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(Ed note: The below Welcoming Address 

was given by BTU President Richard 

Stutman at the New Teacher Institute in 

August.)
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Greetings and welcome to the BPS, a 
school system that strives every day 

to provide a great education and an equal 
opportunity for all children who walk into 
our doors. For this, by the way, we’re not 
looking for praise—it’s our responsibility. 
And we welcome that responsibility. We 
also welcome you to our teaching ranks as 
a member of the Boston Teachers Union, 
your employee voice that represents your 
professional interests and your work life

My name is Richard Stutman, and I am 
president of our organization. I would like 
to wish Mayor Walsh, Chair O’Neill, and 
new Superintendent Chang well as we start 
the new school year. We thank all of them 
for their belief in, and support of, our school 
system. 

We represent 5,200 teachers and other 
professionals, 1,200 paraprofessionals, and 
500 substitute teachers. We also represent 
more than 3,500 retired members. I am a 
math teacher, both middle and high school, 
a graduate of the BPS, as is our daughter, 
who attended four BPS schools – the 
Lyndon, the Hennigan, The Irving, and 
Boston Latin. My wife is a retired teacher. 
We are proud of our BPS connections.

So, too, are our BTU staff and officers. 
Our elected staff and leadership team 
has 23 children and grandchildren, who 
are or were, students in the BPS. We are 
proud of our school system and we cling 
vigorously to the belief and ideal that all 
children deserve a good, equal, and quality 
education. 

I would like to introduce a few members 
of our elected staff who are here. They 
will introduce themselves to you later, 
tomorrow, when we will have a reception 
with food and drink. We are all either BPS 
teachers or paraprofessionals, and and we 
work to serve you. We also have on staff 
two organizers, whose jobs are to assist you 
as well.

As the year progresses we will formally 
welcome you to The Boston Teachers 
Union. For now, let me talk briefly about 
what our organization does:

We negotiate the contract that defines 
much of how and where you work, what 
your salary is, and what your benefits are.  
You can pick the burgundy booklet up 
outside at our booth, if you haven’t already. 
Notice I said, “pick up,”—not read it. No 

one actually reads it; there’ll be a summary 
document waiting for you on the opening 
day of school.  Our role, too, is to represent 
your professional interests. We work to 
ensure your growth as an educator, and we 
try as well to help you bring your individual 
and our collective voice to your workplace. 

We need to bring that voice every day.
Truly, public schools – schools that offer 

without reservation a good quality education 
to any student who walks in the door – are at 
a crossroads, nationally and locally. 

Nationally, there are those who seek 
to privatize public education and profit 
financially. There are those who seek 
to destroy our unionized teaching force 
because, they say, it is too costly, and charter 
school teachers can do our job cheaper, 
longer, and better. There are those – policy 
makers, educational reformers, political 
leaders, and business leaders – who have a 
very different vision of what an education 
should be—whether it should be educator-
driven or script-driven, enriching and 
thoughtful or of the bubble sheet variety, 
whether educators should have a voice or 
whether they should be muzzled. These are 
our challenges, and the outcome of these 
challenges will determine what our school 
system and our profession will look like in 
five to ten years. These challenges need our 
voice.

At home in Massachusetts we live in an 
MCAS-governed, (maybe soon a PARCC) 

live-by-the-sword-die-by-the-sword world. 
It’s a narrow world where lifetime decisions 
are made by the plus or minus of a fraction 
of an MCAS percentage point. 

At home in the BPS, we have 
commonwealth charters that drain $104 
Million from our school budget – that’s 
$2,000 for every child in your school.  
We have an out-of-control state Board of 
Elementary and Secondary Education that 
has taken over two of our schools – against 
the wishes of the school district, the city, 
the school community, and the staff – and 
placed them into state receivership. And we 
have thousands of BPS teachers who spend 
as many as 30 partial days per year preparing 
for and implementing standardized testing. 
We need our voice.

In an ideal world we could get the $104 
Million back for the children we teach, get 
our two schools back, make the MCAS but 
one small measure of a school’s success or 
lack thereof, and cut back on standardized 
testing—that’s in an ideal world. Of course, 
it’d also be nice if the Red Sox could put 
together a decent winning streak. But that’s 
in an ideal world. These problems will not 
disappear or retreat by themselves. We need 
our voice. 

Teaching is a wonderful and rewarding 
profession. Ignore the naysayers. But 
teaching is hard, it’s tiring, it’s frustrating. 
But as hard as it is, you’ll find a way to 
improve your skills. As tiring as it is, you’ll 

be invigorated when you can see that your 
students ‘get it.’ And as frustrating as it is, 
your colleagues will support you and give 
you hope.

When I started out as a 7th grade math 
teacher, we sat in orientation in the cafeteria 
at the McCormack Middle School and 
listened to a few speakers. The process was 
not as thoughtful as this. All I remember 
from that day is being excited to get to my 
classroom. I was truly excited. I couldn’t 
wait to teach math. I couldn’t wait to get 
to my classroom. I couldn’t wait to put my 
math problems on the board. My board. I 
had little idea as to what to do, I had little 
guidance – you’ll have more – I had to ask a 
ton of questions of my colleagues, and I had 
many failures as well as many successes. 
But it got better every year as I got more 
experienced. The failures decreased and 
the successes increased. Throughout it all, 
I never lost my enthusiasm, I never lost the 
excitement, and I never lost my love for 
teaching.

May you never lose yours. 
Good luck, ask questions, make time 

and space to enjoy your new profession, 
and we will see you later.

BTU President Richard Stutman, Secretary-Treasurer Charles Johnson and Director of Organizing Jessica Tang share a laugh with 
new teachers at the New Teacher Institute at the Boston Convention and Exhibition Center. See more photos on page 2.
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New Teachers Welcomed to the Boston Public Schools & BTU

Photos by
Colum Whyte
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What is Considered “Corporal Punishment” 
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Referring to Superintendent’s Circular 
LGL-20, ‘Corporal Punishment’: 

“Corporal punishment includes but is 

not limited to the following:

• Slapping or hitting students

• Pulling students by their arms, shoul-

ders, etc.

• Pushing students from one location to 

another

• Forcibly causing students to sit down

• Grasping students by any body part

Staff may restrain students only in order 

to protect students, other persons or them-

selves from an assault and may only use 

such force as is reasonably necessary to 

repel such an attack. Violation of the policy 

and law will result in disciplinary measures 

and may result in the iling of abuse and/or 

criminal charges.” The circular states, “…

the use of corporal punishment is strictly 

forbidden by BPS Committee policy as well 

as by Massachusetts State Law G.L.c. 71. 

[37G].”

This information may seem self explan-
atory, but we all should be mindful of the 
moments in the hallway when a challeng-
ing student isn’t moving in the direction 
so told, isn’t sitting down after repeated 
requests to do so, is behaving in a manner 
that is confrontational or overly playful, 
will not extricate themselves from a poten-
tially volatile situation, etc. It is in these 
moments that our intellectual filters can slip 
and exasperation or desperation can rear its 
ugly head resulting in a momentary lapse 
which in some cases can result in ruining 
one’s career. Even if there have been no 
repercussions for previously putting one’s 
hands on a student, it is just a matter of 
time that there will be. When in doubt, do 
not touch at all. If the act can’t be construed 
into corporal punishment, it could be inter-
preted as sexual harassment. Don’t laugh 
- there have been many BTU staff who has 
found themselves in the hot-seat discipline 
wise over what they honestly viewed as an 
inconsequential or innocent act. Re-reading 
the list is a good exercise in prevention.

Who determines when Parent 
Open Houses are held?

The BTU contract states, “teachers will 

be available to attend 2 evening parent-

teacher meetings during the school year. 

Such meetings shall be planned by the 

building administrator in cooperation with 

the faculty senate and the parent council 

with one month’s advance notice. Such 

meetings shall not be scheduled to exceed 

2 hours each. Adequate security will be 

provided by the School Department.” Each 
school is strongly encouraged to have an 
active faculty senate. However, if that is 
not the case, the faculty still must have a 
month’s advance notice of the meetings. No 
teacher can be compelled to attend longer 
than 2 hours, twice a year. If there is an ‘act 
of God’ that requires the parent open house 
to be cancelled (snow, sharknado, etc) it 
must be rescheduled using the contract 
language outlined earlier in this paragraph.

How does a person 
with disabilities 
apply for reasonable 
accommodations at work?

The BPS policy Superintendent’s Circular 
EQT-1, ‘Employees with Disabilities – 

Rights & Responsibilities’, commits to 
nondiscrimination against qualified persons 

with disabilities to education programs and 
employment practices in accordance with 
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 
1973 as amended and with the American 
with Disabilities Act (ADA).

A person with disabilities is defined as 
a person who (1) has a physical or mental 
impairment which substantially limits one 
or more major life activities, (2) has a record 
of such impairment, or (3) is regarded as 
having such impairment, most of which 
require legal interpretations. Examples of 
the range of disabilities include:

* Non-ambulatory disabilities – physi-
cal impairments requiring use of a 
wheelchair;

* Semi-ambulatory disabilities – physi-
cal impairments causing a person to 
walk with difficulty (with or without 
aides);

* Coordination disabilities – impair-
ments of muscle control to limbs, 
resulting in faulty coordination;

* Sight disabilities;

* Hearing disabilities;
* Speech impairments;

* Learning disabilities;
* Mental or psychological disorders – 

impairments effecting normal mental 
processes or emotional stability.

Section 504 defines a “Qualified Dis-
abled Person” for employment purposes if 
they meet legitimate skill experience, edu-
cation, or other requirements of an employ-
ment position, and who can perform the 
‘essential functions’ of the position with or 
without reasonable accommodations. If the 
individual is qualified by a disability, the 
employer must consider whether the indi-
vidual could perform these functions with 
a reasonable accommodation. The ADA 
doesn’t apply to individuals with minor, 
non-chronic conditions of short duration, 
such as a sprain, broken limb, and the like.

The circular provides a VOLUNTARY 
self-identification form of employees with 
disabilities. Even if an employee has a dis-
ability that is apparent to others, they are 
under no obligation to participate in this 
self-identification, and failure to do so will 
not result in any adverse action. The circu-
lar states that any information an employee 
chooses to provide will be held in strictest 
confidence and will be known only to BPS 
Equity and does not become part of their 
regular personnel records. 

In addition to this policy, if you believe 
you have been subjected to discrimination 
or harassment, you may file a complaint 
with either or both of the following govern-
ment agencies. Each agency has a short 
time period for filing a claim (EEOC-180 
days can be extended under state/local 
laws; MCAD 300 days).

* The United States Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) 
JFK Federal Building Room 475, 
Boston 02203. 1-800-532-5274.

* The Massachusetts Commission 
Against Discrimination (MCAD); 
Boston Office; One Ashburton Place, 
Rm 601, Boston 02108, 617-994-
6000.

Can the Nurse be required 
to stay after administrators 
leave the building?

No, the contract is clear in that it reads; 
“School Nurses shall not be required to 

remain in the building after administrative 

personnel leave.” 

Do teachers have to perform 
non-teaching tasks?

The contract states, “The parties [BTU & 
BPS] agree that the present practice of 

requiring teachers to perform non-teaching 

tasks is uneconomical; further it has a 

deteriorating effect on the vitality and effec-

tiveness of the teacher in the practice of his 

or her profession. It is therefore agreed as 

follows:

In Elementary Schools – The Commit-

tee and the Union recognize the desirability 

of relieving teachers of non-teaching duties 

such as lunch duty, duplicating of materi-

als, collecting money for purposes such as 

milk, insurance, pictures and school bank-

ing. As a irst step in effectuating these prin-

ciples, the parties agree that elementary 

teachers shall have no bus duty before or 

after school.

In Middle Schools – A person will not 

be required to perform street duty where 

police protection is considered neces-

sary but it is not available. A person is not 

required to perform trafic control. Teach-

ers relieved by school paras of adminis-

trative assignments shall not be assigned 

to teaching duties in lieu of such admin-

istrative assignments. No industrial arts, 

vocational education, or home economics 

teacher shall be required to perform work 

that is not part of the pupil instructional 

program or part of the teacher’s job duties. 

Teachers are encouraged to cooperate in 

meeting reasonable requests made with 

reasonable lead time prior to events related 

to school activities.”

Who are the people coming 
into my classroom?

Our contract language states that, “All 

visitors to a classroom shall knock on 

the door and, if invited to do so, will intro-

duce themselves.” This is significant in that 
it means that you, as the teacher in the class-
room have the right and duty to request the 
person entering your class to identify who 
they are and what organization they repre-
sent. If they are an administrator in the BPS, 
are an elected official, or a member of the 
Department of Education, we must let them 
enter. If, however, they are an intern with a 
University, a parent unannounced, or some 
other random individual, we do not have to 
allow them entrance. It is not just your right 

to ask who they are, but in this day and age 
it is a matter of safety that we request their 
identity. If we do not request this, they are 
not obligated to tell us. If something unusual 
occurs, and we are then asked who the person 
was who entered and our response is, that we 
don’t know, we just let them in unquestioned, 
then we are allowing ourselves and more 
importantly, our children to be vulnerable to 
anyone who happens to make their way into 
the school. People who are not BPS employ-
ees, elected officials, or DESE employees; do 
not have a right into our classes without our 
expressed permission. 

Do BTU Building 
Representatives get any time 
during the school day to get 
some of their union work done?

The contract states; “The Union Building 

Representative in each high school and 

middle school shall be allowed one admin-

istrative period per week for conferring 

with teachers on grievances or associated 

matters. The Union building representative 

in each elementary school shall be allowed 

45 minutes per week during administrative 

time for the purpose of conferring with 

teachers on grievances or associated mat-

ters.” This amount of time is generally not 
sufficient to perform all of the work entailed 
in being an effective BTU Rep, however, it 
is time which has been contractually agreed 
to and is the BTU Reps right to insist upon 
being included in their school site work 
schedule.



4  |  BOSTON UNION TEACHER  |  October, 2015

President Obama, Mayor Walsh, Senator Warren 
and Attorney General Healey Honor the Labor 
Movement at the GBLC’s Labor Day Breakfast

Photos by Colum Whyte
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September’s Monthly BTU 
Membership Meeting at the 

BTU Hall in Dorchester

The Sumner’s Rob Carroll (let) asks questions about SPC (Suitable Professional Capacity) positions. President Richard Stutman 
(above, right) responds.

BTU-endorsed Boston City Council At-
Large candidate Annissa Essaibi-George 
enjoys a warm reception from the home 
team.

Declan Power (let) of the Counseling & Intervention Center informs the membership 
about cuts to his program. Declan Hocker (above, right) of the Lee K-8 School wows  
the crowd as he supports the “Making Strides for Breast Cancer” Walk.

Photos by Colum Whyte

2015-2016 Building Rep. Regional Leaders introduce themselves to the membership.

President Richard Stutman surveys the BTU members about a change in start time for the membership meetings.
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BTU  Back to School
Fair Attracts Over a
Thousand
Parents
and Students
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Photos by Amika 
Kemmler Ernst

and
Michael J. Maguire
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By Jennifer Dines, NBCT,
Gardner Pilot Academy

Sixth grade English teacher Lee Franty 
has taught in the Boston Public Schools 

for the past decade and a half. In 2014 
– while in his current position at the Mur-
phy School – he achieved his National 
Board Certification in English Language 
Arts - Early Adolescence. Here is how Lee 
described the experience.

What prompted you to pursue 
National Board Certiication?
I had felt stuck in my practice, and I was 

thinking about leaving the classroom for 
another type of position, but I wasn’t sure if 
moving out of the classroom was necessary 
to move forward. 

I know now I can lead from the class-
room and support the Murphy in what is 
needed. Completing this process has made 
me want to stay in the classroom, learn 
more, and support my colleagues. 

How was the process of 
creating your National 
Board portfolio?

Preparing my entries was a unique experi-
ence, and at times it felt never ending, 

but I would absolutely do it again.
I worked a lot with my colleagues Cait-

lin Hollister and Jessica Baldi, both at the 
Murphy. Jessica and I were going through 
the process at the same time, and I could 
bounce ideas off her. Even though she 
was certifying in a different area than me, 
she would look at my work and give sug-
gestions and ideas. Jessica also shared her 
video camera with me! 

Jessica also worked with [NBCT Can-
didate Support Provider] Brooke Fabian, 
so we could talk about the feedback we 
received on our videos and our entries. 
I didn’t feel alone in the process, and our 

meetings were really informal. I also feel 
that I really could not have done this process 
without the feedback I got from Brooke.

My goal was to do a full class recording 
before Christmas, and I wrote a draft of the 
entry over Christmas break. I got feedback 
on the clip, and I was devastated because 
my timeline got off track. I re-recorded my 
classes for 3 or 4 weeks, and I had 35 video 
clips. It was hard to choose one. I rewrote 
and rethought lessons, and changed what I 
was doing with my kids.

We can forget that there’s room to grow 
and change, and National Board reminded 
me that this room is needed to keep teachers 
engaged in the classroom.

How did the process change 
your teaching practice?

Before doing National Board, I was 
comfortable with what I was doing; I 

wasn’t struggling with my teaching, but the 
process encouraged me to dig much deeper 
into my practice. 

I really focused on engaging all students. 
I employed a non-opt-out participation 
policy – differentiated through structures 
such as turn and talk or even a thumbs up 
and thumbs down. I kept better track of 
who had shared orally and focused on what 
they wrote after discussions. Some of the 
students who were scared to talk had strong 
writing and just needed encouragement, but 
others needed comprehension skills and 
formative assessment and intervention.

With reading and writing assessment, 
I thought about the feedback I was giving 
and the goals I had for individual students. 
I helped my students to set small and mea-
sureable goals. I was giving rubrics but I 
wasn’t being as specific as possible. I had to 
think more about the question: What’s one 
thing that will help this student to grow? 
I think about goal setting with students at 
the beginning of the year and meeting the 

needs of more students rather than just 
going through the motions.

A big area of improvement was progress 
monitoring of students. I worked really 
closely with one of my ELL students. I 
addressed verb tenses and patterns of lan-
guage with her, and I began to provide her 
with a cue card for revision. I didn’t want 
her to draft with anxiety about the language 
structures she was using, but I encouraged 
her to go back sentence by sentence to 
revise and she could fix her own errors. She 
improved her automaticity and fluency in 
sentence structure over the year from this 
individual intervention.

What was the experience 
like of serving on the 
Superintendent’s 
Transition Team?

I was asked to join Dr. Tommy Chang’s 

team in May and June for the Listening 
and Learning tour. It was really exciting. 
Dr. Chang is a teacher at heart, and he is 
invested in quality PD. I felt like I went to 8 
sessions of quality PD, not just meetings. It 
is exciting having an instructional leader as 
a superintendent.

We always had inclusion activities at our 
transition meetings. We actually did mini-
skits and improv, and we were playing dif-
ferent characters with Dr. Chang to think 
about innovative ways to support schools. 
I can take much of what we did and use 
with the staff at the Murphy and also with 
my own classes. We created a “culture of 
we” over the eight weeks and I feel really 
invested in helping BPS improve. I hope 
this culture can grow district wide this year.

There were only three classroom teach-
ers on the 35 member transition team – 
myself, Erik Berg and Neema Avishad. 

Dr. Chang continually acknowledged our 
direct service to children. I hope I was a 

representative voice for others, and I tried 
my best to portray teachers’ experiences.

(Lee Franty currently teaches sixth grade 

English at the Murphy School in Dorchester, 

where he has worked for the past decade. 

Lee has served in the Boston Public Schools 

for 15 years as an elementary teacher and a 

math coach. An active member of the Boston 

Teachers Union, Lee last year held the posi-

tion of co-chair of the Peer Assistance and 

Review Panel, which supports teachers who 

receive a Needs Improvement or Unsat-

isfactory rating to improve their practice 

with the support and evaluation of a veteran 

teacher. Lee received his National Board 

Certiication in 2014 in the area of English 

Language Arts - Early Adolescence. Most 

recently, Lee was one of three BTU teachers 

on the 35-member Superintendent’s Transi-

tion Team.)

Proiles in National Board Certiication:
Meet Lee Franty – Teacher and Teacher Leader

BTU Teacher Lee Franty, a National Board 
Certified Teacher, responds to questions 
about his journey through National Board 
Certification and how it has improved his 
teaching practice.

We all know and recognize that we have 
to watch what we say in the class-

room. I’ve seen colleagues put on leave, and 
even dismissed, because of inappropriate 
choices of words used inside classrooms. 
Words can denigrate, subjugate, and poison 
workplace / classroom culture. While all 
the the above is important, the word-usage 
discussed in this article is not that used by 
teachers, but that which is applied to us by 
administrators.

Possessive adjectives (“my” and “your”) 
imply ownership. Although it is common 
practice for principals and department 
heads to refer to their staff as “my teach-
ers,” is such a custom either appropriate or 
healthy? A person can literally only claim 
actual ownership to a finite number of 
things: pets, widgets, and, in days gone by, 
slaves. But in reality, regardless of ego or 
assertion, no administrator can ever actu-
ally claim ownership over any member of 
the staff. 

By definition: I work for the City and I 
belong to a school... but that is also true of 
all administrators. True, there is a hierarchy 
within the school system. But do people 
who are higher up the ladder own all those 
below them? In the literal sense, no. So 
why do we accept and perpetuate language 
employing possessive adjectives that lead 
to this false illusion? 

Sure, there is someone higher up the 
ladder who evaluates my performance. It 

Commentary
by Paul Eaton

Who Owns You?
is that person’s responsibility to make that 
evaluation, but can that person take any 
ownership in my work? Not really. They 
can own the advice that they might give me 
as part of the evaluation process, but in the 
end my actions are my own.

Perhaps the distinctions being made in 
this discussion could be seen as splitting 
PC hairs. However, I see this as a matter of 
mindset versus language. Empirically, over 
my 20+ year career within six districts in 
three different states, the worst (and least 
effective) administrators I have known 
were also those who seemed most prone to 
use possessive adjectives when referring to 
teachers and staff. 

Conversely, the best and most respected 
administrators I’ve ever worked with rarely, 
if ever, used possessive adjectives in this 
way; and for the most part referred to staff 
by name. Whether language precipitates 
mindset or that mindset leads to word-use 
is unclear. The fact that there is indeed a 
connection seems straight-forward and is 
supported by what I have witnessed. 

This issue of word-use came to the 
forefront of my attention this summer 
when I was cc’d on an email intended for 
our departed principal from the new coor-
dinator for the Boston Debate League. In 
that email, the term “your coaches” was 
used over and over again. The purpose of 
the email was benign enough, but I felt a 
visceral dislike to being referred to in that 

manner. Something felt wrong; I am not 
and was never was “her” coach. This is not 
the first time I’ve heard possessive adjec-
tives being misused in this way, but it was 
the first time I said something.

It makes me very uncomfortable to 
hear either an administrator talk about “my 
teachers” or someone address an adminis-
trator concerning “your teachers.” For one, 
it just isn’t true in the literal sense. “My 
teachers” would refer to those who taught 
or are teaching me; while “your teachers” 
would refer to those who taught you. But 
that is not the intent of the possessive adjec-
tive being used in that recent email. 

The fact is, I am not “her debate coach” 
because never once did I coach her how to 
debate; only the students on the team can 
truly claim me as their coach. Applying the 
adjective as was done in the email creates 
an inherent grammatical ambiguity, which 
in the literal sense is incorrect. And as I 
was taught by one of my English teachers, 
grammatical ambiguities should always be 
avoided.

Then there is the question of ownership. 
How could I be referred to as “her coach” 
when she never had any ownership in my 
practice? True, she once did sign something 
authorizing me to officially work with the 
Boston Debate League, but that was to 
represent the school… not her. Never once 
did we have a discussion regarding debate 

strategy, the year’s topic, or the skills any 
of any child on the team. The deepest dis-
cussion we ever had was just small talk, 
like “How’s the team doing?” My answer, 
“Fine,” would have have been my answer to 
anyone. She didn’t even recruit me into that 
position, I volunteered. So how could I be 
one of “her” coaches? True, I am one of the 
school’s coaches; but “hers?” Not really.

Principalship is arguably the most 
important job title within any school. As 
mentioned, principals authorize schedules 
and appointments for everyone else within 
the building. During times of crisis, it is the 
principal who will speak on behalf of the 
entire school community. They are held 
accountable when things go wrong and a 
showered with accolades when things go 
right. However, that does not mean that the 
principal is the school, or that the school 
will fall apart without the principal. 

I have witnessed many times when for 
whatever reason a principal became absent, 
and the school kept on functioning just fine. 
For such a person to use possessive adjec-
tives to reference teachers is wrong. “My 
school,” yes we can all say that; “my staff,” 
sure, they did structure it; but “my Ms. John-
son,” absolutely not. The worse scenario is 
when an administrator starts acting as if they 
do own segments of the staff. That mindset 
seems to naturally lead to abuse, resentment, 
and dysfunction. Everyone loses. 

continued on page 9
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by Paul Tritter,
BTU Director of Professional Learning

On August 26th, four members of the Retired Teachers 
Chapter volunteered their time to present on the second 

day of a professional development on the history and legacy 
of the busing era in Boston Public Schools.

James “Timo” Philip, Jim O’Brien, Carl Johnson, 
and Phil Vesey led discussion groups with current BPS 
teachers and helped them understand what the era was like 
from the teachers’ perspective.

On the previous day, teachers worked with Primary 
Source to closely examine primary sources and learn more 
about the context and lesser known history of the era.

Special thanks goes to Josue Sakata of the BPS His-
tory and Social Studies Department for coordinating this 
learning experience, and for reaching out to the BTU to 
collaborate.

We will all be better educators for our students when we 
work together to learn about our shared history and how it 
impacts us, our schools and our students every day.

Generation to Generation: Retired Members
Share Experiences of Desegregation

Photos by Paul Tritter

To prevent this mindset from develop-
ing, language used should match, and not 
overstep, the realities of optimal organiza-
tional design. No administrator, no matter 
what their title or responsibilities, can ever 
lay claim to owning any other person in 
their building.

I find it much less offensive to the ear 
when administrators uses the plural pos-
sessive “our” to say the same thing as they 
might with the singular “my.” When admin-
istrators refers to “our teachers” there is a 
sense of inclusion and community behind 
the words and thoughts. It feels as if the 
administrators are also included as part of 
that community because they are talking on 
behalf of the school itself. “My teachers,” on 
the other hand conveys a sense of top-down 
control, power, and ownership, where such 
administrators are codifying themselves as 
a species separate and above their minions. 
The focus is thus centered around those 
administrators, their egos, and their sense 
of self. Personally, I like being referred to 
as “one of our science teachers,” because it 
makes me feel like a valued member of a 
bigger collective. To my ear, being one of 
“our” teachers conveys the sense of being 
on a team, while being one of “my” teach-
ers sounds like being referred to as a thing 
from a curio box.

Upon reflection, just about everything 
that I’ve discussed in this article can be 
turned around on me with respect to “my 
students.” I must conclude that they too are 
not actually “mine” and that it is technically 
incorrect to refer to them as such. As a high 

school teacher I share each and every stu-
dent with five or six other teachers; and we 
all borrow them for the day from their guard-
ians. They are not our slaves; they should be 
considered no-one’s pets; and they are not 
interchangeable widgets. I am responsible 
for providing them instruction, but ultimate-
ly they are responsible for follow-through. 
As a result of this discussion, I myself am 
going to make the effort to not use the word 
“my” when referring to the students I am 
assigned. I do take ownership for my work 
within the classroom, but the students are 
simply people with whom I work. And they 
deserve my respect accordingly.

We are all in control of the words that 
come out of our own mouths. Being cog-
nizant of word-use will directly impact the 
culture we inhabit. The truth of the matter 
is, possessive adjectives are irrelevant. Any 
thought can be conveyed without applying 
possessives to the sentences formed. 

For example, all one need do is swap 
the possessive adjective with an article, like 
“the,” and the issue disappears. If one wants 
to be more specific, then the school name 
or department could be included as modi-
fiers: “The math teachers at Kennedy HS” 
rather than “my math teachers.” Truly, no 
benefits are gained by using language that 
reinforces the notion that teachers and staff 
are on par with servants, pets, or widgets. 

Conversely, using language omitting 
diminutive possessives could potentially 
increase mutual respect between admin and 
staff. And mutual respect is good wherever 
and whenever it occurs.

Solution: speak up. Just as one would 
not stand for gender-biased language to 
be applied in the classroom with reference 
to a transgendered or questioning teen, so 
too one should speak up against possessive 
adjectives being applied to link the relation-
ship of admin to teachers and/or support 
staff.

 Respectfully I did tell the new coordina-
tor of the Debate League my views against 
this practice. She understood and said she 
would adjust future communications. That 
is also the reason for this article; future 
communications can be adjusted. The fact 
that this practice involves an inherent gram-

matical ambiguity offers a latent opportu-
nity for anyone to politely have the words 
clarified more appropriately. If we all speak 
up where and when we can, perhaps such 
misuse of possessive adjectives can end. 

Ideally the optimal result would be that 
in each building across the district, condi-
tions can become increasingly egalitarian, 
where actions are based on mutual respect 
and working together, where teachers, 
staff, and coaches are viewed, valued, and 
referred to as part of an educational team 
working with (not for) administration. 

(Paul Eaton has been a BTU member 

since 1999.)

Who Owns You?…
continued from page 8
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A Book Review
by Michael J. Maguire

Haymarket Books, Chicago, Illinois, 

2014, 237 pages.

H H H H H

José Luis Vilson begins his story of his 
love of teaching and education – not the 

same concepts – with a story from his Cath-
olic school days. In one of the most popular 
stories in the New Testament, Jesus walks 
on water towards his disciples who are sit-
ting in a boat during a storm. Peter attempts 
to join Jesus on the water but begins to sink 
when he shifts his focus to the storm. Jesus 
saves Peter and encourages him to have 
more faith. Likewise Mr. Vilson encourages 
us to leave the safety and comfort of our 
boats and to have enough faith to advocate 
boldly for ourselves, our students, and our 
profession.

Mr. Vilson (a.k.a. JLV or @theJLV) tells 
the story of contemporary public education 
from a variety of unique and conflicting 
perspective. JLV explains how he grew up 
caught between two worlds: he is the son of 
a Dominican mother and a Haitian father. 
He tried (rather unsuccessfully) to fit into 
both sides of his family. This experience 
prepared him for his own education, in both 

“This is Not a Test” by José Luis Vilson

poor and wealthy schools, and later in his 
own teaching career, both with Teach for 
America and later as a pubic school advo-
cate.

JLV tells his tale in an easy, informal 
style. He mixes his childhood memories 
with his adult teaching experiences. This 

back-and-forth pace mimics one’s own 
internal dialogue when recalling events. 

Rap and hip-hop references abound, 
but so do quotes from leading pedagogical 
figures – often in the same paragraph. JLV 
knows his profession and his pupils. Such a 
combination is what today’s public schools 
need, says JLV.

Admittedly I do not know all of the rap 
stars JLV mentions, but he quotes heavily 
from two. I am please to say that I not only 
know them, but had listened to them when 
I was a teen. Rakim and KRS-One rapped 
extensively about education. In many ways 
the music from the streets of NYC in the 
early ‘90s set the tone for today’s public 
school advocates. Today’s social media 
mean that urban educational ideas need not 

be confined to a boom box. 
We can and should pump up 
the volume, as the expression 
goes.

Advocacy for our students 
need not be a binary choice 
between the status quo and 
the new reform movement. 
Just because the present (pre-
reform) model of educations 
works for most kids, warns 
JLV, it does not give us license 
to forget the other kids.

Ed-tech is another topic 

“This is Not a Test” explores 
in detail. In New York, as in 
most every state, there is a 
vast discrepancy in the prolif-
eration of technology in the 
urban versus the suburban dis-
tricts. There is also a fine line 
between using technology to 
assist in pedagogy versus tech-
nology replacing pedagogy. 
JLV gives example in NYC 
of the good, the bad, and the 
unfortunate reality of “mod-
ernizing” urban education.

Most importantly, JLV 
explores the third rail in pub-
lic education: race. Today’s 
reform movement cannot 
be fully understood without 
examining the aftermath of 
Brown v. Board of Education. 

JLV explores past and current hiring prac-
tices of teachers, the reason and reckoning 
of the suburbanization and co-called white 
flight, and how even in today’s enlightened 
world that vast majority of educational 
conferences are still dominated by white 
people both at the podium and in audience. 

Certainly “This is Not a Test” is a good 
book for all to read. But it is a must for 
those who wish to understand the current 
trends in education reform. There are a list 
of dos and don’ts for today’s bloggers, as 
well as practical classroom advice for all 
teachers.

“This is Not a Test” examines serious 
topics in a light, realistic fashion. Put it on 
your list and consider giving it as a gift to 
someone you know who ought to read it.

By Natalia Cuadra-Suaz

History/Social Studies Teacher, Lee K-8 

Ten years ago Hurricane Katrina hit the 
Gulf Coast, taking the lives of nearly 

2,000 people and leaving around 1 mil-
lion people homeless. Many survivors then 
became victims of shoddy recovery efforts 
that were criticized as neglecting the most 
vulnerable communities. A recent This 

American Life episode interviewed survi-
vors from the Lower Ninth Ward, who wit-
nessed how their neighborhood was the last 
to get electricity and running water while 
black homeowners were denied assistance 
to rebuild their homes (according a 2010 
federal judge ruling). The Lower Ninth 
Ward now has a little less than half of the 
population that it had before the storm. 

But ten years after this tragic storm and 
failed recovery effort, privatizers want us 
to think the storm was the best thing to 
ever happen to the city. In 2014, the New 
Orleans Recovery School District became 
the first charter-only urban district in the 
country. The statistic you will hear over and 
over again in the news is that the percent 
of elementary and middle school students 
scoring proficient on state tests rose from 
37% in 2005 to 63% in 2014. So test scores 
are up, but at what cost? Black, unionized 

Film to Watch: “A Perfect Storm: The Takeover of the New Orleans Public Schools”

teachers from the community were fired, 
special education students neglected, low 
performing students kicked out.

Meanwhile if you are black and you 
live in New Orleans you are more likely 
to be living in poverty and more likely to 
be unemployed than before Katrina. Is this 
what successful school reform looks like? 
If we take a closer look at the statistics and 
the personal stories of the people of New 
Orleans, will we conclude, as Education 
Secretary Arne Duncan did in 2010, that 
Hurricane Katrina was “the best thing that 
happened to the education system in New 
Orleans?” 

On Thursday, August 27, the Teacher 
Activist Group of Boston brought together 

educators and other community members 
to watch and discuss a series of short films 
entitled A Perfect Storm: The Takeover of 

New Orleans Public Schools. While con-
servative think tanks, such as the Heritage 
Foundation, have been pushing to paint the 
charter-only Recovery School District as 
a free market model for education reform, 
A Perfect Storm tells a very different story 
from the perspective of parents and lead-
ers of the education community in New 
Orleans who experienced first-hand the 
illegal takeover of their schools. 

To be clear, no one is arguing that New 
Orleans public schools were doing just fine 
before Katrina. In fact, many of the parents 
and education advocates interviewed in the 

films describe initial feelings of hope that 
charters might bring innovation and the 
services that students and families of New 
Orleans need. But instead of taking pro-
charter advocates at their word, A Perfect 

Storm probes and investigates to find out if 
the charter-only Recovery School District 
is actually delivering on its promises of 
more “parent choice” and “higher perform-
ing schools,” buzz words that turn out to be 
hollow of meaning and truth. Ultimately, 
the films reveal how the charter school 
movement used Hurricane Katrina to take 
advantage of a community weakened and 
traumatized by disaster.  

As we start a new school year, with 
new threats to public education, A Perfect 

Storm offers insights and lessons that we 
here in Boston can learn from. While we, 
as educators, cannot accept the status quo 
and must continue to advocate for improv-
ing our public schools, we must also be on 
guard. There are no quick fixes or blank 
slates. And to anyone who promises reform 
we must ask two very important questions. 
Number one: How are you involving and 
respecting the community? Number two: 
who will profit? 

To watch the films and learn more please 
visit www.nolaedequity.org.

Excerpts from This is Not a Test

“When we find our passions, we must enter into them boldly.” 

“If the problem is really that public schools lack 
innovation and creativity, why profer accountability 
measures that hinder both those think?”

“It is critical that we view the racially disparate impact of today’s 
reform eforts through the lens of institutional racism.”

“Teachers who can relate to their students on a cultural level 
can reach their students in important ways. I’m not saying 
people from other cultures can’t help us, but every student 
of color could use a role model.  If their role model just 
happens to be the teacher in from of them, that’s perfect.”

“If at any point you feel like you’ve failed – and you’ve absolutely 
tried your best – learn to say to yourself, ‘It’s going to get better.’”

“When school systems use only high-stakes tests to 
determine things like school funding, graduation criteria, 
and teacher evaluations; the pressure to perform oten 
falls more on the student that on anyone else.”


