Alert: Legislators planning Monday hearing to fast-track disruptive education reforms

To weigh in on this blog or others, or to read entries you have missed, go to the Connections Blog site. 

By Mary Bell
If a tree falls in the woods and nobody is around to hear it – does it make a sound? That mindset – if nobody hears about it, nobody will oppose it – seems to guide Republican legislators as they continue to fast-track spiteful legislation.

This strategy was obvious with the budget repair bill and the decision to limit hearings on the budget – and again this week, we learn of sudden plans to hold a combined Senate and Assembly Education Committee public hearing on Monday to address a host of education reforms.

But we can't allow that to happen with Monday's hearing. I want us all to know what is being brought forward for input on Monday – and to spread the word about what's at stake. (Note: Local leaders – please review this summary and alert your members by home e-mail or telephone about what's at stake by Monday. Encourage them to speak out to their friends and family about this damaging legislation – and ask members to immediately contact their legislators via Cyberlobby to send the message that bad policy shouldn't be put through without proper discussion and public understanding of what's at stake.)
A Summary of What's at Stake  Dubbed a "Mandate Relief Bill" – this legislation is nothing more than a host of political paybacks and an attempt to further erode public schools and hurt educators. It covers everything from lengthening the school year in Milwaukee to raiding the Common Schools Fund and more. Here are a few lowlights from my perspective:

· A proposal that would allow student standardized test scores to be used to evaluate teachers and as one of the reasons to fire, discipline, or non-renew a teacher. This is despite the fact that the Wisconsin Knowledge and Concepts Exam (WKCE) was never intended to be a measure of teacher performance. Rather, it is a snapshot in time with the test administered in the fall and results shared with educators the following spring. Such a system, devoid of input from educators, will lead to arbitrary decision-making that will demoralize educators and lead to uncertainty in the profession, making it difficult to attract and retain quality educators.

· A proposal to allow high school students to forgo a requirement for 1.5 credits of physical education if they participate in a WIAA sport. This proposal basically states that physical education has nothing to do with educating our students on wellness and lifestyle choices. And it assumes all students have the opportunity to be on a high school sports team. Tell that to the students who get cut from high school athletics. This proposal will segregate the student body – and I suspect many parents will join us in taking issue with this bad idea.

· A proposal to allow school districts to receive special education aid for contracted-out special education services with no restrictions on limiting this as an option when there is a shortage of individuals with such expertise available for hire. Those coming into the school from a contracted employer are likely to lack the specialized training for the school setting and the demonstrated dedication to the school and children, thereby diminishing the quality of services. Do they really believe students requiring the support of a speech pathologist will benefit by having a clinician come into their school versus the kind of support and assistance they have with a speech teacher? A school social worker can be replaced by a social worker from the outside? This is wrong for students.

· A proposal to jeopardize early childhood learning opportunities in a small class-size setting by allowing school districts to opt out of a commitment to the SAGE program in grades K-3, abandoning a tried and true formula for increased student achievement. Schools could say they have SAGE, yet they won't be mandated to deliver the promise in all grades consistently. This should raise caution to parents who have long supported smaller class sizes.

If enacted, these legislative proposals will wipe away a history of compromise and collaboration intended to improve our schools. We cannot allow this to quietly slip into our state's education policy. It continues this Legislature's extreme and damaging approach to public schools, our students and our profession.

Educators, parents, and community members who care about the future of public education should be outraged. Take action today to ask your legislators to reject this legislation that will further decimate our public schools and erode the quality of education and opportunities for our children. Send an e-mail – it takes just a few minutes – and spread to word about what's at stake.

 
