area) being in combined content and 
pedagogy. The remainder of the PDP’s can be in 
any educational topic. Go forth and collect your 
certificates!

What is the PTTP process for 
excessed teacher bargaining 
unit members? 

The relatively newly negotiated process is 
called the Post Transfer Placement Pro-

cess (PTPP). It occurs after the resolution of 
the transfer process in the same timeframe the 
excess pools were previously held.  The PTPP 
process replaced the excess pools and took place 
for the first time spring of 2013. 

There will be an information/practice ses-
sion reviewing the PTPP process (once the date 
in June is set by OHC) at the BTU. All of the 
teachers/teacher bargaining unit members still 
excessed will be welcome. This session will 
be run jointly with the BTU and BPS Office 
of Human Capital in order to familiarize folks 

with the process prior to their participation in the 
actual PTTP process. 

As has been previously the case, involuntary 
excessing from a school is first by volunteers 
within a Primary Program Area then by reverse 
seniority within a PPA. In order to voluntarily 
apply to excess oneself when there is going to 
be a reduction in position(s) in a given PPA at 
a school , a teacher  who is more senior can fill 
out Attachment # 2  by February 1st (Application 
for Reassignment) in Superintendent’s Circular 
HRS -HR-7 “Staffing Reassignment And Hiring 
For School Year 2013-14”. This process is con-
sistent with our previous contract.

To be eligible to participate in the Post Trans-
fer Placement Process by voluntarily excessing 
oneself, teachers must be permanent in BPS 
(have Professional Teacher Status- PTS); have 
not received an overall evaluation rating of 
“Needs Improvement” or “Unsatisfactory” as 
of February 1st; have not voluntarily excessed 
oneself more than once in the prior two school 
years; and there are no more than 20% of the 
teachers in a school voluntarily excessing them-
selves in any one school year (this 20% does not 
include senior teachers who voluntarily excess 
themselves by February 1st); the ones with 
more seniority are able to voluntarily excess 
themselves until the 20% cap is reached. The 
20% cap can be exceeded with approval of the 
Assistant Superintendent of Human Capital. If 
all eligibility is met, a teacher wishing to partici-
pate in the PTPP must submit Attachment #2 in 
HRS-HR-7 to BPS HR by February 1st.

All permanent teachers who were involun-
tarily excessed and all who excess themselves 
who do not successfully obtain a position in the 
transfer list process participate in the Post Trans-
fer Placement Process. Unlike the excess pools 
where excessed teachers went in person to a 
meeting or ‘pool’ according to their Primary Pro-
gram Area (PPA) and bid on positions in senior-
ity order, the PTPP is done on-line similar to the 
transfer process. All eligible vacancies will be 
posted on-line by PPA through the BPS Career 
Center during the PTPP. All excessed teachers 
must then apply to five vacancies if there five or 
more vacancies in their Primary Program Area. 
If there are less than five vacancies in a given 
PPA, an excessed permanent teacher must apply 
to all listed vacancies in their PPA.

The School Site Council Personnel Subcom-
mittees must interview and select post transfer 
applicants. The recommended candidates must 
be submitted by the Principal through the BPS 
Career Center. The PTTP has concluded when 
all positions for which qualified teachers have 
submitted expressions of interests have been 
filled; no position shall be left unfilled if a 
qualified teacher has submitted an expression 
of interest in that position and was unsuccessful 
in obtaining other positions. Vacancies will con-

tinue to be filled until late August, at which time 
teachers who are not matched against vacancies 
will be assigned in a suitable professional capac-
ity by the Office of Human Capital.

BPS Teachers with permanent status that are 
working in pilot, in district charter, turn around, 
or innovation schools in good evaluation stand-
ing, have always been able to excess themselves 
by submitting Attachment #2 of HRS-HR-7 by 
February 1st. In the previous contract, permanent 
teachers in what I will call ‘traditional’ schools, 
could only voluntarily excess themselves if there 
was a reduction in their PPA (which can still be 
done as I outlined in paragraph 3 above). Now, 
this PTPP process allows teachers in ‘traditional’ 
schools to have more flexibility in leaving their 
schools. It does also give the schools’ person-
nel subcommittee of the School Site Council 
more flexibility in hiring who they determine to 
be the best fit from all of the eligible applicants 
who applied rather than the principal being the 
sole determinant of who is selected from those 
who bid as was previously the case in the excess 
pool process. The new contract mandates that 
all positions filled during a given school year, 
September through the end of June, must be 
vetted and selected through the SSC person-
nel subcommittee. Under the previous contract 
only transfer applicants had to go through this 
process. All other positions could previously 
be filled through the Principal’s discretion only. 
This new mandate gives much more ownership 
and transparency to the whole school commu-
nity in the process. School Site Councils are an 
important aspect of our schools and we should 
all be involved.

When do we have to submit 
final grades and marks for the 
academic year?

The contract states: In Elementary Schools: 
‘No final records will be required of teach-

ers until May 1st for Grade 5, and 15 days before 
the close of school for all other grades.’

In Middle Schools; ‘Final marks shall not 
be required of any teacher before May 1st for 
Grade 8, and 15 days before the close of school 
for Grade 6 and 7.’

In High Schools; ‘The number of marking 
periods for all schools shall not exceed five (5) 
in number. Final marks shall not be required 
of any teacher before May 1st for seniors, and 
15 days before the close of school for other 
students. Grades for all high school and Latin 

School students shall be recorded by the data 
processing method and no teacher shall be 
required to record numerical grades on dupli-
cate records at the school.’

Do performing arts teachers 
get compensated for putting on 
productions?

An item we negotiated in the contract does 
provide for compensation if it meets the 

following parameters. “Effective September 1. 
2005, performing arts teachers, including the-
ater, music, dance, drama, and choral group 
teachers, who conduct regular after school 
rehearsals and practice culminating in final 
productions and/or festivals shall be compen-
sated for such after school time with a stipend 
of $1,600.00 per year.” This money comes from 
each individual school’s budget. Please discuss 
this with your administration and document 
rehearsals, etc. in order to qualify for the stipend.

Are we entitled to time for 
cancer screening?

Yes. There is a Superintendent’s Circular 
HRS-PP-14 “Paid Leave for Cancer 

Screening and/or Living Organ Donation” 
which states that Mayor Menino signed an 
Executive Order allowing all city employees 
to use four (4) hours of leave per calendar year 
for various types of cancer screening including 
that for breast, prostate, colon, skin, thyroid, oral 
cavity, lymph nodes, reproductive organs, and 
lungs. The procedure dictates that employees 
are allowed one (1) four (4) hour period that can-
not be broken into hourly units. It requires that 
they must make their leave request through their 
responsibility center manager [principal] and 
then provide them a signed copy of a medical 
document verifying the date that the employee 
was given a cancer screening. For attendance 
reporting purposes, the time reporting code 
S1200 to report time taken under this provision 
must be used. This cancer screening leave time 
is not charged to any accumulated sick time. 
All questions concerning this circular should 
be made to Deborah Pullen in BPS Office of 
Human Capital, at 617-635-9649. 
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28th Annual AFTMA-BTU Statewide Para Conference

Photos by
Michael J. Maguire

In her first conference as BTU Paraprofessional Field Rep, Josefina Lescano kept her remarks brief so as to spend more time on workshops. “People 
came here to learn from the workshops, not to listen to me talk,” Josefina said deferentially. But in her remarks she gave great thanks and praise to 

all those who made the conference possible, from the AFT-MA to the BTU leadership, from her own BTU para council to her office secretary, Patty 
O’Donnell.

The conference began with about 160 attendees splitting up into three workshops: Stress management, dual language, and navigating the BPS. All 
attendees rotated through the workshops in small groups which allowed for Q&A.

The unifying theme of this workshop was how to help paraprofessionals be successful at what they do. The workshop on the BPS helped paras 
navigate the HUB, MyLearningPlan and other aspects of the school system especially regarding PDPs. The stress workshop helped paras cope with the 
pressures of their jobs and lives. The dual language classroom workshopped highlighted how paras can be an asset to a school’s success.

The conference ended with a Zumba class and then a luncheon.
Josefina Lascano addresses 
Statewide Para Conference. 
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An	  Evening	  of	  Celebration	  

JOHN	  P.	  HOLLAND	  ELEMENTARY	  

SAVE	  THE	  DATE	  
	  

5:00pm	  –	  10:00pm	  
$50	  per	  person	  

Cash	  or	  Money	  Order	  payable	  to:	  
John	  P.	  Holland	  Elementary	  

RSVP	  by	  June	  1,	  2014	  
	  

Dinner	  Buffet,	  DJ	  &	  Dancing,	  Cash	  Bar	  
and	  NO	  SCHOOL	  on	  Tuesday!	  

	  

All	  Holland	  Dragons	  and	  friends	  past	  and	  
present	  are	  welcome!	  	  Spread	  the	  word.	  
	  

Contacts:	  Holland	  School	  
Jo-‐Ann	   jpenngay@BostonPublicSchools.org	  
Carla	   	   cbolden@BostonPublicSchools.org	  	  

	  

Lombardos 
Of Randolph Please	  save	  	  

Monday,	  	  
June	  16,	  2014	  

	  
for	  a	  celebration	  with	  your	  

colleagues	  in	  honor	  of	  

42	  years	  

of	  Holland	  achievements,	  

memories	  and	  most	  importantly	  

friendships	  that	  have	  been	  

forged	  by	  the	  dragon’s	  breath.	  
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by Sharon O’Dwyer

On April 5, 2014 the 28th Annual State-
wide Para Conference was held at the 

Boston Teachers Union hall. Over 150 paras 
from across the state attended.

This year the theme was “Para Strong.” 
There were three different workshops offered 
to help paras implement and improve their 
daily lives.

After a light breakfast and introductions 
we broke off into groups for our workshops 
which included:

1) Stress Management,
2) The Role of Paraprofessionals in a Dual 

Language Classroom,
3) Navigating through BPS (computer 

training)
Stress Manage-

ment was held in Hall 
A with Jenna Para-
finczuk, a Licensed 
Clinical Social Worker 
at Charlestown High 
School. Jenna’s main 
focus is on helping 
young males become 
successful in their 
academics and in the 
community. She also 
has extensive training 
in trauma therapy and response. Jenna is pas-
sionate about working with adolescents and 
she believes in the resilience of students with 
a supportive adult by their sides.

Jenna’s presentation explored how stress 
at work impacts our professional and per-
sonal lives. We talked about ways to relieve 
our stress from our job and not take it home 
with us. We explored strategies to manage 
stress both on the job and in our personal 
lives. We discussed how our own life experi-
ences impact how we do our jobs. Anyone 
with an open mind that attended this work-
shop should have come away from it with 
ways to learn to manage their stress level on 
a regular basis and perhaps may gain more 
job satisfaction.

There were many questions at the end 
of the session, especially involving student 
behaviour, supports and how to cope with the 
daily stresses in our classrooms and schools. 
Jenna shared her own “stressful” school sto-
ries with us. 

Jenna addressed causes of job stress work-
ing in a school environment. She reminded us 
that we need to take care of ourselves in order 
to take care of our students and to be aware 
of the warning signs that are associated with 
job stress.

The session ended with Jenna asking us to 
“Keep Calm and Don’t Stress.”

The Role of a Para in a Dual Language 
Program was held in Hall B led by Liz Vara. 
This workshop was an interactive Powerpoint 

A Stress-Free Para Conference
presentation highlighting the Dual Language 
program that exists at the Sara Greenwood 
school where she has worked for the past 
16 years focusing on the para role in a Dual 
Language setting. The Sara Greenwood’s 
focus is to get all students to be bi-lingual, 
bi-literate, and bi-cultural. Topics such as cre-
ating a classroom team, para guided reading 
groups, Writers’ Workshops in Spanish, Con-
ferencing, training and the important role of a 
para in the Dual Language program. After an 
interesting question and answer session paras 
moved onto their next workshop.

Navigating through BPS was held in the 
Conference Room and was led by Christine 
Buttiglieri and CasSandra Sanuel, both of 

whom are on the Para 
Council at the BTU. 

This interactive 
workshop was very 
informative and helped 
paras to learn how to 
navigate through the 
BPS website, Google 
Docs, the Hub, My 
Learning Plan, as well 
as the benefits of Gmail.

They went step by 
step on how to navigate 
all of these areas as well 

as log on help and support. They even helped 
paras to set these up on their iPhones, tablets 
and other devices. They passed out a packet 
with important information, websites and step 
by step directions on navigating the system in 
addition to the website addresses you need to 
access in order to stay connected. Their goal 
at this workshop was to assist paras in using 
21st century technology.

The final workshop before we broke for 
lunch was “ZUMBA - Dancing your Stress 
Away” led by Kathleen Dortch. Kathleen has 
been a 2nd to 4th grade SPED teacher at the 
Mario Umana Academy for two years. She is 
certified to teach ZUMBA and was certified 
in ZUMBA Kids last February. She teaches 
ZUMBA to her students to get them mov-
ing and to build their self-esteem. Teaching 
ZUMBA is her way of spreading joy and 
positivity to adult and kids as well as helping 
them get in shape while they party.

This fun-filled activity was attended by all 
paras as a group in Hall A. It was a great way 
to relieve stress, exercise and and a great Para 
Conference. 

Once again the paras were treated to a deli-
cious turkey dinner, dessert and refreshments. 
It was an interesting, informative, stress free 
conference. 

Thank you to all who attended and led the 
workshops.

(Sharon O’Dwyer is a paraprofessional 
at the Condon School and serves on the Para 
Council.)

This year the theme 
was “Para Strong.” 
There were three 
different workshops 
offered to help 
paras implement 
and improve 
their daily lives.
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“ ”
The responsibility for each student’s 
learning (has) now shifted from 
the student to the teacher.

- John Owens

John Owens’ Confessions of a Bad Teacher:
The Shocking Truth from the Front Lines of American Public Education

A Book Review
by Michael J. Maguire

News from the
American Federation of Teachers

To call this book a kiss-and-tell would 
imply romance. Indeed there is courtship 

and passion, but sadly the love of teaching 
dies over the 245 pages of the book. 
However, the love for 
teaching continues. 
Mr. John Owens 
wrote his book in an 
effort to improve teach-
ing in America.

To those of us in the 
trenches, Mr. Owen’s 
recounting of his first and 
only year of teaching is 
no different from the sto-
ries we share on a weekly 
basis when we get together 
with our colleagues outside 
of school. But to non-teach-
ers, Confessions might just 
be unbelievable. 

John Owens went to 
school nights in order to 
obtain his teaching degree 
before giving up a high paying publishing 
job. He traded a Manhattan skyscraper for 
a dilapidated school building in the South 

Bronx. Mr. Owens worked for one year at a 
school he calls Latinate (not the real name of 
the school). Latinate is a school often praised 
by education reformers for improving educa-

tion. Mr. Owens, however, reports that it is a 
school more concerned with its appearance 
than with its curricula.

The first 40 pages intro-
duces us to the students and 
staff of Latinate. While not 
quite out of central casting, 
we can all relate to the vary-
ing types of students Mr. 
Owen taught in his fresh-
men literature class: a few 
high performers mixed in 
with a multitude of stu-
dents hampered by little 
or no mastery of English, 
struggling with the daily 
problems of poverty, 
and/or carrying more 
about impressing each 
other than with prepar-
ing for college.

The staff at Latinate 
are either hanging on 

for just one more day (let alone one 
more year), working all hours of the night to 
satisfy an unrealistic boss, or are young pups 
eager to please and seeking praise. Mr. Owens 

had colleagues who mentored him by show-
ing him the tricks no graduate course would 
dare mention. He also had colleagues who 
showed little regard for his struggles as they 

“ ”
Teaching looks quite easy when you 
seen a skilled practitioner at work.

- John Owens

were drowning in a sea of their own troubles.
Like many a mid-career changer, John 

Owens became a teacher because he wanted 
to help today’s children the way his teachers 
helped him when he was young. Noble and 
yet so naive. He had thought that low pay and 
high energy would save the students.

Mr. Owens quickly discovered that “the 
soft life of a teacher was taking (his) every 
waking hour, and then some.”

Not only his was time consumed, but so 

was his wallet. Mr. Owens was horrified to 
discover that so many teachers spend their 
“spare time” writing grants and begging 
foundations for what he considers basic sup-
plies. All too often teachers sacrifice a portion 
of their own meager pay in order to obtain 
classroom supplies.

Reading Confessions of a Bad Teacher, 
you would think that there is a new Red 
Scare in America. The propaganda that there 
is an infestation of bad teachers in America’s 
schools is the new witch hunt. 

In the war for control of public dollars, the 
reformers’ stratagem is to drive a wedge (i.e. 
school and/or teacher ratings) between teach-
ers and parents. After all, what parent doesn’t 
want “the best teacher” for her child? Today’s 
reformers tell us that only they can judge who 
is the best and who needs to go. 

Confessions of a Bad Teacher peppers 
anecdotes with recent and relevant statistical 
data complete with sources to support his argu-

ments. Each chapter also begins with a powerful 
quotation on the state of education in America. 
Owens then fills his chapters with his experi-
ences related to the introductory quotation.

Data, data everywhere but not a num-
ber to believe.

Latinate does not have “tests,” it has “per-
formance indicators” and rampant cheating. 
Students were not allowed to fail. The lowest 
grade the administration allowed was a 55%. 
A student who turned in a blank quiz was to 

receive a score of 55%. 65% is passing, so the 
most a student ever had to make up was 10%. 

Latinate has six report card cycles. If a 
teacher’s pass/fail ratio was unsatisfactory, 
that teacher would “have no future” at the 
school. The students knew this and played 
a dangerous game the teachers, a game that 
only the teachers could lose.

In a way, Mr. Owens lost. His term of 
teaching was only one school year. But 
through his book, he hopes to reach the con-
sciousness of Americans. 

After reading 200 pages of anecdotes to 
which we can all relate, Owens offers his ten rec-
ommendations on how to fix schools. His call to 
arms urges parents and teachers to band together 
to protect public education and calls upon us 
to force the media, government, and business 
community to recognize that there is no quick 
fix and that scapegoating teachers is the greatest 
disservice to struggling students. But what does 
John Owens know, he is a “bad teacher.”

Highly recognized, good teachers are 
receiving poor evaluations because of 

a grossly flawed value-added algorithm that 
should be changed, seven Houston teachers 
and the Houston Federation of Teachers said 
May 1 in an unprecedented lawsuit filed in 
U.S. District Court for the Southern District 
of Texas.

The lawsuit details numerous problems 
with the Houston Independent School Dis-
trict’s Education Value-Added Assessment 
System, or EVAAS. Its statistical methodol-
ogy uses a student’s performance on prior 
standardized tests to predict academic growth 
in the current year, though what is considered 
a sufficient level of growth is not defined. A 
teacher’s EVAAS score is supposed to mea-
sure the effect, or added value, of a teacher on 
a student’s academic growth over the school 
year. The school district uses this deeply 
flawed methodology for decisions about 
teacher evaluation, bonuses and termination, 
yet it is a “black box” system in which the 
methodology is considered proprietary and 
confidential.

“Due to a faulty, incomprehensible and 
secret formula, good teachers like the ones fil-
ing this suit are being labeled failures and our 
entire education system is being reduced to a 
numbers game,” says AFT President Randi 
Weingarten. “Testing isn’t aligned with the 
purposes of public education. It doesn’t mea-
sure big-picture learning, critical thinking, 
resilience, creativity or curiosity, yet those are 
the qualities that great teaching brings out in 
a student. The fixation on testing has literally 
drained the joy out of learning. We’ve always 
been leery of value-added models, and we 
have enough evidence to make clear that not 
only has VAM not worked, it’s been really 

Houston teachers, union file suit over evaluation system
destructive and it in no way helps improve 
teaching and learning.”

Daniel Santos, an award-winning sixth 
grade social studies teacher at Jackson Middle 
School, says the evaluation system is failing 
him, his students and his profession.

“It’s dispiriting and insulting to be told 
I’m ineffective, a judgment that doesn’t mesh 
with my classroom performance or the time 
and effort I devote to my students. Texas is 
using a broken evaluation system that isn’t 
properly identifying who really needs help to 
improve,” Santos says, adding, “My students 
are being tested on material that is not aligned 
with our curriculum.”

While there have been other suits challeng-
ing VAM, the Houston suit is unique because 
it was brought by highly recognized teachers 
who contend their poor EVAAS ratings do 
not correlate with their actual performance 
nor take into account socioeconomic or 
demographic variables in predicting student 
performance. The complaint also charges that 
the district directed and/or pressured school 
administrators to “manufacture deficiencies 
or otherwise find fault with the instructional 
practices” by teachers who received low 
EVAAS ratings. Those teachers would be 
placed on a growth plan to correct the sup-
posed faulty instructional practice.

Myla Van Duyn, who teaches ninth grade 
biology at Davis High School, received an 
unwarranted low EVAAS score and contends 
her classroom observation scores were artifi-
cially lowered to be aligned with the EVAAS 
scores. “This is demoralizing,” says Van 
Duyn, who is leaving the school district at the 
end of the school year, a decision motivated in 
part by the flawed evaluation system.

“EVAAS is driving out great Houston 

teachers because they’d rather work in a place 
that respects　teachers. Everybody can do 
better, but the EVASS method does not accu-
rately account for all of the variables that go 
into a child’s ability to answer questions on a 
multiple choice test,” Van Duyn says.

Andy Dewey, another plaintiff, is a history 
teacher at Carnegie Vanguard High School 
who developed the curriculum for two history 
courses and has been consistently rated well 
by his administrators. “Houston’s evaluation 
system is sold as a system to support and 
strengthen teaching, but it’s actually a bait 
and switch sham that’s weakening instruction 
and not helping teaching or learning at all,” 
Dewey says. “Teachers are told their scores 
are low but are not given information about 
what they did or did not do to cause their stu-
dents to perform less than predicted.”

Gayle Fallon, president of the Houston 
Federation of Teachers, says: “The district 
is using a woefully inaccurate, educationally 
destructive evaluation system. If a car had as 
many design defects as the EVAAS system, it 
would be recalled as a lemon. EVAAS should 
be replaced with a fair and meaningful system 
that will actually help improve teaching and 
learning.”

Weingarten says the real culprit is school 
districts’ fixation on testing, noting none of 
the top-performing countries subjects their 
students to as much testing as the United 
States.

“The testing obsession has turned kids 
into test scores and teachers into algorithms. 
Rote memorization and testing don’t prepare 
our students for the 21st century. We need to 
help kids problem solve, think critically, learn 
to be persistent and work in teams,” Wein-
garten says. “This country has spent billions 

on accountability, not on the improvement of 
teaching and learning at the classroom level, 
and value-added models are the leading edge 
of this misguided effort,” she said.

Weingarten says districts should develop, 
with teachers, a comprehensive evalua-
tion system based on multiple measures 
that accurately identifies teachers needing 
improvement and that provides targeted help. 
To reclaim the promise of public education, 
she says there should be safe and welcom-
ing neighborhood schools, access to early 
childhood education, wraparounds services 
at schools to address health, social and emo-
tional issues, and project-based instruction.

Weingarten first questioned the fairness 
and accuracy of value-added metrics in 2007. 
It also has been criticized as inaccurate and an 
unstable measure of teacher performance by, 
most recently, the American Statistical Asso-
ciation, as well as RAND Corp. researchers, 
the National Academy of Sciences and the 
Economic Policy Institute. The ASA said 
the majority of the variation in test scores is 
attributable to factors outside the teachers’ 
control.

The federal lawsuit states teachers’ due 
process constitutional rights are being violated 
because the EVAAS system is not an accurate 
or reliable indicator of teachers’ performance 
and because “a cloak of secrecy” prevents 
teachers from verifying or challenging their 
EVAAS score. The suit also contends teach-
ers’ equal protection constitutional rights are 
being violated because the school district 
directs and/or pressures school administra-
tors to align teachers’ instructional practice 
scores with their EVAAS scores—two sepa-
rate evaluation components—so those with 

continued on page 7
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News from the
BTU Retired Teachers Chapter

RTC Executive Board Minutes: March 3, 2014
Members present: Annie-Marie Adduci, 

Anne Broder, Marie Broderick, Sandy Carle, 
Mary Cahalane, Larry Connolly, Martha 
Cotton, David Donovan, Chairman, Donna 
Cooley-Hilton, Ruthanne Kennedy, Marilyn 
Marion, Secretary, Leonard Miraglia, Vice 
Chairman, Mary Jo Murphy, and Paul Tenney

Excused: Linda McNamee
Chairman opened the meeting at 10:00 

a.m.
Larry Connolly requested a special order 

of business prior to the meeting. This order 
was to discuss the COLA with the Retirement 
Board representative from the BTU, Michael 
McLaughlin.

The request was granted and the meeting 
was suspended. 

Issues and discussion raised with regard to 
COLA were: 

Other systems have a higher COLA rate 
than Boston – for example Lowell at $15,000 
vs. Boston at $13,000

How can we get other unions to join us?
What alliances can be made?
Should we speak to City Councilors?
The Mayor? 
The meeting with the Retirement Board 

representative ended at 10:20.
The RTC meeting was opened at 10:20 

a.m.

Officers
Secretary: February’s minutes were read 

and accepted with corrections noted. 
Treasurer: The report for February 1, 

2014 to March 1, 2014 was read and accepted.
Chairman: Chairman spoke to the City’s 

Health Insurance Department to invite a 
speaker to the business meeting. He is wait-
ing to hear from them. Chairman will send a 
letter to the membership inviting them to the 
April 10th business meeting. Chairman men-
tioned that Health and Welfare has extended 
COBRA for another 6 months. Chairman 
stated that he will send out a letter to the 
membership to clarify the Health and Welfare 
extension of COBRA. The business meeting 
is April 10 and the luncheon is May 20. Also, 
Chairman requested that the Treasurer contact 
the music sound person be contacted for the 
next luncheon. Report Accepted.

Co-Chairman: Ten new members have 
signed up for Delta Dental. Co-chairman not-
ed that there will be fewer members signing 
up for the dental plan because of the 6-month 
extension. Report Accepted.

Remembrance: The Chairman reported 
that the members were deceased. Report 
Accepted.

Scholarship: Chairmen had questions 
about the method of sending out scholarship 
packets. Report Accepted.

Travel: Travel plans are in play for anoth-
er successful year. Plans were developed on 
January 28th for 2014. We will e mailing or 
Tours at a Glance in (February) March Trips 
will encompass day and overnight journeys 
as in the past. We will be looking forward to 
another great year.

below-average EVAAS scores receive arbi-
trary, harsher instructional practice scores. 
The suit also contends that the standards for 
acceptable growth are arbitrary, vague and 
constantly being recalibrated.

In addition to the Houston Federation of 
Teachers, Daniel Santos, Myla Van Duyn, 
and Andy Dewey, the other plaintiffs are Ivan 
Castillo (a fourth-grade bilingual teacher who 
has taught at Briscoe Elementary School 
since 1994, was the school’s bilingual teacher 
of the year in 2013-14 and is a finalist for 
bilingual elementary teacher for the Houston 
Independent School District); Paloma Garner 
(a ninth-grade biology teacher at David High 
School, has received several national awards 
recognizing her mentoring skills and has a 
consistent record of strong performance); 
Araceli Ramos (a ninth-grade English teacher 
at Austin High School who was selected in 
2014 by a school official to tutor teachers 
on the Texas English Language Proficiency 
Assessment System) and Joyce Helfman 
(an eighth-grade English teacher at Johnston 
Middle School who has had a consistent 
record of strong performance and is well 
respected by her colleagues).

 [AFT-HFT press release]

continued from page 6

Houston teachers, union file 
suit over evaluation system…

Legislative: Committee sent letters by 
hand delivery to the City Councilors regard-
ing the COLA increase. No one has respond-
ed. The Chairs of the Legislative Committee 
noted that the increase in the dental has not 
been deducted from the members’ checks for 
the past two months. They proposed the fol-
lowing motion:

A letter from the Chairman should be sent 
to the City Benefits Department to remind 
them that the dental increase has not been 
deducted. It was also noted that the letter 
should be sent via USPS with signature 

receipt requested. Report Accepted
Data Processing: All is going well as they 

continue to work with the City to make sure 
their numbers are consistent with ours. Report 
Accepted.

Membership: We have 3,000 members. 
Report Accepted.

Old Business: An agenda was created for 
the April 10th business meeting.

Meeting adjourned at 11:55 a.m.

Respectfully submitted,
Marilyn F. Marion, Secretary
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WE’RE LEARNING HERE
A project by Amika Kemmler Ernst, Ed.D.

(Amika Kemmler Ernst is a recently retired BPS New 
Teacher Developer with extensive experience as a 
classroom teacher, curriculum developer, and graphic 
artist. 
Her “We’re Learning Here” Project features images of 
everyday learning in our public schools, along with the 
words of the students pictured.)

McKinley South End Academy

Amika Kemmler Ernst, Ed. D.
Amika45@comcast.net

B	UT
The McKinley South End Academy is an alternative school for 178 middle and high school students with severe behav-

ioral challenges. BTU representative David Russell invited me to visit, gave up his planning period to be my guide 
through the school, and met with his colleagues to select photos for publication. I felt truly welcomed by everyone and 
appreciated the opportunity to showcase the learning that goes on in a school that many know only as a “dumping ground” 
for some of our neediest children.

We watched math teacher John Brenner move around his classroom, checking in with each of his tenth graders as 
they tackled the day’s assignment. We listened to a young woman talk about what she had learned about Angela Davis 
in Michael Scott’s English class, where seniors had just completed research projects and were sharing their reports with 
classmates. In another ELA class, Laura Battaglia was reading 12 Years a Slave aloud while students read along, later 
discussing this powerful narrative.

In art classes student work was individualized... one person working with clay, another doing a portrait, and still another 
decorating a sneaker. As we watched a young man wielding a power drill as he worked on constructing a table, teacher Steve 
Lane told me he has the only woodworking shop left in the Boston Public Schools outside of Madison Park’s vocational 
program. At a Career Fair set up in the gym, students immediately gravitated to the DJ and his equipment; then slowly 
fanned out to talk with representatives from a variety of other possible occupations.

Lining a hallway wall were “Favorite Passages” from the inaugural speeches given by people such as Nelson Mandela 
and Boston Mayor Marty Walsh, with students’ reasons for their selections. In one class I noticed a list of “Quotes of the 
Week” posted on the wall, including Lady Gaga’s comment: “Trust is like a mirror that’s broken; you can fix it, but you’ll 
always see the cracks in the reflection.” I could only imagine the conversation that one inspired!

I especially enjoyed spending a bit of time outside on this beautiful spring day with David’s fifth and sixth graders, 
who were working in their garden area with science teacher Calin Darabus and Carmine Leighton from the nearby Haley 
House. Students eagerly clustered around to hold an earthworm or to look more closely at one wiggling on a classmate’s 
palm; they were planting strawberries when I returned the following week.

A full range of academic courses, small classes, lots of adults, and a highly structured behavior management system 
enable the McKinley staff to address the severe emotional, behavioral and learning needs of their students. It was a pleasure 
to visit and I hope you’ll invite me to share what’s happening at YOUR school next year!

I was solving a math problem on the white 
board for the class to see. I’ve learned a 
lot of things in this class, and right now 
I’m learning more about proportions.
Jeffrey Sosa, Grade 10

Mr. Brenner is helping me with my math. We just 
started learning how to factor quadratic equations. 
[In this picture] I’m finding the x-intercepts, 
where the parabola crosses the x-axis.
Alex Dossantos, Grade 10 

This is in English class with Mr. Scott, who was standing with me for 
support. I was explaining the rights that Angela Davis had that a lot of 
Black people back in the ‘90s didn’t have. She was a member of the Black 
Panther movement. I chose to study her life because I am interested in 
the history of Black women — and I like her Afro! I’ve also learned about 
how people fought against and survived slavery in this country. 
Brianca McKoy, Grade 12 

I am reading a book that I really enjoy because it 
connects to my life. I’m learning how to figure out 
percents, fractions and decimals. I like it here a 
lot because the teachers help me focus and not 
let things block me from reaching my goals.
Zane Hamilton, Grade 5 

I am looking at the 
worms in my friend 

Alex (Monteiro-Griffin)’s 
hand. This is during life 

science class. We’ve 
learned how energy is 

used in different life 
forms and what certain 

creatures eat. We’re 
also learning how plants 

grow and we’re about 
to plant. strawberries 

in our garden. 
Alexander Perez, Grade 6 

We were talking with the DJ at the Career Fair. 
We learned that he goes to a lot of concerts 

and has met all our favorite rappers. We also 
learned about the tools used by carpenters and 

that the clothing designer creates logos, too.
Students in Ms. Brokaw, Mr. Harvey & 

Mr. Carnathan’s class, Grades 7/8


