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Superintendent Johnson Joins Mayor Menino in Seeking
Turnaround Status for 48 Non-Turnaround Schools
By Richard Stutman
BTU President

‘quality’ teachers. We all work for the same
school system. The superintendent has
recruited and hired thousands of teachers,
and her team has trained and evaluated
all of us. If non-Turnaround teachers are
not ‘quality’ teachers by now, that lies at
the feet of the superintendent and her
ever-changing leadership team – not on us.
Here’s what’s undeniable. The superintendent had 27 months of negotiations
to come to the table and speak about all
of the above. Until the last weekend of
the negotiating process she was famously

ayor Thomas Menino in late December announced that he would
be filing legislation this month seeking
to give superintendents across the state
the right to impose level 4 “Turnaround”
status on all level 3 schools. Statewide, 288
schools, including 481 in the BPS, would be
targeted. Superintendent Carol Johnson
quickly joined in and issued a press release
on 12/212 in support of the mayor’s action.
Level 4/Turnaround status as it has
played out in Boston and elsewhere
gives superinten- Our school system is on the move, and
dent the authority we are moving in the right direction. Our
above and beyond
the collective bar- schools have done well. There is a new
gaining agreement contract in place that works and includes
to evict staf f, as
many negotiated reforms. It is a contract
well as other unilateral authorities, that the mayor and the superintendent
such as the ability have embraced with much fanfare. We
to extend the school
day without proper will look to turn this to our advantage.
compensation and
to make unilateral staff reassignments absent. Despite her absence, her team had
within the building. Collective bargain- ample opportunity to place any of these
ing is not required for any and all of the items before us for discussion – improving
aforementioned. In Massachusetts there teacher quality across the board, providing
are currently 43 Turnaround schools, 11 better training and so on. But it did not. In
in Boston. (The 12th Boston Turnaround, fact the subjects never came up.
the Agassiz, was closed two years ago.)
And as has been said many times, the
Why does the superintendent want superintendent’s team did place on the
more turnaround schools? Read her press table a few items for extending the school
release:
day. At various times the BPS team sought
“…Boston’s 11 Turnaround
an extension of three hours, 30 minutes, 45
Schools, identified as under performminutes, and finally two hours. What was
ing in 2010, have successfully shown
noteworthy, however: Never did her team
dramatic improvement and higherhave a stated proposal for using the time.
than-average growth. With longer
And never did her team have a consistent
school days, quality school teachers
proposal as to how much longer the school
and leaders, as well as extra time for
day ought to be. Now, using the legislation
teacher training and support (emphaas a prod, a hammer, the district hopes to
sis added), 44 percent more families
gain what they could not gain in negotiaare selecting these schools as a top
tions – that is, additional time – but without
choice than just three years ago…”
adequate compensation. Does anyone
The superintendent wants longer think that the district will suddenly develop
school days, quality school teachers and a thoughtful proposal for using the time, or
leaders, as well as extra time for teacher will it be content just to win a victory and
training and support, and she apparently get extra time for time’s sake? We’ll have
needs to have ‘super’ powers to accom- to wait and see.
plish this.
Of course granting Turnaround status
We won’t address here the issue of to our 48 or so schools will bring much
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As of mid November, Boston had 14 level 1 schools, 22 level 2, 48 level 3, and 12 level 4. 22
remaining schools, according to the state DOE, have insufficient data by which to make a
judgment.
http://www.bostonpublicschools.org/news

more than an extended day.
between charters and city
Giving enhanced powers
schools, by enforcing real
to untrained administraset-asides for Special Edutors is too far reaching
cation and ELL enrollment
and fraught with potential
in charter schools and then
for abuse. Keep in mind
enforcing same with finanthe following: The sucial structures (weighted
perintendent has had to
student formula). Great!
remove dozens of school
It’s about time – but we’ll
administrators in the last
believe it when we see it.]
few years for cause. And
Regrettably the recent
even then many lingered
track record of the legisunder a cloud of inadlature has not been kind
equacy for far too long. In
to labor unions, including
short, her track record has
teachers’ unions. Whether
Richard Stutman
been awful. What makes
the subject has been penBTU President
anyone certain that the
sion “reform”, health care
superintendent will not make the same “reform”, education “reform”, the outcome
mistakes again with much higher stakes has not been good. To believe the outcome
– and appoint many more untrained and will suddenly change this time, by its own
inexperienced administrators? How do we accord, would be foolhardy. So we will have
know that this time the superintendent will to work differently this time.
choose wisely, that she has a full stable of
This we know: Our school system is
48 seasoned administrators whom she can on the move, and we are moving in the
trust with expanded authority?
right direction. Our schools have done
This initiative is yet more example well. There is a new contract in place that
of asking the legislative process to use works and includes many negotiated reour urban schools as guinea pigs. One forms. It is a contract that the mayor and
half the level three schools in Mass are the superintendent have embraced with
concentrated in seven communities: Bos- much fanfare. We will look to turn this to
ton, Brockton, Lawrence, Lowell, New our advantage.
Bedford, Worcester, and Springfield. Most
We will join with our allies and colof the rest are found in smaller gateway leagues from around the state and put
cities, such as the Holyoke and Chelsea. forward a united front on this issue.
A fair and honest approach to getting all of In particular we will reach out to our
our schools moving in the right direction colleagues in urban areas who face the
would be to examine the close connec- same challenges as we do. We will ask
tion between poverty and so-called failing how this proposal will benefit our schools,
schools. Instead it’s the same blame-the- and we will demand answers. We will ask
teacher mentality.
for more resources so we can get to the
[Curiously, the mayor and the superin- root of our problems. And we will not be
tendent threw in a few nuggets that would content with letting our leaders take the
be a first step in leveling the playing field easy way out.

Our thoughts and prayers
go out to the children,
parents and teachers
of Sandy Hook
Elementary School
and the people of
Newtown,
Connecticut!

Commentary: Garret Virchick

Of Heroes and Villains
n that Friday I was numb. It had
happened again. Another school
shooting. Conflicting news stories spread
over the airwaves. The first reports were
highly inaccurate as each corporate media
outlet tried to scoop the others so that
at some future time they could use it in
some future ad campaign. Most failed
miserably in their efforts. My mind was
trying to make sense of it and it couldn’t.
I refused to watch the news when I went
home. I knew there were young children.
I knew there were teachers. I knew there
was a mother. I knew there was a young
man with special needs. I knew there were
guns. And bullets. I didn’t want to know
anymore. I wanted to be numb.
On Saturday I cried for the first time.
And I cried a little almost every day for a
week when I thought about the lives taken,
and the lives affected. It was so close to
home. A school. In a town that I’ve passed
through scores of times on the way to visit
my family. I cried when it became clear
that little children had been cut down.
Terrified for a moment and then gone. I
cried when I thought of the teachers and
administrators who lost their lives caring
for those children. I cried for the families
who will never be the same. I cried because
I’m a teacher and I know about loss. And
it never gets easy.
On Sunday I was thoughtful. Why is this
happening? Since 1992 there have been 386
school shootings in this country. Not all
of these shootings ended in death. Some
were suicides. But all affected everyone
who worked or went to that school. Is it the
guns? In America, children ages 5-14 are
13 times more likely to be murdered with
guns than children in other countries. Is it
despair? Drug addiction continues to rise.
South Boston has some of the highest rates
of heroin addiction in the country. Domestic violence incidents are up. As many as 10
million children witness violence in their
homes every year. Is it hatred? According to the Southern Poverty Law Center
the number of hate groups in the US has
increased every year since 2000 from 602
to 1018. One of the above? All of the above?
Something is fueling this insanity.
On Monday I was angry. The talk show
lunatics came out from under their logs. It’s
not the guns it’s the criminals! An armed
guard in every school! Better yet...Give
every teacher an assault weapon! The
only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun
is a good guy with a gun! And then later
that night the racism in the blogosphere
when the President interrupted the football
game with his address to the Newtown
community. Something is terribly wrong
in America.
On Tuesday I was inquisitive. I asked
my colleagues what they were thinking.
All were as incredulous as me about the
insane solutions being offered. Many
talked about the children they have taught
over the years and the pain that they see
in their students eyes on a regular basis.
All of the Adam Lanzas that have been
responsible for the gun violence in our
schools at some point sat in front of a
teacher who tried to figure out how to
reach them. Everyone agreed that the
extra social workers we would be getting
as part of our new contract would help, but
they also knew that this could only begin to
address the serious mental health issues
that affect our students.
On Wednesday I was incredulous.
The Huffington Post was doing a story on
whether or not teachers should be able
to carry firearms as protection. When
they called me to get the perspective of
a teacher I told them how absurd the
notion was. Teachers are caregivers I
said. We went into teaching because we
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care about children. Carrying weapons
would do nothing to stop the violence and
we should be concentrating on mental
health screening and counseling. What
they didn’t write was my thought about
where this was coming from. That gun
manufacturers, after profiting from the sale
of automatic weapons of mass destruction,
were now probably trying to use the issue
as a way to increase sales. The gun lobby
didn’t disappoint as a few days later they
called for armed guards in every school
using mouthpieces like former Secretary
of Education William Bennett as their
legitimate front. For those of you too young

to remember it was William Bennett in
the Reagan cabinet who set in motion the
current movement to turn schools into
testing factories while minimizing the affective side of education.
On Thursday it was over. The news
cycle had run its course. They had run
their stories of heroes and villains. Until
of course the next Newtown, or Aurora,
or Columbine happens. But as America’s
educators we have a responsibility to not
let this end with the current news cycle.
Our children are increasingly living desperate lives in a society that is becoming ever
more alienating. Our public schools con-

tinue to be handed
over to corporate
foundations, testing companies,
for profit chains,
and non-profits
beholden to all of
the above. None of
Garret Virchick
these entities have
an interest in questioning the system in
which they operate. None of them have an
interest in demanding more mental health
services for America’s children.
We have a choice. Do nothing, and wait
for the next tragedy. Or stand up together
with a new vision for our schools and
our communities. Not a vision of creating armed camps. But a vision of caring
communities. Not a vision of impersonal
measurement. But a vision of encouraging
all children to discover their own worth.
Not a vision of elitist decision making and
unquestioning acceptance of top down
mandates. But a vision of educators,
parents, and students determining what
kind of school and schooling is best and
then working together to make it happen.
Schools that not only allow for a critique
of the world, schools that encourage it.
Mother Jones, a fearless union organizer when children were dying in the coal
mines of West Virginia said we should,
“Mourn the dead, and fight like hell for
the living.” I can think of no better tribute
to the students and teachers of Newtown
than for all of us to fight like hell for schools,
for a society that is free from gun violence.

Because It’s Good Politics: Angela Cristiani, BTU Political Director

Retiree Benefits Under Threat
“Benefits Under Threat,” submitted for
publication by Andrew Powell of the American Federation of Teachers (AFTMA), is an
important article for every current teacher
(inclusive of all BTU members). Current
teachers are recommended to stay alert
because every BTU member may need to
become involved when final bills are filed
at the MA State House.
The Mass.Gov website states, “The pension reform bill signed November 2011 established a Retiree Health Care Commission.
The goal of the Commission is to investigate
and study retiree healthcare and other nonpension benefits. This review of retiree health
care benefits offers an opportunity to reduce
the cost of these benefits in the future to both
preserve the benefit for public employees
and to prevent budget cuts in other areas
as health care costs continue to escalate.
The Commission will consider the range of
benefits that are or should be provided as well
as the current and anticipated future cost
of providing them; consider and may make
recommendations on how best to divide the
costs between the commonwealth and employees; study the operation and structure of
the group insurance commission or any other
aspects of employee healthcare the commission deems appropriate; file a report of its
recommendations and proposed legislation,
if any, no later than November 30, 2012.”
NOTE: Andrew Powell serves as the
AFTMA Representative on the 12-member
Special Commission on Retiree Healthcare.
HHHHH

By Andrew Powell
Teachers, librarians and other public
employees who’ve been eyeing retirement
in the next few years may be taken by
surprise when a state commission recommends in late December that they work
longer or pay more for retiree healthcare
benefits, or both.
“We’re comfortable that current retirees will not be impacted,” said Andy Powell, the American Federation of Teachers’

representative on the 12-member Special
Commission on Retiree Healthcare, following a Nov. 13 meeting. “But we’re
encouraging employees to keep an eye
on it.” How close to retirement employees will have to be to be protected from
the changes – five years out, 10 years
out – is still unclear, said Powell, an AFT
field representative and former Dracut
firefighter. “Debate rages as to who will
be the impacted population.”
What’s likely to occur, Powell reported,
after the commission’s sixth meeting,
is that “access will be different for [employees] than it is today.” “People should
be paying attention!” said retired Lowell
teacher Mickey Dumont, whose daughter, Jennifer Machado has been a teacher
in the Lowell Public Schools for nearly 15
years. “Younger people need to know what
to expect at the end of their careers.”
Dumont, an AFT Massachusetts Vice
President, says that she also fears for retirees who thought that their futures were
secure, only to have the state revisit what
they believed to be a guaranteed benefit.
“Who’s to say that somewhere down the
road we won’t be fighting again to retain
something else that we worked for?”
What seems clear is that public employees will likely have to put in more
years and/or work to an older age to be
eligible for healthcare benefits. And, no
longer will healthcare insurance automatically come with retirement, said Powell.
Eligibility for retirement may come before
health-care benefits do, and contributions
toward health benefits by the state and
municipalities most likely will drop. Those
features are all contained in three models
the commission is now considering.
“It’s going to be intolerable for some
people,” said Dumont, 63, of the impending
cuts. “What about people who are within
10 years of retirement? What’s it going to
do to them for all the time they’ve put in?”
“You don’t get rich teaching,” Dumont said,

adding she and
her colleagues
sacrificed
much. She is
convinced that
she could have
found a betterpaying job in the
Angela Cristiani
private sector,
but instead devoted 35 years to public
school teaching, many of those years
without a raise. If teachers cannot receive
health insurance along with a pension, they
may be forced to “think twice” and put off
retirement, said Dumont.
Charged with bringing under control
skyrocketing state and municipal projected
costs for retiree health benefits ($16 billion
over 30 years for the state and $30 billion
for cities and towns), the commission of
management and labor representatives
has been meeting since the spring and
will present its recommendations to the
Legislature Dec. 20. The recommendations will provide the framework for a bill
or put in some form into the next state
budget. Whether the reforms will cover
all public employees in the state or leave
some control to municipalities is also undetermined, according to Powell.
Dumont, a vice president at AFT, said
that Lowell’s public employees are still
reeling, adjusting to higher insurance
co-pays incurred from switching to the
state’s Group Insurance Commission
(GIC) coverage the past couple of years.
“There are so many retirees. We’re living
longer than we ever have, and really the
number of older retirees who have pensions is miniscule.” she said. “They’re at
the poverty level, and then we have them
paying more for health insurance.” Lowell
did create a health reimbursement account
to help retirees with large unexpected
healthcare expenses uncovered by the
new insurance, she noted. She and her
(continued on page 6)

Know Your Rights: Caren Carew, BTU Secondary Field Representative

What is the New Excessing Process?
he newly-negotiated process is called
the Post Transfer Placement Process
(PTPP). It occurs after the resolution of the
transfer process in the same timeframe the
excess pools were previously held. This
new process will replace the excess pools.
There will be information sessions
reviewing the PTPP process on Monday,
January 14 from 4-6 pm and Wednesday,
January 16 from 5-7 pm at the BTU. All
interested BTU members are welcome.
These sessions will be run jointly with the
BTU and BPS Office of Human Resources
in order to familiarize folks with the process
prior to the February 1st deadline to apply
to participate. Closer to the PTTP actually
taking place, there will be a ‘mock/practice’
PTTP session for excessed teachers.
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 consistent with our previous
contract.
To be eligible to participate in the new
Post Transfer 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 themselves 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
Resources. If all eligibility is met, a teacher
wishing to participate in the PTPP must
submit Attachment #2 in HRS-HR-7 to BPS
HR by February 1st.
All permanent teachers who were involuntarily excessed and all who excess themselves who do not successfully obtain a position in the transfer list process participate
in the Post Transfer Placement Process.
Unlike the excess pools where excessed
teachers went in person to a meeting or
‘pool’ according to their Primary Program
Area (PPA) and bid on positions in seniority
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 vacancies in their PPA.
The School Site Council Personnel
Subcommittees 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
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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 continue to be
filled until late August, at which time
teachers who are not matched against
vacancies will be assigned in a suitable
professional capacity.
For this school year only, as a transition from the prior years’ excess pools, if
a teacher who participated in last school
year’s excess pools did not receive three
positions to bid on or who received their
third bid, may, if they have not received
negative evaluations prior to February
1st (as defined in our prior contract),
voluntarily excess themselves utilizing Attachment #2 in HRS-HR-7 by February 1st.
BPS Teachers with permanent status
that are working in pilot, in district charter,
turn around, or innovation schools in good
evaluation standing, 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’ personnel 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 personnel 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 community in the process. School
Site Councils are an important aspect of
our schools and we should all be involved.

In addition to a primary
program area (PPA), don’t I
also have an active alternative
program area (APA) in BPS if
I have a current Mass. license
on file at Court Street in case I
want to transfer into a position
using that certification?
o. In addition to having an active
license in the subject area you are
currently teaching in aka your primary
program area (PPA), you must apply for
your other current licenses on file at Court
St. to become “active” in Boston. To do so,
you must fill out an ‘Application for Additional Program Area(s) in Boston Public
Schools’ [attachment 1] Superintendent’s
Circular HRS -HR-7 “Staffing Reassignment
And Hiring For School Year 2013-14”which
must be submitted on or before February 1st. In order for the active license to
be considered an APA in Boston, one of
the following criteria must be met, in ad-
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dition to submitting the afore mentioned
application;
Your state certification must be five
years old or less. This means you need to
have obtained it for the first time, not just
recertified it, within the last five years.
Submit 15 course credits [grad or undergrad] earned within the last five years,
which are relevant to the certification area.
A mean score on the National Teachers
Exam earned within the last 10 years.
Two years of teaching experience within
the last 10 years where you’ve taught at
least 50% of the week or more all year in
that subject area. In order to verify this, you
must obtain and submit with the application, a letter from your principal detailing
the specific years you taught the subject
area 50% of the week or more.
The contract reads, “Teachers may be
considered for transfer in any subject area
in which they recertify under the 1993 Massachusetts Educational Reform Act, even if
they do not hold an active Boston Program
Area; however; a schools Personnel Subcommittee shall not be required to select any such
individual.” Often, if a teacher applies to
transfer in an area that they do not hold a
BPS APA, HR will not forward the info to
the school for consideration.
Why do we have to jump through these
hoops if we have already recertified the
license, isn’t that redundant? In my opinion, yes it is. This process is a holdover
from long ago and far away, when Mass.
teachers were issued ‘licenses for life’. A
teacher could be certified in an area they
hadn’t taught in or taken course work for
in decades, and still be eligible to transfer
into teach that subject area. This APA
process was negotiated in order for the
BPS to ensure the teacher be ‘current’
in the subject area in question. The BTU
attempted to negotiate elimination of
this arguably antiquated process, but the
School Department wanted too much in
return for agreeing to do so which would
have further limited a teachers flexibility
and rights. We couldn’t settle for that!

How do teachers obtain
access to their personnel file?
n order to view your personnel file, go to
the BPS Human Resources Department
on the third floor of 26 Court Street with-
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in a reasonable
enough time
during regular
business hours
(9-5) for HR to
retrieve it and for
you to then look
Caren Carew
at its contents. A
photo ID to verify your identity in order to
have access to your file must be presented.
If you’d like to contact the HR Department
you may call them directly at 617-635-9600.
A teacher has a right to access to his or her
file without delay. You also have access to
your ‘teacher files’ at the individual school
level, if your principal/headmaster keeps
them there as well. The same parameters
detailed below apply to your official files at
HR and to the ones at your school if kept.
The BTU labor/management contract
states, “No material derogatory to a teacher’s
conduct, service, character, or personality
shall be placed in the files unless the teacher
has had an opportunity to read the material.
The teacher shall acknowledge that he or
she has read such material by affixing his/
her signature on the actual copy to be filed,
with the understanding that such signature
merely signifies that he or she has read the
material to be filed. Such signature does
not necessarily indicate agreement with its
content.”
The contract continues, “The teacher
shall have the right to answer any material
filed and his or her answer shall be reviewed
by the Personnel Manager and attached to the
file copy. Upon receipt of a written request,
the teacher shall be furnished a reproduction
of any material in his file.” If you are denied
access, find information enclosed that you
were unaware of which has been described
above, and the like, you have a right to file
a grievance to remedy the situation.

Phone Numbers
Office ................................ 617-288-2000
Health & Welfare .............. 617-288-0500
AFT Massachusetts ............ 617-423-3342
Function Office ................. 617-288-3322
Lounge Office.................... 617-288-3322
Vision Center .................... 617-288-5540
Tremont Credit Union....... 781-843-5626
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Children’s Christmas Party Was Fun For All

Photos by
Michael J.
Maguire
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Thanks to All Who Donated Toys!
Tricia Melanson (Madison Park)
and Mary Gaughan (retired)
collected toys for needy children
at the Teachers' Holiday Party
held on December 14th at
the BTU Hall.
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Commentary: Ricardo A. Vega

Clandestine Teaching
odern teachers face the following
dilemma, do we fully embrace an
analysis of the current school system
that, for the sake of the children, would
send all politicians and administrators to
take a long walk and ask them to please
leave us alone, or do we take advantage of
the opportunity of having a steady flow of
students onto our instructional laps and do
the best we can within the organization?
Constantly pushed into adapting our
students into a pre-defined mold, today’s
educators are seen by many as mere implementers of a political agenda that come
from above. Public schools are a branch
of the government and as such, are not as
interested in allowing the free development
and evolution of the learning and teaching
experience as they are in directing students towards a particular pathway. The
imprudent idea of being the number one
country in the world is deeply embedded
in the public consciousness, and when
reports of a large group of other countries
scoring higher than us in a number of key
academic subjects sends chills through
everyone’s spines, politicians and school
administrators, in coordinated agreement
and alliance with the private sector, use the
fact as an ideal excuse to promote plans
and curricula designed to guarantee that
our students will fall in line and that we will
regain our place at the top of the community
of educated nations.
Acting within this framework of urgency
and desperation, politicians and school
administrators have been able to capture
ample sectors of the public’s imagination
and present their agenda as one that is
vital as well as logical. The school system,
they argue, needs to be strengthened and
nobody seems to question this. The debate
is then limited to decide what strengthening plan deserves to prevail. Amazingly,
almost nobody is able to propose that the
problem might be rooted in the nature of
the very educational system everyone is
trying to fix. This has created what Paul
Goodman calls a mass myth or superstition, the widely accepted idea that the school
institution is unquestionably good for society
and that we only need to tweak it here and
there, in some case more dramatically than
others, in order to make it work. To do away
with the whole current academic institution
would be crazy talk, and anyone trying to
accumulate evidence on the irreparable
damage that the school as an institution
causes to children will be disregarded as
out of line, if not outright dangerous.

M

aking into consideration the complexity entrenched in any group of human
beings, and in this particular case the
youth, is not something that politicians
and school bureaucrats are capable of
doing when making educational plans.
The unlimited possibility of paths that
people can take as they develop their lives,
would invariably yield a small amount of
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compliances to a school project that predetermines knowledge, and ways to acquire
it, all the way to the end. Our school system, from pre-kindergarten to Graduate
School is solid proof of this. Of the millions
of children that start at the elementary
grades, only a minute fraction makes it
to Graduate School. This has created a
tremendous amount of contradictory messages, expectations, and frustrations that

“We spend the first year of a child’s life teaching it to
walk and talk and the rest of its life to shut up and sit
down. There’s something wrong there”
– Neil deGrasse Tyson, Astrophysicist
somehow need to all be explained. These
explanations are the ones keeping busy
the large number of groups that spend
endless efforts looking for the stumbling
block that precludes from working what
is supposed to. Then the battle of pointing
fingers is on and the vicious cycle of failed
initiatives and revisions gets rolling again
and again. Splitting all the movements that
support one, or several, among the variety
of projects conceived to fix schools, fits
perfectly into a divide and conquer military
premise that precludes the construction of
a coherent voice among teachers, those
actual human beings that face students
daily in the classroom and not through a
document on an office desk.
ducation has been promoted as the
great equalizer, the way out of poverty, but having a system that squeezes
its membership as it goes higher in levels
or grades hardly fulfills such a promise. If
anything, it does the total opposite, creating
an elite of intellectuals that are in a much
better position to rule the current structure
of society and therefore, partake in the
riches it can offer. We have then been able
to create a group that, when it is their turn
to run schools and schools’ policy-making
bodies, will naturally act to support what is
in place, having their own reflected mirror
image as their best argument and justification to carry their actions.

E

owever, nature seems to be telling
us that there is another way, a better way to educate. But in order to see
this, we must pay attention to the manner
newborns and toddlers approach the new
world that develops before their eyes.
For them, it is all about looking, listening,
touching, exploring, and wondering. And
unless stopped by an adult, they will never
look the other way, put their hands in their
pockets, walk away, or disregard things
around them as uninteresting. Then school
happens, and all of the sudden they need
to sit down, shut up, line up, and wait until
they are allowed to talk. The educational
institution presents a different set of unexpected and unexplained rules to children
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Retiree Benefits Under Attack…
(continued from page 2)

retiree friends agree “something has to
be done” to curb skyrocketing costs for
healthcare benefits.
“You can’t dig your heels in … I don’t
know the answer.” Dumont can’t help but
feel though, that it’s just one more piece
to an ongoing multi-faceted broadside
against public employee unions, and teachers in particular, nationwide. While union
members still enjoy a “good amount” of
protections, their hard-won benefits are
“very slowly being chipped away,” said
Dumont. Private employees should be
looking to boost their own benefits, and
raise everyone up, rather than knock down
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where the curriculum, the educational
plan, and the objectives become the center
where all pupils need to look and adjust.
But the way children behave since birth
and through their early years, where the
passion for learning does not need to be
forced into a path in order to be created,
but rather cultivated in its multiplicity of
interests, suggests that we might be better
off inverting the traditional approach and

those of public employees, in her view.
Massachusetts has some of the highest healthcare costs in the country. “This
has placed increased pressure on elected
officials to examine current benefits” said
Powell. Labor and Retirees are represented
on the Commission and “are presenting
a strong voice of advocacy for those who
count on health insurance benefits into
retirement” added Powell. A vote to select
a plan will be taken Dec. 17, and a report
will be heading to the Statehouse Dec.
20. “We’re hoping the final vote can be a
consensus,” said Powell. “But the process
has not been discussed.”

adjusting the objectives to the child inborn
thirst for knowledge. Instead of promoting
the idea that the student is a blank canvas
that can be filled with the right information, a claylike entity that can be molded,
or to try convincing them that they need
to become something, we should instead
consider the fact they already are eagerly
invested in discovering themselves.
o inject the fear of failure as a motivational tool, to punish when the student
does not comply with the expectations,
this is what the school institution is good
at. We love you, but only if you do and
learn what we think is right, otherwise
we will not. Even positive reinforcement
strategies that do nothing but to trick the
students into what we want them to do and
learn instead of helping them in exploring
and discovering by themselves who they
are, what is appropriate behavior among
groups, and what is it that they want to
learn, are as bad as clear-cut punishment.
These nowadays-popular deceiving
approaches are often the strategy of the
gentle tyrant, the school administrator
that is truly committed to the betterment
of the students, but then again is also
convinced that he, or she, has the right
equation. The problem is compounded
when some of these ideas are actually
good and do work, since invariably, these
characters in charge, complement their
partial and occasional successes with the
corollary that everything that comes out
of their mind is not only a good idea, but
in fact the only good idea. Then, when a
certain level of improvement is achieved,
maybe because of the fatigue caused by
long period of terrible schools experiences,
together with the never-ending exhaustion
that being a teacher brings, faculties and
staff seem to be more willing to compromise, to disregard the disagreements and
to see the transaction, in which half-baked
and inappropriate policies are overlooked
and adjustments are willingly accepted and
even promoted, as an overall beneficial
trade for the students, a small price to
pay. Teachers then embrace the more or
less functional school as if they have the
unfulfilled need to be part of a successful
project. Then our school administrators
happily accept teachers’ dancing offer and
waste no time in advertising the greatness
of the big happy family.
Oddly enough, the problem that we
might be having is too much schooling
instead of too little, and with this, killing
most of the sense of freedom and enjoyment that any learning process must have.
The considerable amount of money that is
invested in such an uncertain effort makes
you wonder how is it that not more people
are just discounting the current school
system as a whole. We must be then going
through some sort of sightless period in
history in which the institution that brings
such maladies is considered so natural and
unquestionable, as to keep us looking for
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ways to make it work assuming that at
some point it would. Slavery, church, wars,
government, the secondary human class
of women, and many others are examples
of big enclosing institutions and ideas that,
as much as we know today that they are
wrong, there was a time where everyone,
including the most brilliant minds around,
thought of them as unquestionable and
part of the natural and obvious way of doing
things. We are then at a time that would
require the most astute class of thinkers to
debunk the myth of the school and to free
humankind from one of the most crooked
institutions ever created. And please, don’t
get me wrong confusing education with
the school as an institution.
But it is a sign of the times. Governmental bureaucracies, together with the
commerce and banking industry, even
when facing the greatest fiasco in the management of human and natural resources
that the history of civilization has ever
witnessed, have been able to offer their own
strengthening as the best, and in fact the
only possible solution. Schools have also
made themselves conveniently indispensable by providing long-term childcare to
working parents. But, aren’t the parents
failing to realize that turning their children
to the state educational institution enables
them to go out and accumulated profits for
someone else? Has neglecting our central
role in the education of our own children
been a good historical move?
t makes us wonder if we have allowed
ourselves to be fooled into a twisted
situation where working parents use their
freedom to get a job and be “financially
independent”, seeing it and defending it
as a progressive idea that was hard fought
and must be preserved at all cost, when in
fact is all part of a very convenient control
and money-making scheme for those who
own the means of production. Colleges are
just another “solution” to the inability, or
unwillingness, of the industry to absorb
the whole of the population into the salaryreceiving group, masking by delaying the
problem of youth unemployment, and in
the process, making sure that they end up
heavily indebted as a way to keep a hold
on a substantial part of any future salary.
But somehow most buy into the idea that
college and graduate school is a good
thing, and no matter if you have to indebt
yourself to get a diploma, it is still a good
investment.
The revolution is then in the hands of
the children, since they are the ones that
can still surrender their mental schemes to
what has no need for justification, showing
us the way of nature, where learning is a
pleasure, it is fun, and it is what at some
point we all wanted to do all the time. It is
then when I have decided to create a subterranean school, a hidden reality within
the official one, and a clandestine way of
doing things. My strategy is to be as much
as possible under the radar. Not to call any
attention to myself, since if I do, it will mean
the end of my personal insurgency. My best
weapon to avoid attention is the extremely
good behavior that my students show in my
class. And there is no secret to my success
in this department. A stimulating class is
always a pleasure to be in.

I

f course every now and then some
administrator lands inside my classroom. They take out their recipe book of
standards things to say and then write in
the evaluators’ notes how I need to have
a more specific Do Now, an Exit Slip that
allows me to know if the students meet
the learning objectives of the day, and a
few other unrelated comments. But can
(continued on page 7)
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NEWS from the American Federation of Teachers

AFT Reacts to Massacre at Sandy Hook Elementary School
he entire AFT community is shaken
to its core by the massacre of young
children and the educators and school
employees who care for and nurture
them at Sandy Hook Elementary School
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in Newtown, Conn., says AFT president
Randi Weingarten.
“We grieve for them all, and our prayers
are with the Sandy Hook Elementary
School community and all of Newtown,

AFT and NEA Criticize
Proposals to Arm Teachers
t is both astounding and disturbing that following the tragedy in Newtown, Conn.,
Virginia Gov. Bob McDonnell, U.S. Rep. Louie Gohmert, Bill Bennett, and
other politicians and pundits have taken to the airwaves to call for arming our teachers, AFT president Randi Weingarten and NEA president Dennis Van Roekel say
in a Dec. 20 joint release.
“Our duty to every child is to provide safe and secure public schools. That is the
vow we take as educators,” the union leaders say. “As the rest of the country debates
how to keep guns out of schools, some are actually proposing bringing more guns in,
turning our educators into objects of fear and increasing the danger in our schools.
“Guns have no place in our schools. Period. We must do everything we can to reduce
the possibility of any gunfire in schools, and concentrate on ways to keep all guns off
school property and ensure the safety of children and school employees.
“But this is not just about guns. Long-term and sustainable school safety also requires a commitment to preventive measures. We must continue to do more to prevent
bullying in our schools. And we must dramatically expand our investment in mental
health services. Proper diagnosis can and often starts in our schools, yet we continue
to cut funding for school counselors, school social workers, and school psychologists.
States have cut at least $4.35 billion in public mental health spending from 2009 to 2012,
according to the National Association of State Mental Health Program Directors. It is
well past time to reverse this trend and ensure that these services are available and
accessible to those who need our support.
“Greater access to mental health services, bullying prevention, and meaningful
action on gun control – this is where we need to focus our efforts, not on staggeringly
misguided ideas about filling our schools with firearms. Lawmakers at every level of
government should dismiss this dangerous idea and instead focus on measures that
will create the safe and supportive learning environments our children deserve.”
[Joint AFT-NEA press release]
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NRA’s Call for Armed Guards
in Schools is Dangerous
fter remaining silent for an entire
week following the Newtown massacre, the NRA’s call for more guns in our
schools and our society is both irresponsible and dangerous, AFT president Randi
Weingarten says.
“No matter how much money the NRA
spends or propaganda it tries to spread, one
thing is clear – the NRA is not serious about
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confronting the epidemic of gun violence
in our nation,” she says. “Schools must
be safe sanctuaries, not armed fortresses.
Anyone who would suggest otherwise
doesn’t understand that our public schools
must first and foremost be places where
teachers can safely educate and nurture
our students.”
[AFT press release]

Clandestine Teaching…
(continued from page 6)

I predict what it is going to be learned in
class when I myself just have a general
idea about it? I don’t have the stomach
to play the administrations game of how
great we are, how good are we doing, and
let’s focus on the positive. In other words,
I don’t want to eradicate my critical mind,
get on with the project, and embrace the
idea that this is the best of all possible
worlds, or at least a very close one where
the needed ironing can only come from
the administrators. A school, as reality
itself, must be a collection of pedagogical
strategies and approaches. Every single
teacher must be given the freedom to
explore with students the infinity of ways
that there are to learn, to understand, and
to interpret the world around us.
oday’s school administrators and
their partners even try to tell us to
forget about poverty as a way to explain
the current educational stage of our students, stripping the economical forces
and their protagonists of their share of
responsibility in bringing students to their
own definition of proficiency, placing the
burden on us teachers, and if we don’t do
it, it is of course our fault. It is imperative
to take out of school everything that hold
back students’ learning, primary for their
welfare, but also for teachers sake, since
whatever school does to the students it
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does it as well to us. And it should not
be a surprise, an environment that takes
away the love for discovery ends up taking
away also our love for nurturing a sense of
healthy and natural wondering. The classroom then becomes our only refuge, and
when we succeed in shielding it from the
administration nonsense, it also becomes
the place where we can have the most
fun. Every single day I wake up and go to
school excited for the time and moments
I will exchange with my students. But if
for any reason, I allow my mind to wonder
about the irrational things that school
administrators are expecting me to do, I
invariable get depressed and want to go
back to bed. To portrait the current public
education system as a right that we all need
to defend is to admit, applaud, and promote
the mediocre intervention of the existing
establishment in the virtual slaughter of
our children’s natural curiosity and to accept the perpetuation of an organization
that works only for a few selected ones.
School, as the child’s introduction and
training camp to the world of the powerful,
their structures, and their laws, has to be
turned into school as a tool for liberation
and the creation of a different and better
world, even if it happens only after I close
my classroom door.
(Ricardo A. Vega is a 6th Grade Math
Teacher at the McCormack Middle School.)

as well as the AFT nurses caring for victims at Danbury Hospital, following this
heinous act,” Weingarten says. “I just got
off the phone with Newtown Federation
of Teachers President Tom Kuroski, and
pledged to do everything we can to provide support and comfort to the students,
teachers, administrators, their families and
everyone in this community grappling with
this trauma.
“Our thanks go out to all of the first
responders for their efforts to ensure the

safety of all the students and staff. In this
horrible moment, there were also extraordinary acts of courage by school staff to
lock down the school and protect children.
“We’ll never be able to prevent every
senseless act of violence, but our children,
educators and school employees go to
school believing it is a safe sanctuary.
We’ve been through this too many times.
Everything we can do, we must do, including a renewed focus on gun control and
preventing gun violence.”

Mr. John, music teacher at the Ohrenberger ES, led a chorus of 60 students from the
Beethoven and Ohrenberger Schools on Sunday, December 16th. The event was a
Christmas Tree lighting ceremony held at the corners of Washington and Grove Streets
in West Roxbury.

Save the Date!!!

Boston Teachers Union Speakers Series
Presents Distinguished Boston Globe
sportswriter Bob Ryan
You’re Invited!
Come hear Bob Ryan,
“the quintessential
American sportswriter”
at the Boston Teachers
Union Hall on Wednesday,
February 13, 2013.
The talk will be held at
5:30, immediately following
our membership meeting.
Light fare and refreshments
will be provided.

A can’t miss event for Celtics fans! All Welcome!
After 44 years at the Boston Globe, Ryan retired
last summer. He authored many books, including
biographies co-authored by Celtic legends
John Havlicek, Bob Cousy, and Larry Bird.
Ryan’s accolades include the following prestigious awards:
• DickSchaapAwardforOutstandingJournalism(2006)
• CurtGowdyAwardfromtheBasketballHallofFame(1996)
• APNationalSportswriteroftheYear(2000)
• FourtimeNSSA’sNationalSportswriteroftheYear
 (2000,2007,2008,2009)
• CollegeBasketballWritersandNewEnglandBasketball
Halls of Fame

This is an all ages event –
free and open to the public.
RSVP: columwhyte@yahoo.com
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We’re Learning Here A project by Amika Kemmler Ernst, Ed.D.
Washington Irving Middle School

I

visited the Irving Middle School, on Cummins Highway in Roslindale, just before the winter break. Hallways
have names such as “Warrior Way” and “Integrity Court” – making school values a daily reference. I noticed
that the warrior theme is carried out throughout the building with small signs reminding students of appropriate
behavior – in hallways, bathrooms, and the auditorium – an idea worth sharing.
The first class I visited was Dance, where teacher Erica Schwartz was having her students practice their
“chair dance” routine. She had them hold their poses so I could get a couple of clear photos, since capturing
kids in motion is a bit beyond my small camera’s capabilities! These seventh graders showed amazing poise and
discipline... makes me wonder how dance and other arts might be used to engage students more fully in their
academic subjects. In the Theater Arts class across the hall, Gregory Allen was conferencing with individual
students while most of the class worked independently to review their lines.
Hallways were quiet as I walked from class to class on a Tuesday morning; as I entered or peeked into classrooms, students were bent over books and papers or listening intently to their teachers. Eighth graders were
writing responses to their reading of Night, the powerful story of the Holocaust by Elie Wiesel. I was amazed by
the ubiquitous use of technology – laptops available for research projects and students using hand-held “clickers”
to post the answers to their “Do Now” questions, which were instantly tabulated and projected for class review.
The Irving has an extended day (until 4:15 PM) from Monday-Thursday, and dismissal at 11:45 AM on Friday
for staff meetings. Their website (http://www.theirvingbps.org/) is impressive, with information and a variety of
resources posted for student and family reference. Enjoy this month’s photos and student voices, as they explain
what they’re doing and learning. Please invite me to your school... I’m serious! There are always good things going
on, and I’m committed to celebrating “ordinary” teachers and kids working together for academic achievement.
I was in art class with Mr. Dracup. I’m learning how to
draw from “irst point” perspective, which means in
three dimensions.
– Kevin Desvallons, Grade 7

amika45@comcast.net
I was in physics class. Ms. Almeida was
helping me with my notes. I’ve learned
how to igure out the speed (how fast
something is moving) if you know
distance and time.
– Samantha Gomez, Grade 7

We were in history class with Mr. Ennis.
We were taking notes, annotating and
summarizing an article on Jim Crow laws.
We’ve learned that whites in the south
had a lot more rights than colored
people back in the 1950s.
– Alicet Rodriguez & Cedrick Pena, Grade 8

This is in Math class and we were solving
problems with integers. We are learning
to do all the operations with positive and
negative numbers. We’ve also learned to
solve a problem that looks complicated by
applying it to a real-life situation.
– Anthony Martinez, Kevin Desvallons
& Jonathan Valdez, Grade 7
I was writing Cornell notes about the book Night, by Elie Wiesel,
which we’re reading in ELA. I’ve learned how to ind good
evidence to support my ideas when writing a 5-paragraph essay.
– Macdony Charles, Grade 8
We were working on our science fair topics.
Ms. Solof was helping us organize the materials
needed for our projects. We’ve learned that
human tissues are made of cells. We’ve also
learned that the small and large intestines are
part of the digestive system.
– Jorge Ramos & Julien Soto, Grade 6

We’re in dance class
with Ms. Drew. We were
practicing our routine for a
school performance. We’ve
learned how to “chair
dance” and we’ve learned
that we can synchronize
our movements (all do
something together).
– Rickardo Smith &
Eddy Class, Grade 7
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(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. )

We were working on a project in science. I’ve learned how our lungs help us breathe.
– Juliet Jimenez, Grade 6

