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Teachers don'’t
deserve blame

By Brent McKim
Special to The Courier-Journal

Courier-Journal  inter-

view with Kentucky Com-
missioner of Education Dr.
Terry Holliday, and I felt it
would be helpful to share
some information related to
our JCPS priority schools.

Improving student suc-
cess is a core mission of the
Jefferson County Teachers
Association  (JCTA). As
teachers, we chose our pro-
fession in order
to make a dif-
ference for
children. We
believe every
student in our
Jefferson
County Public
Schools de-
servestogotoa
great  school
where success
for all is the norm, and we
clearly have far to go to real-
ize this vision for all our
learners, particularly in our
priority schools.

Many factors impact stu-
dent learning. Effective
teaching is a key in-school
factor and our teachers are
absolutely and truly deter-
mined to keep exploring
strategies that hold promise
for helping all students suc-
ceed. And JCTA is strongly
committed to helping our
members achieve this goal of
success for every child.

Dr. Holliday suggested
enhanced compensation and
expanded instructional time
at priority schools might be
helpful. JCTA has consis-
tently indicated we are open
to these concepts at our pri-
ority schools. Indeed, JCTA
has shown leadership in col-
laboratively developing
many proactive agreements
with the district toaccommo-
date the needs of our schools.
However, despite efforts by
JCTA and our members in
priority schools to discuss
these and other potentially
promising improvement
strategies, little meaningful
dialogue has occurred.

When discussing priority
schools, I frequently encoun-
ter citizens that believe our
contract “is the problem.” I
always ask these individuals
if they are aware that each
school site can vote to modify
our contract to meet its
needs and that this happens
in dozens of buildings, if not
hundreds, every year. For
example, teachers at many
schoolshave chosen torepur-
pose their planning time for
professional development,
professional learning com-
munities, and student inter-
ventions. At JCTA, we are
proud of this empowerment
of educators to make
changes necessary to im-
prove student success; how-
ever, I have yet to meet any-
one in our community who is
aware of the flexibility that
schools have within our labor
agreement.

Commissioner Holliday
also discussed staffing our
priority schools.

Fourteen of our 18 priority
schools chose the restaffing
model from among the four
state-mandated options. In
this model every teacher in
the building was overstaffed
and had to interview with the
principal in order toreturnto
the building. The principals
asked every teacher if they
would commit to the efforts
that would be needed as part
of their school’s improve-
ment plan. In this process the
principals were required by
the state-mandated restaff-
ing model to start the next
school year with a staff that
included at least S0 percent
of the teachers who were
new to the building.

I recently watched The

It is very important to un-
derstand that the 50 percent
new teacher requirement
was a minimum. The maxi-
mum could have been 100 per-
cent. In other words, these
principals did not have to ac-
cept ANY teachers back into
the building unless the prin-
cipal felt the teacher was
committed and well-suited to
help the school improve.

JCTA even negotiated an
agreement with JCPS to ex-
tend this screening authority
for priority school principals
for as long as these schools
remain in priority school sta-
tus. This means that these
principals continue to screen
all candidates wishing to
work in their buildings. Prin-
cipals do not have to accept
any teacher if they believe
better candidates are avail-
able. Therefore, every teach-
er in our persistently low-
achieving schools has com-
mitted to the work being done
there. As I visit our priority
schools, this commitment is
clearly visible. I see teachers
going above and beyond, will-
ingly, every single day.

The commissioner also
discussed teacher effective-
ness. Inthisregard, JCTA ini-
tiated a partnership with
JCPS three years ago to de-
sign a new comprehensive
teacher effectiveness sys-
tem that will promote and
support continuous improve-
ment of all teachers in JCPS.
We are now engaged in this
collaborative work through a
joint design committee con-
sisting of five teachers and
five administrators. We be-
lieve this work has the poten-
tial to make a greater differ-
encein teacher effectiveness
than any other single effort
undertaken in JCPS in the
past 25 years.

I cannot close without say-
ing that we are very dis-
turbed by Dr. Holliday’s char-
acterization of our teachers’
work as “academic geno-
cide.” This implies intent to
harm. This implication is bla-
tantly false and offensive to
both teacher and students in
our priority schools.

These teachers are work-
ing to keep all students mov-
ing forward, in schools where
up to 40 percent of their stu-
dents miss at least one month
of school each year.

These teachers are strug-
gling, often with very limited
success, to engage parents by
holding meetings in neigh-
borhoods where families
live, offering free food paid
for out of their own pockets,
and working through their
schools to offer transporta-
tion for parents to attend
meetings and conferences. In
short, the teachers in our pri-
ority schools are working
their hearts out to help kids
succeed every single day.

They may not have all the
answers for how to reach ev-
ery learner, but they never
stop trying, and those with
whom I have spoken took Dr.
Holliday’s comments very
personally. They felt like
they were being accused of
intentionally not doing the
right thing for kids, or even
intentionally trying to do
harm. I can’t begin to tell you
how disturbing and demor-
alizing this has been for the
teachers and the students in
these schools, who are the
most in need of support.

Dr. Holliday may have
been trying to get the com-
munity’s attention by using
such a shocking phrase, but
many of those teaching and
learning in these schools feel
like they have been slapped
in the face in order for the
commissioner to do so.

Brent McKim is president of the
Jefferson County Teachers Associa-
tion.
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