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With 100+ degree temperatures, it’s hard to believe it’s back to school time already. 
But the Big Day is just around the corner. HISD classes start August 24. ROADwomen is 
marking the beginning of the new school year with a special Education Forum meeting. 

We will be joined by HISD School Board president Rhonda Skillern-Jones and member 
Juliet Stipeche, board candidates Ramiro Fonseca (District 3), Jolanda Jones (District 4), 
Ann McCoy (District 4) and Houston Community College trustees Adriana Tamez and Eva 
Loredo. They will discuss the issues facing Houston as it educates its young people and 
those who are returning to education later in life. Those issues will, in a real sense, be on the 
ballot in November, as will all our guests. These are important, if sometimes overlooked, 
elections. Be at the ROADwomen meeting on Tuesday, August 16, so you can cast an 
educated vote on these important education positions.

Also on August 16, bring school supplies for middle school kids in HISD who need 
these supplies. Help a child feel good about starting school with a fresh set of pencils and 
notebooks! Here are some suggested supplies:

Colored pencils
Pencils #2

Ball point pens (blue or black)
Red ink pens
Highlighters

Rulers - standard and metric 
College ruled notebook paper

Loose leaf graph paper
Glue sticks

MEAD composition notebooks
Post it notes (3 inch by 3 inch)

USB Flash drives (4 GB minimum)

BRING WHAT YOU CAN! EVERY PENCIL HELPS!
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Our education system has taught us, over the years, to pay attention to 
progress reports—even, sometimes, when there has been no observable progress.  
This report will suggest some ways and maybe even means to spot progress in the 
hope that if there has been some, we will recognize it.

Our current problem is, of course, our upcoming election for President of 
the United States of America. If you look carefully, you can see it out there, some 
months in the distance. It’s not close enough yet for us to see the dust of its rising, 
but, since we are who we are, we are beginning to have some difficulty with those 
who are stirring up our natural ambient ignorant dust just by moving around. I 
refer, of course, to our current crop of Republican Hopefuls, our difficulty being 
that there are just too damn many of them.

At first, looking back at our last Big Election, we had, it turned out, the Clown 
Car, which was full, of course, of clowns who, often unintentionally, entertained us. 
There was Gov. Goodhair, who couldn’t remember which group he was opposed to—
there were three, but he could only remember two. This time, he’s wearing glasses, 
which, if they help him remember, he ought to peddle. Think of the money he could 
make from just the people who belong to AARP.  Then there was the gentleman who 
was obsessed with the number 9. And the governor of Louisiana, whose mincing 
entrance into the camera’s view before the campaigning ever started stuck to 
him like bayou mud. Two of those gentlemen are still with us (Mr. 9-9-9 having 

faded from view and our 
consciousness), but so many 
other aspirants have signed 
on for 2016 that we have 
already had to trade in the 
Clown Car for the Clown 
Bus. Now, with the advent 
of Donald Trump and his 
ego, we’re having to hire a 
Clown Train.  As he will tell 
you, if you listen, he’s rich, 
so he deserves a Pullman 
car of his own, which Roger 
Ailes will no doubt provide. 

He probably won’t sleep in it, since he has hotels for that (we think), but his hair 
might.

As any European or Asian or South American or resident of any of dozens of 

Muriel Stubbs’ News Update:
Conveyances—A Progress Report
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countries would no doubt be delighted to ask us, what the hell is going on in the 
most powerful country in the world? Are we intentionally making ourselves the 
political laughing stock of the universe, or are we just providing comic relief for a 
world weary of tragedy and hunger and sickness and war?

Just in case there is an answer to those questions, how about this: Think 
about how much money is being spent on forays into American living rooms, dens, 
bedrooms, studies, etc., by candidates who must spend 99% of all of their time 
begging people for money—unless, 
like Trump and a few others, 
they inherited it, or, like Walker 
and Christie and some others 
who aren’t in jail yet, they may 
have extorted it. Could they be 
persuaded to invest a lot of that 
money in education? Think how 
many deserving kids could go to 
college on Jeb Bush’s millions. 
Think of the memorial buildings 
that could be built and used on 
college or even public school 
campuses for classrooms or labs 
or lecture halls. The University 
of Washington campus is full of 
buildings with the names of Bill or Melinda Gates or their relatives. Other states 
need this kind of support, too.  

And if they’re really public-spirited or farsighted or just generous, think 
about how their names will be writ and remembered in stone instead of water, and 
how many generations will honor and thank them even if they’ve not been elected 
to the Presidency. And think how easily that Clown Train could be converted into  
The American Education Hero Train and how many parents and family members  
will be holding up the LittleUns just to see it pass by. And when Trump’s Tower 
is dust and ashes, his building in some city’s Medical Center will still stand 
there, housing the country’s best Medical Center for the Study and Treatment of 
Reproduction and Women’s Health Issues.

And that’s just the Republican side…
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TEACHING: 
The Profession That Isn’t Treated That Way

by Sharon Williams
(more of the same)

First off, let’s stipulate there are bad teachers, just like there are bad lawyers, bad doctors, bad cops, bad 
store clerks and bad pretty much anything elses. But let’s also stipulate that most lawyers, doctors, cops, 
store clerks, and yes, teachers, are professional, dedicated people who strive to do good work.

Problem is there are too many people in this world who don’t quite see it that way. Those people want to 
punish teachers who can’t turn every child into an academic whiz, no matter that the child goes hungry 
at home (if he has one), has not a book to call his own, and perhaps a parent or two in prison. Why, if the 
teacher just taught better, the kid would end up at Harvard.  Oh, please.

Teaching is hard work, doesn’t pay all that well, and sets one up to be the punching bag for everything that’s 
wrong in education today. Why would anyone want to do it if they didn’t care about helping children?

But to hear certain “education reformers” talk, you’d think most teachers are just in it for the cushy hours 
and the easy paycheck.  People like Michelle Rhee, who thought a couple of years as a Teach for America 
recruit made her the country’s leading education expert, or Campbell Brown, a former television anchor 
whose own children go to private school, or New Jersey Governor Chris Christie, who wants to punch 
teachers in the face (He actually said that. You can look it up.) get in the media and drone on about how 
teachers don’t care about their students. 

That’s poppycock and anyone with, as my mother used to say, a lick of sense knows it’s poppycock.  So why 
the movement, the very well-funded movement, to destroy the teaching profession? I have a theory, which I 
wrote about in the March 2011 edition of the Register.  It still holds true so we’re reprinting it in its entirety 
with a new addendum. 

At least three quarters of all American K-12 teachers are female. One 2005 study said the more accurate 
figure was 82%.  And the younger a teacher is, the more likely she is to be female. Could that be a factor in 
the current vilification of America’s teaching force?

Teachers are required to have a minimum of a bachelor’s degree; most have advanced degrees.  But while 
we call teaching a profession, teachers’ working conditions are actually more like factory workers’ than 
professionals’.  

Teachers’ schedules are tightly controlled. Some schools even require teachers to punch a time clock.  
Their personal freedom during the workday is severely restricted.  Do you know a teacher who can take a 
long lunch to, say, celebrate her birthday with friends?  Chances are much better that she’ll be spending that 
lunch (half) hour supervising the cafeteria to make sure her middle school students don’t get carried away by 
raging hormones.  And that may well be followed by hall duty.  Imagine a chemical engineer being forced 
to stand by his office door periodically to make sure the hall traffic is flowing smoothly.  The phrase “I went 
four years to college for this?!” comes to mind.  Even within the classroom, where the teacher was once the 
final arbiter of all things involving learning and discipline, today’s teacher finds her lesson plans perused by 
a principal (still more likely a male than a female) who may be more familiar with an athletic field than a 
classroom and have her disciplinary practices criticized by parents who think their rowdy children are perfect 
angels. Is it any wonder teachers join unions?

Unions have helped teachers reach a modest middle class salary with adequate benefits and decent 
retirement pensions.  Now, all that is under fire.  
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August 18th Meeting—RSVP NOW!
Focus on Education

Candidates for HISD and HCC Boards of Trustees
Tuesday, August 18, 2015; refreshments at 5:30 p.m.; meeting at 6:00 p.m.

Where: St. Stephen’s Parish Hall
1805 W. Alabama

Refreshments: Enjoy!

Want to see your ROADwomen Register in FULL Color each month?  
Get your Register on-line.  It’s really pretty...

and saves ROADwomen money, too!

(continued on page 6)

Teachers are overpaid, they say.  In Texas, which, perhaps surprisingly, has one of the better records for teacher pay 
when judged against the cost of living, the average experienced teacher makes just under $42,000 a year. Interestingly, 
the salaries of teachers in Wisconsin (which has been in the news a bit of late) are about the same as those in Texas.  
According to one study, Texas teacher salaries rank 7th on the comfort index, that is, how well someone can live on 
a specified salary, while Wisconsin teacher salaries, thanks to a higher cost of living, rank only 28th.  How does that 
make teachers overpaid?

The median income for Americans with a bachelor’s degree or more is around $50,000 a year (it’s $55,000 if you 
only look at men).  Based on the norm, teachers are, if anything, underpaid.  But if you only use the figures for women 
with a bachelor’s degree or higher, the median income drops to $35,000 a year. And voilá, teachers suddenly become 
statistically “overpaid.” It seems the only way to say that teachers make too much money is to compare teachers’ 
earnings to those of other FEMALE workers.  

My guess is that if more teachers were male, we wouldn’t be hearing about teachers living high on the taxpayer 
hog.  Consider, as anecdotal evidence, the punditocracy’s hue and cry when taxes were going to go up on those making 
over $250,000 a year. How could we possibly expect someone to raise a family on only $250,000 a year?  I’m pretty 
sure there’s not a teacher in this country who wouldn’t be happy to try. But of course, the families these sages were 
visualizing were, no doubt, headed by a man.  

In the last few years, teachers have been painted as incompetent, as lazy, as uncaring, as the only reason our schools 
are “failing.” Anyone with the mental capacity of an ant knows that is poppycock. You know it. I know it. Chris 
Christie knows it. I bet even Rick Perry knows it. But teachers make an easy target, in large measure, because they are 
perceived to be docile, easily-manipulated WOMEN.  

I just finished reading Diane Ravitch’s new book The Death and Life of the Great American School System: How 
Testing and Choice Are Undermining Education. The author, a product of the Houston public schools, makes a strong 
case against the data obsession currently in vogue in education circles, but she also spends some time talking about how 
foundations funded by some really rich businessmen are increasingly controlling public education in the United States.  
Billionaires like Bill Gates and Eli Broad have given millions of dollars to American schools, but with heavy strings 
attached.  

One example Ravitch cites is from San Diego.  In 1998, the local school board fired a female African-American 
superintendent from a district that had built a national reputation for innovation and reform. The reason for her 
dismissal was pressure from the powerful business community that said she had capitulated to the teachers’ union 
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in contract negotiations. In her place, the school board hired Alan Bersin, a federal prosecutor with a stellar political 
pedigree but no experience in education. The teachers’ union (and thus the teaching staff) were excluded from the 

selection process. That exclusion would become standard operating 
procedure. Bersin hired, as his assistant, Anthony Alvarado, an 
administrator from New York City, who initiated what was known as 
the Blueprint using the Balanced Literacy method of teaching. Teachers 
were required to use the Balanced Literacy teaching method and no 
other. Centralized decision-making was the norm. Collaboration with 
teachers was dead. Classroom aides were fired to free up money to fund 
the Blueprint. Even those teachers who supported the Balanced Literacy 
method felt they no longer had a voice. The administration brooked no 
dissent. Two men, only one of whom had any educational experience, 
were dictatorial in telling the mostly female professional teaching staff not 
just what to teach but how to teach it. In one school year (2002-2003), a 
thousand teachers took early retirement.  

What does this have to do with Bill Gates and Eli Broad and other 
deep-pocketed philanthropists?  The Gates and Broad Foundations, along 
with the Hewlett Foundation and the Carnegie Corporation of New York, 
gave the San Diego school district $50 million that it could use ONLY if 
Bersin and Alvarado remained in charge.

The big money did not listen to the professionals. It listened to the 
non-educators. The San Diego business community was sure they knew 
more about teaching kids than those who had spent their whole lives 
teaching kids.

San Diego got a lot of good press during Bersin’s tenure as the center 
of the kind of educational reform that would almost magically turn student 
achievement around.

When long-range studies were completed after Bersin and Alvarado 
were finally shown the schoolhouse door, they showed some modest gains 
in reading and math scores in the San Diego schools. One big problem: the 
gains were miniscule when compared to the gains in the rest of California.  

And would you care to guess who was blamed for the lack of 
spectacular progress? The teachers, of course. One valedictory report, 
prepared by the conservative American Enterprise Institute, said the 

Blueprint failed because of “the intransigence of the teachers’ union.”  
Apparently the men who determined they knew more about education than the educators thought a bunch of 

teachers would just bend to their patronizing dictatorship and all would be right with the world.  
San Diego is not an isolated example. Think about everything you hear every day from the business community, the 

media, and the politicians about “educational reform” and you’ll hear echoes of San Diego.  
Many of today’s school superintendents come not from the education profession, but from law, politics, or business. 

In fact, Eli Broad, the billionaire Los Angeles real estate mogul, has funded a “school for superintendents,” designed 
specifically to train mostly non-traditional school leaders (AKA non-educators) for jobs at the highest levels of our 
school systems. Needless to say, the student-superintendents get a full dose of Mr. Broad’s ideas for school reform, 
which include the usual conservative, privatization nonsense. More and more school systems are opting for this kind 
of superintendent (from Broad’s training program or not). In 2011, then-Mayor Michael Bloomberg appointed Cathie 
Black, a magazine publisher who had no education experience, as New York City’s school chancellor. Her primary 
deputy was a graduate of Broad’s academy.

 And so the beat goes on: My guess is the businessmen and politicians, who consider themselves the be-all and end-
all of “school reform,” would never consider telling a surgeon how to perform a heart transplant or an engineer how to 
build a bridge that won’t collapse. 

In fact, I can think of no other profession that would be treated even remotely the way teachers are routinely treated 
in 21st Century America.  

Oh, wait, maybe I can…nursing—the only other profession that is mostly female.

(continued from page 5)

(continued on page 8)
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(continued from page 6)

ADDENDUM—AUGUST 2015: 
The latest tactic of the “education reform” crowd is to bring down teacher tenure.  Running more on emotion 
than facts, the reformers seem to think that once one has a teaching position, one is set for life.  That’s not how 
teacher tenure works (at least not at the public school level). Maybe it’s the word “tenure” that throws them. After a 
probationary period (usually two to three years) when a teacher can be dismissed for any reason (including, I suppose, 
that the principal just didn’t like her), “tenure” (or as it is known in Texas “continuing contracts”) sets in.  At that 
point, the teacher gains only the right to due process, not permanent employment.  A teacher in Texas (and most 
everywhere else) can be fired for good cause, as defined in law as “failure to meet the accepted standards of conduct 
for the profession as generally recognized and applied in similarly situated districts.” So if a bad teacher continues to 
teach, look to the principal or supervisor who just didn’t want to go to the trouble of due process.

This policy is designed so that teachers cannot be fired for personal or political reasons. Without tenure, a liberal 
leaning, pro-choice teacher could be fired by a conservative, pro-life principal not because the teacher brought politics 
into the classroom (that, indeed, could lead to a good cause dismissal), but because the principal simply didn’t like the 
teacher’s personal politics.

The most famous teacher tenure case is now being appealed in California. This is the 2014 case in which a Los Angeles 
County Judge struck down the state’s tenure law based on the complaints of four students, one parent and some well-
funded experts that four of the district’s teachers were “ineffective,”  with the implication they should be fired.

It should probably be noted that three of the four teachers, deemed so “ineffective” that a long-standing state law 
had to be overturned, had received or been nominated for teaching honors, including one who was the prior year’s 
Pasadena, CA, Teacher of the Year.  The fourth was a highly-praised temporary instructor not even covered by the 
tenure law.

Just think about that for a minute.  


