Teacher akssupport,
empathy for schools

TotheEditor:

| am proudto haveoneof themost
important jobs in the world — |
teach, and | am also proud to be a
part of atremendousfaculty — the
Oberlin School District. Wearedi-
versein many ways, such asinter-
ests and ages, but we are al teach-
erscommittedtothechildrenof this
community.

Westarted theschool year know-
ingthefinancial crisisof our district,
but we wrote our lesson plans and
welcomed our students back to
school becausethat’ swhat wedo—
we teach. Since the first day of
school, we have continued to do
amazing things in our classrooms
because we have the tremendous
responsibility of teaching children.
Wewill continueto do our jobsbe-
cause we are dedi cated profession-
als. Theaverageteacher of theOber-
lindistricthas15years experience
inthisdistrict aloneand 6.5yearsof
college. We are dedicated to this
community and our profession.

However, for some, weare" part-
time workers who get paid afull-
timesalary withfull-timebenefits.”
After all, wework only ninemonths
of theyear. It hasalwaysamazed me
that if teachingissuchan easy, part-
timejob, why doesn’t every person
in Americachoosetoteach—8:30
- 3:30, nine months a year with a
Christmasbreak andaspringbreak?

AccordingtotheU.S. Bureau of
L abor Statistics, theaverage Ameri-
can worker putsin 1,978 hours a
year. The average teacher works
1,884 hours, whichdoesnotinclude
theextrahoursfor coaching, direct-
ing plays or musicals, producing a
yearbook, serving on school com-
mittees, or working ball games or
other school activities. Theaverage
teacher who coachesjust one sport
or activity works2,176 hoursayear.

| asked Coach Dreher how much
time he spendswith hisfamily dur-
ing wrestling — besides Sunday,
maybe6-10 hoursaweek. Because
of histeaching responsibilities, he
often leaves the house before his
kidsareup.

Unless you’ ve asked, you prob-
ably don’trealizethetimeinvolved
inorganizing ascholar bowl, amu-
sicfestival, or aspeechtournament,
but Miss Moxter, Mrs. Nelson, or
MissDaviscantell you.

| havenoideawhat itisliketobe
amail carrier. | have no idea how
heavy the mail bagisor how many
milesour postal carrier walks. I've
often wondered how many pairs of
shoeshegoesthroughinayear. I've
oftenwondered how heendures100
degree weather and sub-zero tem-
peratures. Theonly way toknow the
answersisto ask.

Oneof thereasonsweteachgreat
literature in schoolsisto learn and
practice the skill of empathy —
imaginingwhat it’ slikeinsomeone
else' sshoes. My favoritecharacter,
Atticus Finch, triesto teach thisto
hischildrenin“ToKill aMocking-
bird.” He says, “You never really
understand a person until you con-
sider things from his point of view
... until youclimbinto hisskinand
walk aroundinit.”

Fifty-eight percent of teachers
leaving secondary schools and 74
percent of thosel eaving el ementary
schools cited workload asareason
forleaving. Infact, depending onthe
location, anywhere from 35 to 50
percent of all teachersdonot stay in
the profession beyond thefirst five
years.What | findevenmorealarm-
ing isthat at least 75 percent of
teachers who |eave the classroom
areconsidered “ highly effective.”

In short, it’s the good teachers
who leave. Why? Research shows
that contrary to popular belief, sal-
ary isnottheNo. 1 reason— work-
load, lack of respect for the profes-
sion, working conditions, and rela-
tionshipswith studentsand parents
are often thetop reasons.

I’m not only ateacher; I'm a
mother of threeboys. Two of them
arein school with the best teachers
intheworld. | thank God for them
every day. They spend moretime
with my boysinaday than| do.

For seven hours every day, we
trust our teacherswiththemost pre-
cious and priceless things we have
— our children. Think about what a
great responsibility we give these
people. | know that if my sonshave
abad morning or areworried about
something, Ms. Tacha and Mrs.
Pavlicek will have extra hugs for
them. | know it. | countonit. | can-
notimagineamoreimportantjobin
the world than teaching and caring
about my children.

Oh yes, teachers not only teach,
wecare. Weloveour students, “our
kids.” Wecry withthem, welaugh
withthem, wecheer withthem. We
givethemtoolsfor thefuture, skills
for everyday living, and hugs —
becausesometimesthat’ swhat they
need morethananything. Welisten
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to them, we praise them, we scold
them, weteachthem, welovethem.

Call me selfish but | don’t want
my childreninaclasswith 25 other
students. Childrendeserveandneed
more attention from their teachers
thanthat. Withlarger classsizes, the
childrenwill get shortchanged—all
childrenwill, and | don’t want that
for my kids.

Themorechildreninaclassroom,
thelesstimeateacher haswitheach
child—it' sthat simple.

Now | know many of uswent to
school with 25 or morein a class-
room, andweturned out OK, right?
Heck, they usedto put eight or more
grades in a classroom with one
teacher. | know. My mother wasone
of those teachers, but that was al-
most 50yearsago. Surely, wewant
morefor our kids?

Think of thechangesinourworld
inthelast 50 years, eveninthelast
10. Think of thechangesand events
in the United States alone. The
world hasaccumulated moreinfor-
mation duringthepast 30yearsthan
in the previous 5,000, and now the
amount of information doublesev-
ery four to sevenyears.

My classroom in 2004 doesn’t
compare with my mother’sin the
1950s and 60s. Our world has de-
manded moreadvanced scienceand
math classes, more foreign lan-
guage, more special education,
morecomputer and I nternet classes,
more early childhood education,
global and ethnic classes, and drug
and a cohol abuse classes, and then
ontopof al that, wedeal with high-
stakes assessment tests.

My generationlearnedtheal pha-
bet, colors, and how to tie shoesin
kindergarten; today’s children are
encouraged to know these things
before entering school. The con-
cepts my husband teaches in sev-
enth-grademath | learned asafresh-
man. Theway weteach hashadto
change, too. If you haven't been
inside our schoolslately, I'dinvite
youtovisit aclassroom.

I'd also invite you to look at our
schools’ curriculum and class
schedules. I’ veheardthecomments
that our district hasn’ t madethenec-
essary cutswhen enrollments have
continually dropped, but I’d argue
that wehavemadecuts. Atonetime
wehadfour andahalf Englishteach-
ers. Wenow havethree. Wehadtwo
shop teachers, now we have one;
threescienceteachers(twoand half
now), two home economics teach-
ers (one-haf now), two and a half
music teachers at the high school
(two now), and afull-timetutor.

Thebest proof that our district has
dealt with lower enrollmentsisin
theEnglish Department—theonly
subject that has always been re-
quiredfor four years. Wenow have
three English teachers, and next
year, we' |l havetwo and ahalf. At
the grade school, we' ve gonefrom
24 teachersto 19. We have made
cuts because of lower enrollments.

Anincreasein state and federal
reguirementshasmeant anincrease
inteachers. When many of my stu-
dents’ parentswent to school, they
needed 20 units to graduate from
highschool — 11 electivesand 9re-
quired units: four units of English,
two of social studies, one science,
one math, and one physical educa-
tion. Ten years ago, the require-
ments had increased to 12 required
unitswith eight electives: four En-
glish, threesocial science, twomath,
two science, and one PE. By 1995,
the number of credits needed for
graduation had increased to 22.

These are still the requirements
the 2003-2004 high school hand-
book, with half a credit of speech
added for next year’s freshmen.
However, thestateBoard of Regents
recommendsfor admissionintoone
of thesix regent universitiesthefol -
lowing: four English, three social
studies, three math, three science,
and one unit of computer technol-
ogy. According to the Kansas De-
partment of Educationwebsite, stu-
dents* arealsostrongly encouraged
to takeamathematics course every
year of high school, and aforeign
language.” Our school hasto offer
classesto meet theserecommenda-
tions, andtheseupper-level courses
requiremoreteachers.

For the Classof 2009, thisyear’s
seventh graders, the recommenda-
tionslisted above become require-
mentsfor graduation with the addi-
tion of one fine arts unit (vocal,
band, or art). We have to provide
these classes, and because of Presi-
dent Bush’s“NoChild Left Behind,
wehaveto providea“highly quali-
fied” teacher for every class.

| hear people say “we need to go
back tothebasics—if thingscould

just be the way they used to be.”
Thisisn'tgoingtohappen. AsJamie
Vollmer, aformer corporateexecu-
tive, writes, “ America has moved
fromthelndustrial Agetothelnfor-
mation Age. People who demand
schoolsgoback tothethreeR’ sfor-
get that today’ s students also need
thethreeT’s: thinking, technology,
and teamwork skills.” Businesses
and employers tell us they want
employeeswho know how to work
inteams; they want employeeswith
communication skills, computer
skills, organizational skills, and
leadership skills. Who is respon-
siblefor teaching these things?

Vollmer showsthat schoolshave
never done a better job. Standard-
ized test scores have never been
higher. Graduationrateshavenever
been higher, and the average 1Q of
junior high school kids is seven
pointshigher thantheir parentsand
14 higher than their grandparents.

We are doing our job. We are
teaching more subjects to higher
levelsin more creative ways than
ever before.

“1 support education, but | don’t
want to pay any more taxes.” |'ve
heard thismany timessincethelo-
cal option budget election amonth
ago, and | can understand this. No
onewantsmoretaxes. Butif youdo
support education, then | assume
you havetalked or written our state
andfederal representativesvoicing
your complaints. If you support
education, | assumeyou havetried
to come up with anew way to fund
education, becauseincreasing prop-
erty taxesisn't working. | assume
youattendedthetownmestingatthe
courthouse a few weeks ago and
asked our state officials what they
aregoing to doto fund education.

If you support education, | as-
sume you were at the last school
board meeting tolend your support
to teachersand school board mem-
berswhohavebeenfacedwithmany
difficult and important decisions.
And | assume that if you support
education, you have called your
children’s teachers to voice your
support and concerns.

My kids deserve the best. Y our
kids, grandkids, every kid — they
deserve ateacher who cares about
them, worriesabout them, wantsthe
very best for them. Every singlepo-
sitionthat hasbeencutisavital part
of our school, but our school board
hadtocut $380,000. | appreciatethe
board’ sdifficult decisions.

What do these cuts mean? Most
districts our size have a haf-time
nurseand ahalf-timecounsel or and
maybeoneand ahalf P.E. teachers.
Since when have we wanted to be
likemost other districts? We' renot
like other districts. For starters, our
county ranksfirstintheentirestate
for number per capitaof completed
suicides, and yet three members of
our crisisteam, thetwo school coun-
selors and the school nurse, have
been reduced to half time.

Who's going to take care of my
son when he gets sick at school or
gets hurt on the playground, and |
can't get thereright away? Who's
going to counsel the kid | find
slumped against the locker who
hates life and thinks no one cares
about him? How are the special
educationteachersgoingtohavethe
timetheir studentsneed and deserve
when their caseloadsincrease?

Reading is one of our school’s
goalsforimprovement, andwehave
toeliminatealibrarian. Who better
to help improve reading than a li-
brarian? How arewe going to pro-
videour studentswith new technol -
ogy? We'realready behind. We' ve
always prided ourselves on setting
the standard — not following.

| don’t havetheanswers— I wish
| did— but | know we need to sup-
port our schoals. It stheoneway to
attract youngfamiliesback to Ober-
lin,familiesliketheDanGrafels, the
Bo Farrs, the Tucker Woolseys. As
former students of mine, | know
they want and expect the best
schoolsfor their children.

We need your support. Twenty-
nineteachersinthisdistricthaveties
to this community; many of those
areDecatur Community Highgrads
or haveaspousetiedto thisarea.

Weareavital part of thiscommu-
nity. We own businesses and em-
ploy others. We farm. We teach
Sunday school and Bible school.
Weserveoncommunity and church
councils. Webelongtocivicgroups
and clubs. We pay taxes. We call
Oberlinhome.

Pleaseask questions. Empathize.
Attendboard meetings. Contact our
staterepresentatives. Support edu-
cation.

BrendaBreth, Oberlin

Wednesday, April 7,2004 THE OBERLIN HERALD 5A

Wagner Ford/Mercury/Toyota
3x21
oh
sent to GDN



