Defend Discontinued ATRs

A report from East New York

We all know that high on the list of Bloomberg/Klein’s priorities in its unrelenting offensive against teachers is to “do something” about the Absent Teacher Reserve (ATR). They make no secret that they want to follow Chicago’s example and give teachers in the ATR pool a year to find another permanent position before being fired. But many of the ATRs are veteran teachers whom principals do not want to hire because they are seen as too expensive or not malleable enough. The critical element for Klein is to create a mechanism where he can fire teachers without regard to the seniority system and thereby set a precedent for firing teachers for “poor performance” as in Washington DC.

IS 218 in East New York Brooklyn is a school that has experienced more than its fair share of cuts and excessing over the past two years. In June 2009 due to declining enrollment (exacerbated by the opening of a number of charter schools in the area) and a savage citywide budget cut, 19 out of 80 staff members were removed from the school’s budget. The school is facing another $1 million cut to its budget this year. Eight more teachers and a guidance counselor are being “excessed”. There is no money for supplies, after school programs and class size could drastically increase. Two well attended protests were held outside the school on June 4 and June18.
As we all know the media has endless stories about the “waste” of money on ATRs “doing nothing”. In the case of IS 218 six ATR teachers who were unable to find positions elsewhere returned to the school in September 2009. They were assigned to the same program they had the previous year. So much for doing nothing!

One of the six ATR teachers was up for tenure this year. All of her observations were satisfactory and the principal wanted to grant her tenure. The DoE would not allow him to do so. At the end of the year the teacher received a “notification of discontinuance”. So she will be fired and her only crime appears to be that she is part of the ATR pool. There are undoubtedly a number of people in this teacher’s position around the city and it would appear evident that Klein is using this loophole to further his campaign against the ATRs by firing a few of them.

The other teachers at IS 218 were justly outraged, correctly seeing this as a very dangerous precedent. Repeatedly people stated at chapter meetings and in informal conversations, “if they can get away with this, who will be next?” A few years ago, correctly sensing that the schoolwide bonus scheme was the first step toward merit pay, teachers at IS 218 refused to participate in the program by a 2 to 1 margin.

Michael Mulgrew and the UFT leadership make a lot of noise about “defending the ATRs no matter what”. But now that the question is posed concretely the leadership is nowhere to be found. Despite repeated requests for information from 52 Broadway there is no indication of a plan to fight back beyond pursuing the normal appeals which can take up to a year. Meanwhile these teachers will be without pay starting in September.

The IS 218 teachers are not so easily ignored however. Seven of them went to 52 Broadway a few days before the end of the school year to demand a meeting with Mulgrew or someone who could explain the union’s policy. In the end we had a clarifying discussion with a special rep from Manhattan who argued that under state law the DoE can discontinue untenured teachers for any reason and that there was no point trying to wage a public campaign on behalf of the discontinued untenured ATRs because the media is in Bloomberg’s pocket. But precisely the problem here is that it would appear that a whole group, not just random individuals, is being targeted for discontinuance as probationers for reasons that have nothing to do with ability or “performance”.
On the very last day of school, no less than 50 UFTers at IS 218 (the bulk of the staff) signed a petition to Mulgrew which concludes by saying, “To date, we have not received a clear response from you about how the union intends to fight for Ms ----- and the others in her situation. Given the urgency and importance of this issue, we want to know that the UFT will spare no effort to defend these victimized teachers and bring their plight to the attention of the public and the wider labor movement. We completely agree with your repeated statements about standing in solidarity with the ATRs. The time to do so is now. The attempt to discontinue the ATRs who are up for tenure is a challenge to our entire union. An injury to one is an injury to all!”
The union leadership ignores teachers like this at its peril. 

It should be stressed that the resistance on display at IS 218 reflects a fired up chapter. Chapter meetings are regular and well attended. A wide range of topics from the national to the school specific are discussed and real decisions made. A number of the chapter members are now prepared to play an active role in a division of labor to build support in the community and reach out to other schools in the area for a real fightback against the cuts. They know the fight has only begun and the feeling among many at the end of the year was “we may need to be out protesting again in September”. Nor will they forget their discontinued sister and they will keep demanding answers from the UFT leadership about building a real campaign to defend her and others in her position.
Tom Crean, chapter leader IS 218

