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Chapter 9



End Stupid



tupid may sound like a harsh term, but some of the policies enacted on federal and state levels bear an awful strong resemblance to it. Let’s start by looking at our government’s, since they are the ones responsible for much of our undoing. Our Fore Fathers didn’t place a clause in the Constitution regarding Education. Infact, education is not even an enumerated power given to the federal government. Education, along with a lot of other services were supposed to be powers left to the states.1 This is clearly stated in the tenth amendment: “Powers not delegated by the Constitution…are reserved to the States.” The federal government became interested in education under President Lyndon Bullshit Johnson, sorry, I mean Baines. Don’t judge me, this is a guy who whipped out his penis to some reporters. Lyndon, who was busy getting some legislation passed for African Americans, decided to push a bill through congress as part of his “War on Poverty” crusade called the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) in 1965. The ESEA bill was primarily passed to grant supple mental income (not support) to school districts in poor neighborhoods. It did this by helping to pay for textbooks, 1 http://tenthamendmentcenter.com
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libraries, teacher training, and new BMW’s for the superintendents. This was not a ‘filler’ income but rather something on top of what the districts were already getting from the state and local government. Civil Rights became front and center in the 1960’s. President Johnson saw the disparity between impoverished school districts and rich ones, and he wanted to help balance the scales. Instead of passing legislation to force states to take a look at where the money was being spent, President Johnson decided that Uncle Sam would come to the rescue and he would be the greatest president ever; and then Vietnam happened and he decided not to run again anyway. The money was distributed to state governments with a large part of the funds determined by population and wealth. The state governments distributed the funds to the schools and the schools were supposed to use those funds to enrich education.2 Of course, we all know what happens when you give free money away to bureaucrats. Some schools got enrichment and some administrators just got rich. Later, President Jimmy Carter wanted the United States to start competing globally in higher education. Maybe it was to draw in more people to our beloved country, or maybe he just really wanted that elusive Italian Gelato recipe. What ever the case, in October of 1979, Carter signed into law the Department of Education Organization Act and it began operating May 4, 1980. It was created to 2 https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2015/04/how-education-policy-went-astray/390210/
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come up with more policies and procedures that would make sure that there was “equal access” to education for every student, as well as to improve the educational field in general. Basically, they wanted all students to become smarter and to get a fair shake. They would enforce this by distributing funds to the districts around the country while dictating which areas would receive the most funding. Poor neighborhoods = more $. So how much is all this brain food costing us? The Department of Education and its 5000 employees cost the taxpayers about 67 billion dollars a year. This money accounts for about 12% of the total amount of money that the U.S. spends on education. As a country, we spend about 550 billion dollars a year on education for an average of about $10,650 per pupil. Of course, that’s an average, with some states spending a lot less and other states spending much more.3 Let’s go back to the 67 billion dollars. Remember, this money is not supposed to be used to make up budget shortfalls. It’s supposed to be used for new programs, to help train teachers and to increase student learning. The emphasis really is on poor neighborhoods and Title 1 schools. Eighty billion isn’t chump change so, of course, all that money and effort has equated to awesome results, right? Let’s look at how effective the Department of Education has been. If you combine national math and reading scores before the department was created in 1980, we were averaging 304 points out of 500. Now, I’m not a math 3 http://atlas.newamerica.org/school-finance
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teacher but that’s barely a 60% average.4 I know some of you are taking out your calculators so it’s actually 60.8%. Almost an ‘F’ by traditional standards. Okay, so maybe Johnson and Carter were right to help out. Let’s see the huge jump we’ve made. “Tell ’em Johnny.” By 2012 we averaged 306 out of 500; a 2-point jump. Calculator people, our new average is 61.2%. That is an increase of .4%, since 1980.5 Don’t even get me started on science. We’ve actually decreased in science. If you remove post-secondary education (college) spending from their budget, the Department of Education has spent $868,637,000,000 since its inception. That’s almost 869 billion dollars.5 The most expensive year was 2009 when the Obama administration spent over $118 billion on just primary education. These numbers don’t even include what we spend on college education disbursement, nor does it include the money it takes just to run the department. Last year, almost 7 billion dollars was used to run just the agency.5 Let’s say that you’ve been feeling a little tired lately, so you decide to see the doctor. You have a $10,000 deductible, so you tell the doctor that you just want to take it easy on the expense, but you’d like to find the cause of your illness. They start off just doing some blood work and some medication. That doesn’t work, so you go back for more. Now, they do a $1,000 MRI scan, and the results come back saying your ‘normal’. The doctor does more 4 https://www.oecd.org/edu/EAG2014-Indicator%20B1%20.pdf 5 https://www.oecd.org/edu/EAG2014-Indicator%20B1%20.pdf



Derek Stooks • 2 8 7



test and now orders a $3000 CAT scan. Again, everything comes back normal. Then the doctor tells you that they want to go ahead and schedule an exploratory surgery for you because you’re still feeling tired and they can’t figure out the cause. Is there some point in this scenario in which you would just stop spending the money on the doctor? Then, let’s say, a friend (for free) points out that it’s probably stress. You agree and you invest $10 a month on a gym membership, buy a new dog, a new wardrobe, go out on some dates, start meditation (not medication) and you go to a good hypnotherapist. After a few sessions you find out it’s all because your mom called you a S.O.B. when you were younger and told you that you’d never amount to much in life because you’re lazy. Whew! My point is that our country spends more on education every year then our defense budget and our scores have increased .4 percent. You see the ‘point’ before the four right? That’s less than half of one percent. If we are spending all this money on education, and we aren’t growing our scores, then what are we doing wrong and why do we keep funneling money into a sinking ship? Today the federal government’s contribution accounts for 12% of the school’s annual budget.6 Did you catch that? Now it’s actually included as part of the school’s annual income. Before it was only to be used on top of the school’s income. Unfortunately, now they desperately depend on it in order to meet their inflated budgets. This is mindboggling since the actual creation of the Department of Education, along with its distribution of funds, flies right 6 https://www.oecd.org/edu/EAG2014-Indicator%20B1%20.pdf
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in the face of the Constitution and the limits it places on government over-reach. Oh well, screw the framers, let’s keep it fed. The rest of the money we are spending comes from the states and counties that your school is located in. The state government accounts for about 44% of the money spent on education. They get their money through property taxes as well as state and local sales tax. They distribute the money to the schools based mainly on student population. Other factors include Special Education students, economic status of the community, as well as accounting for the kids who don’t speak English. We’ll get to them later. The 44% of the money that comes from the local county or city taxes is mostly from property taxes. However, this has its disparities. For example, let’s say you live in Phoenix, Arizona (my home town). If you live near Central Avenue and Bethany Home Road, you are probably upper middle class. You probably live in a nice house with a big yard, and this means you will probably pay a lot in property taxes. Therefore, the schools in your neighborhood are going to be getting more money than schools located around Camelback Road and 16th Street. That’s one of the poorest neighborhoods, and because the property taxes are lower there, schools in that area don’t get as much. Also, the richer districts pay less local taxes because they are paying more in property taxes. So, not only do the poorer neighborhoods collect less money, their taxes are higher. Politics at work.7 7 https://www.newamerica.org/education-policy/policy-explainers/earlyed-prek-12/school-funding/local-funding/
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Of course, more money means better facilities, better textbooks, higher pay for teachers, etc. Now, the state and federal government have recognized this disparity, so they try to make up for the differences in these budgets in order for the scales to be balanced fairly. That’s really what LBJ was trying to do, he was trying to balance the scales fairly. However, the way they do this confuses me. Why didn’t they just pass legislation that says all schools get the same amount of money, regardless of where they are located? To me it makes better sense to use the number of students in a school as a measure of how much to give to their budget. This way, no matter whether they are dirt poor or Paris Hilton rich, the school gets the same amount per pupil. A school with 400 kids in a poor neighborhood would be just as nice as a school with 400 kids in a rich neighborhood. Somehow this simple logic has gotten lost in America. I’m going to prove to you right now that providing a better education is not all about how much money you spend, as our local school board and the politicians would like you to think. The state that spends the most on education is New York at $19,818 per student.8 I want to put this into perspective for you. If I’m a teacher in New York and I average 35 kids per class, this means I’m bringing in $693,630 in the budget for my school district for each class. New York pays their teachers on average $55,000 a year. So, where’s the rest of the $583,630 going? And remember, I’m just one teacher. 8 http://www.governing.com/gov-data/education-data/state-educationspending-per-pupil-data.html
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The state that spends the least amount on education is Utah. They spend $6,555 per student.8 That’s 67% less than New York does, or a savings of over $13,000 per student! If I’m a teacher in Utah and I average 35 kids per class, I’m bringing in $229,425 in the budget for my school, per class. Holy crap! Well, New York certainly must be kicking Utah’s ass on state scoring, right? Okay, let’s take a look at the data. Utah 8th graders scored a 286 on their math test and a 269 on their reading test. Both those scores are higher than the national average. New York students scored a 280 on math and a 263 on reading. Their reading scores are below the national average and their math scores are about the same as the national average.9 Utah, the state that spends the least amount on their students, scored better than New York, the state that spends the most. Still think that providing a better education is all about spending more money? Remember Special Education? You’d think that a Special Ed teacher would make more than a traditional teacher, right? I mean, obviously, it takes special training and skill to deal with that unique portion of our population that have greater educational challenges. Ironically, on average, a Special Education teacher makes less than a General Edu cation teacher.10 Additionally, primary education teachers make a lot less than secondary education teachers. This is amusing to me because, arguably, a child’s ability to pro cess and retain new information goes down every year after they turn nine years old. So, why aren’t we paying those teachers more money? 9 https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/states/ 10 http://www.payscale.com/research/US/All_K-12_Teachers/Salary
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My last crusade, before I explain my take on how to fix the system, involves graduation rates and Special Education. In total, Special Ed students make up about 13% of the school’s population. Last year we were quite proud of ourselves as we graduated around 82% of the high school student body, including the Special Ed students. Of course, that also includes a huge number who just received their GED.11 If you only look at Special Education students, their graduation rate is about 62%.11 If you remove their number from the general population, the graduation rate of General Education kids creeps up to 85%. I mention this because a lot of my colleagues think that Special Education significantly drops a school’s overall graduation rate when their numbers are included in our data. However, it really doesn’t. It only drops it by about 3%, give or take. We are one of the only countries in the world that counts Special Education services into our national data. If you look right now, Portugal has the highest graduation rate yet they spend $9,000 per student. We are ranked #20 if you take out Special Education, yet we spend more than Portugal.12 This is further evidence that more money doesn’t equate to higher scores. Of course, graduation rates are arbitrary since any country can come up with their own criteria to graduate. Maybe in Portugal all you have to do is be able to play soccer, I don’t 11 https://www.ed.gov/news/press-releases/us-high-school-graduationrate-hits-new-record-high-0 12 http://www.aneki.com/oecd_countries_high_school_graduation_ rates.html



292 •



The Devil’s Name is George



know. Here in the U.S. you have to have a ‘D’ or better in your classes and you are supposed to have a proficiency (passing grade—60% or higher) score on a state certified test. Which brings me to a conundrum. If a student has to pass the state exam with at least 60% in order to graduate, then how are we graduating 82% of our school population? Especially when only 26% have passed the math test and only 38% passed the reading test?13 Considering that they have to pass both to graduate, it makes you wonder, who’s cooking the books? The answer is easy; we keep dropping the requirements to pass. Can you imagine if our country really held the students to actually pass both the national reading and math test? We’d be almost dead last in the world at 26%. Want to hear something really embarrassing? If you take all of the 34 OECD countries and compare what they spend per student, the United States is second, behind Switzerland.14 Now let’s compare our test scores in reading, science and math against the other thirty-three countries. In reading we rank seventeenth. In science we rank twentieth. Last and actually least, in math we rank twenty-seventh.15 Need more? The country of Korea spends just a little over half per student compared to the United States. That’s a savings of almost $7,000 per student. If you multiply those savings ($7,000) times the 50.4 million k-12 students in the United 13 https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/subjectareas.aspx 14 https://www.oecd.org/edu/EAG2014-Indicator%20B1%20.pdf 15 https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=1
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States, we could be saving just shy of $353,000,000,000 dollars on our education system, per year. That’s billions with a “B”. Oh c’mon, surely we’re kicking their ass in test scores right. Short answer, no. In all three test categories they score significantly better than us. In fact they kick our butts.16 “USA! USA! USA!” What are we doing so wrong and how can we fix it? I have some ideas. In no particular order.



How to Fix It



I’m all for government setting up rules to help an industry be more safe. Schools don’t really have that problem. I’m for government controlling trade so that businesses don’t create monopolies. Schools don’t have that problem either. I’m also for government helping to make sure that money is distributed correctly so that corruption doesn’t run rampant. Unfortunately, schools do have this problem. Step 1: Bring Back the Trade Schools. Phoenix, the



nations 5th largest city has only one. Remember shop class or home economics? These were classes that actually taught students something besides how to take tests and regurgitate answers. These classes taught them a skill that was somewhat interesting and useful, and something they could actually apply in real life. When my dad was in high school, they use to have trade schools or vocational schools in the United States. They’re still out there but their numbers have dwindled to almost none because the big push is college. These were schools 16 https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=1
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for those who didn’t want to go to college. Sorry Bernie and Hillary, but not every kid wants to go to college. Trade schools specialize in teaching kids skills in jobs we would typically call blue collar: Electricians, mechanics, carpenters, masons, A/C technicians, lab technicians, dental assistants, etc. The list is too long to type out here. For those who scoff at these jobs, consider the fact that an electrician makes about $90,000 a year on average. That’s more than double the salary of a teacher. I hear all the time on the news and in magazines that there are millions of unfilled skilled labor jobs in the United States. In fact, according to a report by the Bureau of Labor and Statistics, middle-skill jobs (high school di ploma but less than a 4-year degree) account for 45% of all job openings. Trade jobs are the fastest growing sec tor in the United States.17 If you consider that just a little more than 41% of high school students graduate with a four year degree, it makes you wonder what happens to the other 59%.18 So, why the hell aren’t we training teen agers and young adults how to do these jobs? Oh that’s right, we’d rather expand our food stamp and welfare programs instead. In England, at the age of fourteen, kids take a test that determines if they are college bound. The college bound kids go to a school that focuses on academics, whereas the non-college bound kids go to a school that focuses on 17 http://www.foxbusiness.com/features/2012/04/06/going-to-tradeschool-should-do-it.html 18 https://www.nytimes.com/2014/04/26/business/fewer-us-high-schoolgraduates-opt-for-college.html
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teaching them a trade. The non-college bound kids still get the basics of math, science, history, and language arts, but the focus is on teaching them a trade. I guarantee you that about 90% of the Special Ed kids in my class would graduate from high school if you gave them that option. In Phoenix, Arizona, there are about 63,000 students enrolled in high school. Do you remember how many “trade” schools we have? One, and it’s not even a true trade school because it’s near impossible to get into, unless you live within its boundaries. Considering that 59% of high schoolers don’t have a four year college degree, maybe it would be nice to actually get pro-active and teach them skills.19 Step 2: Eliminate the Department of Education (or at least minimize it to a staff of only a hundred). Those hundred would be responsible for making sure that states adhere to federal laws regarding schools and compliance issues like special education and discrimination laws. Basically I’m calling for a complete federal pull-out.



The Department of Education costs the taxpayers $67.1 billion dollars in 2015.20 Yes, it would mean that all that “free” Pell Grant money would have to disappear but perhaps that’s a good thing. Maybe the atrocious amount of money it cost to go to college would drop if the students couldn’t afford to go. That or they’d be forced to close their doors. Eliminate incentives for testing, teacher training, and anything else they do. Folks, it’s not working. In the above 19 https://www.nytimes.com/2014/04/26/business/fewer-us-high-schoolgraduates-opt-for-college.html 20 https://thinkprogress.org/heres-what-would-actually-happen-if-randpaul-eliminated-the-department-of-education-1010f01cd708#.7qtv5c5ns
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paragraphs, I proved that pouring money into a failed department is not going to work. All of the income for schools would come from the state, county and city level. Step 3: Eliminate Bloated Districts (to save money). Let’s take my state of Arizona vs Georgia. Arizona has 1,080,319 kids in primary/secondary education. Georgia has 1,685,016 kids in primary/secondary education. Obviously they must have more schools, right? Arizona has 2,252 schools and Georgia has 2,388. That’s not a big difference. They have 60% more students but only 5% more schools than us.



Here is the crime. Arizona has 662 districts and Georgia has just 216. They have one third the number of school districts than we have, yet they have a lot more students than Arizona. The reason that this is highway robbery is because every single district requires a superintendent, a board of directors, human resources, director of Special Education, director of janitorial services, director of blahblah-blah… and each one of them needs support staff, secretaries, clerks, etc. That equates to some serious money. The less districts you have, the less administration and services you need. Step 4: Create a National Average of Teacher to Student Ratio (and stick with it). I told you that I usually had 36 kids per class. I know that at my former school, ‘Mayo’, they had 40 kids in some classes.



Every single teacher I’ve ever spoken to says that the magic number of students to teacher ratio is about twentyfour to one. This step would make our classrooms more efficient and eliminate overcrowding, which is one of the top complaints of teachers, students and parents alike. Step 5: Increase Teacher Salaries (to attract better teachers). In the 1970’s, as women entered college in droves, there was a big push for them to become educators.



Derek Stooks • 2 9 7



For all practical reasons, being a teacher was a sought after, professional career. Unfortunately, becoming a teacher is no longer a desirable job. Low pay, dilapidated rooms, over stuffed classes and ridiculous policy and procedure paperwork are getting in the way. The average starting salary for a first year teacher in the U.S. is just under $36,141. That’s almost the same median wage that a high school graduate will earn in their career.21 The average starting salary for a college graduate is $50,116.22 I’m not a math genius here but, when you crunch the numbers, you start to wonder why anyone would pick education as their “go to job”. Most of the people I talk with don’t. It’s usually their “fall back job”. Great, we are employing millions of people who consider teaching undesirable. If you argue that teaching is one of the most important jobs out there, then why is the pay so shitty? Pay us more! If the powers-that-be take the steps I’ve listed above, they could certainly afford to pay us more. Starting salaries should at least be what the average is for a college graduate. By the way, don’t be fooled when you see that some teachers are earning $60,000 a year. They used to increase teacher’s salaries based on how long they had been at the school. Those days are long gone. Gone also is any reward for continuing your education. The difference in pay in my district, when you get your doctoral, is a whopping (sarcasm) $2000 more per year than only having a masters degree. 21 http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2014/02/11/study-income-gapbetween-young-college-and-high-school-grads-widens 22 http://work.chron.com/much-new-teachers-paid-average-3533.html
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Step 6: Get Rid of Tenure and Fire Bad Teachers. Each year



my principal did a performance review that graded me on a scale of 1 to 4. If you get a 2 then you are put on probation, where you essentially get another chance within 90 days to bring your grade to a 3. I have to say, you have to be a pretty big dimwit to get a 2. Instead of this system, they should do impromptu performance reviews and grade those, not the planned ones. My school also did impromptu observations, but we weren’t really graded on them. They were more of a reflection and a status report, but they didn’t have bearing on our grade. If you make them impromptu, then the teachers would always have to be on their game. The performance grading system is fine with me, it’s just that the process is flawed. Teachers have the lowest number of job firings than any other professional career. About 2.5 in every 1000 teachers are fired nationally every year. Compare that to 1 in every 57 for doctors and 1 in every 97 for lawyers.23 That means that 99.9% of teachers are (seemingly) doing a good job. However, remember our national averages for students passing math and reading? Would you still agree that 97.5% are doing a good job? Pay more, fire quicker, and you’d get a better quality of teachers who are truly interested and engaged in their job. Tenure is one of those ideas that is long past its prime. It’s essentially a form of job protection for teachers that makes it increasingly difficult, if not impossible, to be fired. Considering that 46 out of the 50 states have tenure, those statistics are not going to move much.24 Proponents 23 (18) https://www.bls.gov/ 24 http://teachertenure.procon.org/
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say that it helps prevent them from being fired for personal or political reasons. Personal or political reasons? What does that even mean? Exactly, nobody really knows which makes it even more difficult to get rid of someone. In New York, 2012, sixteen teachers were found to have committed sexual wrongdoing by an independent arbitrator yet they continued to teach.25 Blasphemy you say? How can this be? One word, tenure. Tenured teachers can appeal an arbitrator’s ruling and the Department of Education can also appeal the ruling if the teacher is tenured. In 2014, New York City spent 29 million dollars paying educators who aren’t teaching because they have been deemed as “too dangerous or incompetent to work in public school classrooms”.26 That’s bat shit crazy you say? Yep, and you’re footing the bill. Why? Say it with me, “tenured union teachers.” One teacher even streamed a video of himself reading the newspaper while continuing to get paid his annual salary of $75,000.27 They couldn’t fire him but they didn’t want to put him in the classroom. Might as well pay him for doing nothing. Twenty-nine million dollars to pay shitty teachers (who should be fired) not to teach. And that’s just one city. “USA! USA! USA!” Step 7: Year-round Schooling. It’s really needed. On



average, teachers spend six weeks re-teaching students what they have lost over summer break. The average school year consist of 180 instructional days, or about 38 weeks. I would recommend going to a schedule of 10 weeks on, 25 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/04/06/16-new-york-teacheraccus_n_1409184.html 26 (21) http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/cityspend-29m-paying-educators-fire-article-1.1477027 27 http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/education/city-spend-29mpaying-educators-fire-article-1.1477027
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2 weeks off. Followed by 11 weeks on, 3 weeks off. It would still give teachers 10 weeks off a year, but it would help students retain a precious amount of information that is usually lost over the long Summer months. Step 8 : Look at Asian Culture in Education and Family. When you look at the data for which nations are scoring the highest on reading, writing and science tests, it’s always the same answer: China, Japan, and Korea.28 They absolutely obliterate the United States and they spend a hell of a lot less per student then we do. Even if you eliminate the other countries and just look within our own, Asian students far out perform White, Black and Hispanic students. They graduate at a higher rate than any other race and they earn more money than any other race.29 So how do they do it?



One of the biggest single factors is family values. In 2011, Yale Law professor Amy Chua wrote an article on it. And yes, she’s Asian American. Her ideas are not embraced by all and some might even say they bordered on the sadistic. One thing you can’t argue with is the results. Her daughters didn’t go to sleepovers. They didn’t watch TV or play video games. Their parents choose their extracurricular activities. They play a musical instrument for at least two hours a day. Child abuse? 70% of Western mothers say that “stressing academic success is not good for children.” Guess how many Chinese mothers agreed with that statement? Zero, as in absolutely not even one.30 28 https://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/states/ 29 https://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=171 30 https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB100014240527487041115045760597135 28698754
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The philosophy is that in order to get good at something you have to work hard at it. Kids don’t typically want to work hard at school. According to Chua, this requires fortitude on the part of the parents. Western parents tend to raise their kids in child-centered families where the child is dictating the terms. Asian parents tend to raise their kids in parent-centered families where the child is a guest in your sanctuary. Asian parents stress hard work, the anticipation and expectation of excellence, and the idea that you do what you have to do so you can do what you want to do. I’m not saying that you have to be a dictator and chain your kids to their beds, but our jobs as parents is to push our kids towards success. Sitting your kid in front of a computer or dumb phone is not going to make that happen. Think you are robbing them of their childhood and fun? Let’s see if you still feel that way when your thirty-four year old moves back in with you. The other huge factor is rote memorization and persistence. In the United States, our schools teach our kids the why of an answer. In Asia, they just teach them the what; and then they have them memorize it backwards and forwards. Asian students actually go to school the same amount of days that we do with one exception, Summer. They don’t call it ‘school’ but Asian kids are enrolled in classes to help them prepare for the next year, all summer long. In other words, rote memorization. I don’t love rote memorization for most things other than math. However, that’s the way we measure academic success. Gigantic state and national standardized tests are what they have to take and pass in order to graduate from high school and get into a college. If you’re going
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to use that antiquated system to gauge competence and intelligence then by God you should be teaching what you are testing. Rote memorization is boring as all hell but until we change the way we test students, we might have to embrace it. Lastly, when they are in school, Asian students get a two hour break during the day to go home for lunch. Brilliant. The schools save all that money by not having to feed the students lunch and the break gives them a chance to breathe a little. Their school day runs from 8am till 5pm with at least a couple hours of homework afterwards. I’m really not a fan of a lot of homework and I know what you’re thinking, “I could never get my kid to do that.” You wuss. You are the parent. This is your house and your rules. You’ve set up the expectations, the punishments and the rewards and now your kids are falling behind and you’re wondering why? I blame you most of all. Get it together. Step 9: Behavior Modification. Parents and teachers, listen



up: You can’t change a kid by taking everything away from them. Let’s say your kid comes home with an ‘F’ and you flip out. You take away their cell phone, their game system, their iPod™ and you ground them. What do you think they are going to do, change? Nope. You would think that they would equate the age old principal of ‘reward vs. punishment’, unfortunately, today’s kids just don’t. In fact, if you take everything away from them, they are going to get worse. This is because there is only one thing left that they can control, which is their behavior, and they’ll be damned if they are going to let you take that from them. So, they act out.
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My advice is to set up a reward system for them. Here’s an example: Little Johnny loves his phone and the X-Box. Great. When Little Johnny comes home at 4 pm from school he gets to do whatever he would like until 4:30. At 4:30 until 5:15 little Johnny does homework. No homework? Probably bullshit, but you can then have them read, memorize science or math note cards, study for their upcoming social studies test, etc. There is never something school related that they cannot be doing. At 5:15 they get a half hour break, dinner and then it’s back to the books. If they are truly done, then have them show you on gradebook. I guarantee you that 99% of schools have some way for parents to find out what work their child has. Every teacher in our district has a website that explains what the student is working on. We have an electronic grade book where parents can see upcoming assignments as well as what students scored on their homework and test. Make this part of your daily routine. When Johnny tells you that he doesn’t have any more homework, stop the debating and suspicion. Tell them to log into gradebook and show you. This way, if the kid isn’t bullshitting, then they have nothing to hide. If you don’t have Internet, then go to a McDonald’s or Starbuck’s or Safeway and use their free WiFi. Most schools also have gradebook apps for your smartphone. I almost forgot; for the love of everything holy, have your kid turn-in their phone to you at night. If you don’t, they will be up all night texting, tweeting, and God knows what else. They will also be fried and sleep deprived every day because they are only getting four hours of sleep. Trust me
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on this, it’s very hard to write or do work when you have three screens open and your phone constantly beeping with new messages. Our daughter, who is a junior this year, turns her phone into us at 9 pm, every night. She hated it at first, but last year she admitted that it was probably a good thing or she’d have wasted time on the other things; you know— the fun things. Step 10 : Change the Schedule. This step is simple, give



kids a break in school. Our classes are 53 minutes long which is just about perfect. Let’s face it, most teachers are probably pretty boring. Can you imagine going to a work seminar, every day, seven hours a day for a couple weeks. You’d want to kill yourself after day one. Now, imagine doing it for 180 days for twelve years. They are bored in our classes and it’s not necessarily because you are a boring teacher; it’s because the other five teachers probably are. Joking aside, I would make classes fifty minutes long. With 10 minutes short of an hour, it would give them two minutes at the bell for instructions and announcements, as well as two to three minutes at the end of class for them to converse and pack their bags. It then gives them five minutes between classes. That’s just enough time to visit with friends or use the restroom. Our school gives them three minutes, which means two or three of them will inevitably have to use the restroom practically every hour. When they leave the classroom, they miss out on what I’m trying to teach. I’d much rather give them a couple of extra minutes between classes than have them miss my instruction during the class.
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Also, start school a little later. Every study out there says that teenager’s brains are not wired like adults. Studies by the American Academy of Pediatrics as well as the Adolescent Sleep Working Group have concluded that there are substantial links between sleep deprivation and poor academic performance. Kids want to go to bed later than us. My perfect school day set-up would look like this:



Period 1: 8:30 – 9:20 = Math (memorization of facts and figures) Period 2: 9:25 – 10:15 = Language Arts (reading and comprehension) Period 3: 10:20 – 11:10 = Social Studies Period 4: 11:15 – 12:05 = Specials (PE, art, drama or band, etc.) Period 5: 12:05 – 12:45 = Lunch / Recess Period 6: 12:50 – 1:40 = Science Period 7: 1:45 – 2:35 = Language Arts 2 (writing and sentence structure) Period 8: 2:40 – 3:30 = Math 2 (principals of math) School is out. 7 hours, 7 classes, happy children. Focus on math and language arts. Notice how I broke up the core classes with specials and then a lunch? This way the kids feel like they are really getting a break. This is what you should do, and it wouldn’t have to be that hard. Each teacher would teach six classes with a prep period and of course, lunch. The schools would take 150 kids
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per grade level or 300 kids per grade level depending on the district. A bigger school of 300 kids would have two teachers per grade level per subject. If I were the 7th grade social studies teacher, then I would teach 25 kids per class for six classes. That’s 150 kids out the door. I am happy as the teacher because my class size is manageable and I’m only teaching one subject per grade level. Yay! Changing the schedule also means changing our homework routines. Most teachers don’t like to give homework because we have to grade it, plain and simple. Kids freaking hate homework. It’s boring, it’s not fair, it’s frustrating, it’s keeping me from “being a kid”. A friend of mine’s step-son went to a Montessori school grades 1 through 6. He had at least an hour or two a night of homework. His writing skills rivaled that of the eighth graders I taught. He did it without much griping because that was the expectation; there was no work around. All of the parents knew the drill and were on board. This year, he’s at ‘Mayo’. He didn’t want to go to 7th and 8th grade Montessori school because they didn’t have a lot of sports and he was so sick and tired of doing homework. How’s he doing? He now does about fifteen minutes a night of homework, watches about 4 hours of TV with his face buried in his dumb phone, and gets A’s, B’s and C’s with at least a few missing assignments each week. He still can’t stand school and complains when he has any homework at all. He doesn’t recognize that his homework went down from two hours a day to fifteen minutes. What happened is painful to admit. They allowed him to control his destiny and he hasn’t figured it out. Gee, go
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figure. A thirteen year old is struggling with organizational and coping skills. I don’t blame him, I blame the lack of consistency and expectations. Homework is absolutely necessary, but it doesn’t have to be assigned if it’s just busy work. If you are wanting to reinforce a concept, introduce a project, or have them work on an essay, then it should be given. However, if you are giving it to them and you haven’t covered it in class, best not to do it. I would never tell my students to finish the rest of a chapter at home that we didn’t cover in class. That’s just “busy work” and it should have no place after school. Step 11: Let Teachers Teach. I can’t tell you the amount of



crap that teachers have to put up with; I’ve barely touched on the proverbial ‘tip of the iceberg’ in the previous chap ters. Usually principals are pretty good about letting us do our jobs, but please, stop giving us needless amounts of work to do. Every year, three times a year, we have to give kids a writing assignment that gets officially graded by us with the results given to the district. This is one of the most pointless exercises ever. It takes so freaking long to read and grade 150 to 200 two page essays. Stop giving teachers so much bullshit to do. Just let them plan and execute their lessons. And if they suck, fire them and find a replacement. It wouldn’t be so hard to find a good replacement if teachers were paid well. Hell, I might even still be doing it, which would be a shame, of course, because then you wouldn’t be reading this, and I’d be get ting hit in the back of the head by paper airplanes. During my first year of teaching at ‘Puck’, I was given an ELD class of about 9 kids. ELD stands for English Language
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Development. These are students whose primary language is not English. Typically, it means that they are Hispanic and that they are learning our lingo, so to speak. ELD is broken down by speaking ability, reading ability, and writing ability. Each category is graded from a 0, which means they know nada, to a 5, which means they are proficient in English. In order to be considered ELD they could be proficient in only one but not in any other category. As long as there is at least one category that they score below 5, then they are considered an ELD student. So, how does this fit into this chapter about how to fix things? Step 12: Have a minimum amount of English that the



student must know before they come into our class. One of the nicest students was also one of the quietest. He came to our school in 7th grade knowing almost no English. Public schools in the United States are required to take kids who don’t speak English. We don’t have to speak Spanish to them but they are expected to go to school. This poor kid flunked most of his classes because he didn’t know what the hell we were talking about. Luckily some fellow students took him under their wings and gave him enough info that he squeaked by with some D’s. Every time I gave out a quiz, a test, (or my favorite) a district or state test, he would just stare at me and then stare back at the test. He was starting to communicate with limited English, but this poor kid didn’t know what I was saying in my class. He couldn’t follow the film clips or the animations or the audio. He couldn’t even read along with the text or work with a partner, yet somehow I was expected to teach him.
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It’s a dark story in our educational system. Even if he flunked every class, they would still shuffle him along to high school. Unless he learns English skills pretty damn fast, he will probably just become another drop out statistic. We need to change this in our country. If you wish to attend a school in the United States, then you must have a basic understanding of English; including speaking it, reading it, and writing it. We are wasting so much money on ELD kids right now, and too many of them are failing. If I go to France and enroll in school, they aren’t going to “pass” me because they feel sorry for me. Either I speak, read, and write in French or I fail. Here is what I propose. If a student does not have a basic understanding in all three areas, then they go to a special school for 4 hours a day, taught by someone in their language, until they are proficient with our language. All they would teach them there is how to speak, read, and then write English. When they “graduate” from the language school they can attend public school. The state would pay for it because we are the United States, and we want to give these students a chance to make it. It makes no sense to toss them in the system so they can flunk out. Step 13: Uniforms. Trust me, as much as kids bitched



about it, they admitted that it was nice not worrying about what to wear that day to school. In my opinion, uniforms make them look clean, ready, and professional. Step 15: Get rid of old fashioned text books. For the price



of one new social studies book, you could buy the student
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a new Chromebook. Imagine how much money we would save if we dumped all the text books and had computers for each kid. They could take them home and use them during the year. Any damage, misuse, or lost ones would have to be paid for by the parents. Better yet, have the students work off the debt. The schools could re-use them year after year, and then turn them over every four years for newer ones. Again, the savings on text books would be astronomical. Think about it.



Special Education



Since two-thirds of this book is about Special Education I’d be remiss if I didn’t talk a little about how to help it. Granted, all the ideas above can be trickled down into the Special Education field, but there are some other tweaks you could make. The lifespan of a Special Education teacher is about three years. After that they either quit and go to a different field altogether or they move to the regular education classroom. Surely there must be a way to fix this Nationally, about 13% of a school’s population is considered Special Education. Accordingly, schools spend almost 30% of their budget on Special Education services. I know, the math doesn’t add up does it? Dig a little deeper and you’ll see where the money flows. Every district has a Director of Special Education. They, in turn, usually have a secretary… ahem, I mean an administrative assistant. Also, on the district level you have
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people who are making sure that the teachers are filling out their IEP’s correctly and checking for mistakes just in case we get in an audit. Outside of the district (before you even get to the school) there is an army of employees for Special Education. There are speech therapists to help kids with speech disorders. There are nutrition therapists to teach kids basic living skills. There are occupational therapists to help kids stretch and move correctly. There are technical therapists to teach kids how to use special instruments in order to communicate. There are vocational therapists to help kids transition from high school into the “real world”. There are the recreational therapists who design activities centered around a child’s physical needs. Then of course, you have the counselors who meet with the kids to help them with their behavioral needs. Each school has to have a school psychologist to administer tests, interpret those tests, and then work on recommendations for the child. The psychologist is not there to actually conduct counseling with the kids, just do the tests, although in an emergency, they’ll fill in. Then, of course, you have the Special Education Teachers themselves whose job it is to administer instruction, chart progress, and write up IEPs that help dictate the direction a student’s education should be going. Then last, but not least, we have the Teacher’s Aide, or as they called it in my district, the para-professionals (para-pros). These were individuals that assisted the
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teacher with student instruction. They do not write up lesson plans, but they might teach a group or instruct an individual student. They also carry out any behavioral plans written up by the teacher. I almost forgot the bus drivers. Some Special Education kids get their own bus to transport them to and from school. Each bus has a driver and an assistant who helps buckle the kids in, and tries to make sure the kids don’t kill each other on the way home. Whew! Exhausted yet? All those people just for Special Education. Hopefully you can now understand why 13% of the people are getting 30% of the money. So, what can you do about it? Step 1: For self-contained rooms, there should be one



adult for every five kids. That means, if I have 8 kids in my room I’d have one para-pro. 15 kids and I’d have two para-pros. This would help ease the stress off the teacher and allow them to focus more on the educational aspect of their jobs rather than the paperwork aspect of their jobs. For resource Special Education rooms, there should be 1 adult for every 10 kids. These kids need a lot of help and support as well, and the burden on the teacher is almost as great as in a self-contained room. Step 2: Pay them better. I know (from experience) the



amount of work that a General Education teacher puts into their job. That said, it’s peanuts compared to what a Special Education teacher has to put into theirs. They should be
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making at least 25% more than a regular education teacher. If you pay them better, you’ll get better applicants. Step 3: Simplify IEPs to just focus on math, reading, and



behavioral goals. The current IEPs are typically fifteen pages of fluff, and I can personally tell you that they are the number one headache any Special Education class has to deal with. Step 4: Time the IEPs to match a kids three-year evaluation.



Every three years the psychologist has to give a kid a battery of test to make sure they still belong in Special Education, and that they are diagnosed correctly. They should change the evaluations to every five years (not three) and make sure these fall on the same date as the regular IEPs. This way you get two birds with one stone. Step 5: Put more of the kids back into Special Education,



unless they truly don’t need it; in which case, take them out of Special Education and just give them support services. Today, there is a growing number of schools, mainly on the east coast, that believe in integrating every Special Education kid into General Education classrooms, even if their ability level is way below the curriculum being taught. The rationale is that they will learn better when they are around a group of their peers and are pushed. Here’s the thing, the General Ed teacher doesn’t have the time or the inclination to modify the class work for every Special Ed kid. I say, make Resource teaching a full time gig. Resource teachers only teach math and language arts. Why? Have them teach all of the subjects to a smaller group of students. If the kid has the reading level of a second
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grader and they are in seventh grade, why are they in a social studies or science class? They aren’t going to grasp the content just because they are around their friends. In fact, they feel dumb that they are failing your tests and not understanding your content. Put them back into the Resource room until they are proficient enough to join the regular education room. It’s so simple, but we’ve become a nation of pussies who are afraid to admit that a kid needs help (which isn’t available to them in a regular education room) just because it seems cruel to segregate them. My step-son has a Special Education kid in his math class who is from the ED program at ‘Mayo’. He says that every day he starts yelling, crying, flipping over desks, screaming profanity at the students and the teacher, yet nothing really happens. Nothing changes. The teacher pulls him out of the room, the cruel kids laugh because they are probably the ones who purposely triggered him, and everyone is left missing out on five minutes of instruction. He comes back in and twenty minutes later the cycle is repeated. I ask you, is this helping him? Is it helping your regular education students who are sincerely trying to study? Is it helping the teacher, telling the students that they have to just deal with it because he’s “special needs”? Lastly, and perhaps most controversially: Step 6: Set up “alternative” Schools for those boys and girls who cannot function in a regular school setting. You remember ‘George’ from chapter 2? He’s not the only
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one, and he won’t be the only one who does not belong in a public education system. Remove him. Take out the infection from the body before the whole body falls apart. There are special schools designed for these types of kids, and if they were run by the state, they’d be cheaper. However, because they are run by private companies, they end up costing the state a lot of money. “Build it and they will come.”
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