A HURRICANE OF NEGLECT IN PUBLIC EDUCATION

For years, experts have bleated their warnings of preparation and evacuation to vulnerable residents within cones of probability for hurricane landfalls.  By and large, their warnings have fallen on deaf, but lucky ears.  The hurricanes wobbled away or weakened.   

On August 27, 2005, Max Mayfield, director of the National Hurricane Center took the unusual step of phoning New Orleans Mayor Ray Nagin to warn him of imminent destruction and human tragedy.  Katrina didn't wobble or weaken, she was the bullet we wouldn't dodge.  Shortly after Hurricane Katrina tore through New Orleans and communications were restored, Americans stared in horror at the unspeakable, unimaginable misery of those who were most socioeconomically vulnerable, the struggling poor of New Orleans depressed neighborhoods.

Our President stayed on vacation.  The Department of Homeland Security couldn't decide if the destruction of an entire city was a matter of national significance.  FEMA told rescue workers not to respond to calls for help unless they came through "proper channels," turned away relief trucks filled with fuel and food, and cut communications lines.  

Today, a parallel tragedy is unfolding, with similar governmental malaise characterizing the situation:

By my informal surveying of coastal counties from Pinellas County down around Collier, Monroe, and on up to Duval, Miami-Dade County sticks out as the 2nd lowest in beginning teacher salaries yet one of the top 2 highest in cost of living counties.

The result of this impoverished salary situation is a well-known exodus of teachers from Miami-Dade to Broward & Palm Beach (to earn $4,000 more) and Monroe & Collier ($6,000 more).  Anywhere but Miami-Dade, where the salaries are the lowest, but the indices of professional stress are highest (highest Limited English Proficiency, poverty levels, drop-out rates, and crime incidents).

Yes, there are many good teachers remaining in Miami-Dade.  I work to remain one of them.  But the existing financial landscape creates a gradient with the terrain of teacher quality sloping away.  Eager, ambitious, hardworking teachers, those who believe in the fundamental qualities that built America - that if you work hard, you will be rewarded - the qualities that we hope our children will learn through these surrogate parents we employ as school personnel - these teachers are packing up and moving on to practice what they preach.  

This financially sloped terrain does not attract sufficient number of high-qualified and charactered new teachers to replace the departed.  

The bias is toward complacency, surrender, laissez-faire defeatism.

Toward the shrugged shoulder, don't give a d#$% "good enough."

But it's not good, and it's not enough.   

Because the victims, once again, are the most socioeconomically sensitive members of our community - those who can't afford private schools or to live in the 7 digit property value districts that effectively segregate our community into the fair-skinned "haves" and the darker skinned "have-nots."

The very ones who desperately need an educational edge, an escape route out of the poverty/violence perpetuating cycle, are being relegated to a future of minimal functionality - minimal skills, menial jobs, perpetual financial enslavement. 

Once again, the experts, the teachers in the trenches, cry out like prophets in the desert that an imminent disaster is bearing down on us.  

That the sharpest and most marketable teachers are "going north" (as their teachers' union UTD president Karen Aronowitz admonished them to do).

And once again, the governmental authorities are on vacation.  They have turned their charge of educational leadership into an arena of politicking and personal gain.  Our school district has become monstrously impersonal, blindly focusing on the FCAT and making policy and financial decisions on the basis of this marginally basic test.  They choose to keep the salaries of teachers low because low functioning teachers are "good enough" to follow FCAT curriculum scripts.  They choose to allow the eager, motivated, ambitious teachers to pull out and find better markets.  

They have forgotten about everything in education but tweaking the state's school grade formula based on a minimum competency test.

Once again, elected officials wring their hands and make excuses while neighboring counties with the same demographics and legislative impositions find ways to not only raise salaries for experience but adjust for cost of living.

And our poorest children are left with "fill-in" teachers who themselves cannot pass FCAT level math, write coherent sentences (even for their job interviews), or speak acceptable English.

Our schools are gradually populating with replacement teachers who can't make a living elsewhere, have failed bar and board exams, or were unprofitable in business.  Who don't see a problem with earning wages/benefits half the amount of other public servants.  Who don't mind living at poverty levels.

Are these the kind of people you want determining the character and aspirations of our children in Miami-Dade?  Your children?  Your future employees?

I've been writing about this for years - the impending teacher shortage, the increasing exodus for financial reasons.  

There is a storm coming.  It will be the storm of the Return On Investment - ROI - (or, in this case, lack of investment) - Hurricane ROI - a Hurricane of Neglect.  

It's costing us $6 billion a year in misplaced School Board budget priorities.  

The final cost will be hundreds of billion of dollars lost through continued misplaced spending, lost wages (to on-the-job RE-education), lost productivity, lost business and investment, and an eroded tax-base.

Miami-Dade County will culminate its slide to become the New Orleans of Neglected Public Education.

If we don't do something today, Americans will very soon stare in horror at the unspeakable, unimaginable misery of those who were most socioeconomically vulnerable, the struggling poor of Miami's depressed neighborhoods left to fend for themselves.

What you can do:

1) Contact your school board members.  The Board Members may be reached by phone at (305) 995-1334 or by fax at (305) 995-1572.  Their email addresses may be obtained from this web page: http://www2.dadeschools.net/schoolboard/bdmembers.htm 

Urge them to make the funds available immediately to implement Rudy Crew's proposed $40,000 starting salary for new teachers.  This is mandatory to attract decent replacement teachers who are currently being won by Monroe and Collier (both at $40,000).  Do not accept their cries and hand wringings.  

They work for you.  

They are currently voting to spend this money on programs, un-used technology, and software rather than teachers.  Computers don't teach children to dream and solve problems, expert teachers do.  Numerous studies have shown that the expenditure on educational technology is not cost effective (see Stanford's "Oversold and Underused: Computers in the Classroom") - teachers are inadequately trained and lack time to sufficiently utilize the technology. Furthermore, where usage occurs, there is insufficient increase in student achievement.  Yet we pour hundreds of millions of dollars into our department of technology (that was investigated recently for fraud).  

Let's commit to funding high quality teachers in the classroom, give them some chalk, adequate preparation time and disciplinary support and watch the learning gains. 

2) Tell the school board "no more administrative raises" unless they are tied to equal raises for teachers and the educational support personnel.  Our school board just passed a slew of 9% raises for their downtown personnel (people who haven't talked to a student in a classroom in years, if ever).  Some of these raises were over $50,000 for people who never come in contact with your children.

3) Tell the school board to replace the impoverished salary proposal tendered by the anemic teachers' union with a real offering.  Remind the school board that they cannot take their cues from the teachers' union

(UTD).  It is the school board's responsibility create and maintain high quality education through attracting expert educators.  It is not UTD's mission.  The union's mission is to defend it's teachers in a cost effective manner (it so happens that packages that attract mediocre teachers are more profitable to unions than those that attract high quality professionals.  Mediocre teachers pay for protection). 

4) Tell the school board, at the very least, to stop DECREASING the millage for local contributions to our budget.  We are losing tens of millions of dollars of revenue from our school system because they chose to decrease the millage from 0.217 to 0.175 (the law allows for 0.250).  Florida Statute 1001.42 makes it very clear that this is their duty "...fix the district school tax levy...found necessary to carry on the school program..."  

Our school board members are playing politics with their position, trying to parlay it into a springboard to higher levels of political office.  This is not the purpose of their position.  Their budgetary decisions are resulting in a weakening of the public education with which they are charged to protect and further.  Direct them to earmark this additional funds for salaries of school-site employees ONLY.

5) Tell the school board to honor the spirit of Florida Statute 1012.22 which directs them to establish a "salary schedule [that]...must consider prior professional experience..." - in other words, that includes an automatic pay increase from year to year (step increase) to recognize another year of professional growth.  

Currently we waste tremendous amounts of school board/district and union resources arguing over what is statutorily expected and what most other counties deliver without question - an automatic annual salary increase for experience.  Let's save the time and resources and put them into other questions of improving quality, evolving curriculum, and providing professional development.

6) Tell the school board to establish a community populated committee to study the financial situation and economic needs of school employees in Miami-Dade County as directed in Florida Statute 1012.22 "In developing the salary schedule, the district school board shall seek input from parents, teachers, and representatives of the business community."  It's time for the citizens of Miami-Dade to take an active look at the budget priorities of our school board.

7) Tell the school board to investigate a short-term penny-tax to establish an educational trust to be shared by the local public education institutions - Miami-Dade County Public Schools, Miami-Dade College, and Florida International University.  Ensure that this be divided between salaries of the educators (and their support staff) and the development of a career curriculum that would dovetail from primary, middle, secondary and post-secondary to provide tailor-made career and vocational training fit for our community's resources and business potential.

8) Tell the school board to investigate the implementation of an impact fee from developers involved in the "condo-conversion" wave sweeping South Florida - apparently a loop-hole under current tax law has missed this portion of the potential tax-base though it produces stress on the educational system.

9) Tell the school board to hire an educational budgetary consulting firm like Memphis, Tennessee did.  After finding underwriting for all but $75,000 of the hefty price tag, Tallahassee based MGT of America found $114 million in poorly spent monies in the Memphis district.  Scaling this same effect up to MDCPS, we could expect the recovery of $800 million.  UNC, Chapel Hill Health Care System did the same thing and saw a 1.5% savings.  Equivalent savings in MDCPS would more than compensate for the lost District Cost Differential (the current scape-goat for our districts failure to provide adequate salaries for their frontline workers).

10) Take an active role in your community's budgetary decision making - each school has a school advisory council which must be made up of more members of the community than of the school - YOU.  We need your participation in ensuring that the local school budgets are being spent wisely and carefully.

11) Come out to the School Board meetings on the 2nd Wednesday of each month (see http://www2.dadeschools.net/schoolboard/default.asp for the exact dates).  Take advantage of the opportunity to speak at the microphone at 5 PM.  

12) Contact me and I will be happy to assist you in facilitating further action.  My email address is sbeightol@dadeschools.net 

Regards,

Shawn Beightol, M.S.Ed.

Chemistry Teacher, Krop High

Candidate for UTD President

www.shawnbeightol.com 
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