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I don’t care if it’s 5:00 somewhere;


I just want it to be 2:45 here!”


“The worst thing about being a substitute


is knowing how little impact you have on a class. 


You are simply a replaceable entity.”


… John Barbarossa


“We are graduating students from high school


who will have to be re-educated when they get jobs.”


Alessandro Filipe Letizia


“In America, there are no rules. You just do not understand that. 


You Americans just do not know how lucky you are!” 


… Guiseppi Andreotti









Prologue


America’s greatest gift to the world was the concept of publicly funded basic education for everyone under 18 years of age. 


Over the last 60 years, I have watched America kill American education. 


Education is no longer what it used to be. It is a ghost of its robust past. How did that happen? Well, if you want to know what is really going on in the school system, do not talk with the teachers or the students. Don’t talk with the principals either. Or, for that matter, ignore the mumblings of the district muckety mucks. Talk to the substitutes. They are on the front lines of education.


Many years ago, back in my youth, I was a strong supporter of education. Not just the ‘stuff’ you were supposed to learn in what are called schools, but what you picked up along the way in the path of life. That learning came from reading books, visiting museums, reading books, attending lectures, reading books, listening to traveling scholars, reading books, and reading books. Education was not a ‘thing.’ It was an ongoing process. Everything I learned in class, discovered from reading, or picked up from a PBS documentary added to my overall understanding of the world and where I fit in. I believed – and still do – the tidbits of everything you remember from school will be used. This does not mean that every scientific law you were supposed to have learned in high school will be used, but it does mean that what you did pick up in that high school science class, regardless of your grade, could find a home in something you think about over the next 70 years of your life. You may even carry it into the next life; who knows? Perhaps the most underappreciated scholar/philosopher in American history, W. E. B. DuBois, coined the single most important concept we have neglected in our somnambulant tread into the future. Du Bois postulated that only one in ten Americans would keep the American dream alive. These are the “talented tenth,” and they are the ones who are pulling society upwards. They are in schools now; we cannot afford to lose a single one because of the disaster our schools have become. 









“The worst thing about being a substitute


 is knowing how little impact you have on a class. 


You are simply a replaceable entity.”


… John Barbarossa









Jeanine Johnson


I am the sculpture of the future. 


Really! 


Don’t laugh now. It’s true. I have more power to change the future than any teacher in any class in any subject at any school in America. I am the breath of fresh air, the innovator in the educational process, and while I will be influential, I will be forgotten as soon as I leave the classroom. But my impact will be forever. I am a substitute teacher.


If you really want to know what is going on in your schools, any of them, any level, do not speak to the school board. School boards were not designed to be part of the educational process. They are designed to be a brake on innovation. 


Try something new?! Bosh! Never! 


What will the parents say?! 


What will the voters say?! 


Better to be ignorant of what is going on in the weeds than to take a chance and actually make a decision. Every decision has a 50% chance of being wrong, so when in doubt, do not decide. Listen, hold hearings, and express yourself in public, but never, under any circumstances, make a decision. 


Do not speak to school administrators either. 


Or principals. Their job is crowd control.


Teachers? A lot of them are up to their lymph nodes in red tape, irate parents, evangelical proselytizers, and textbook salespeople.


If you want to know what is really going on, talk to the substitutes. 









John Barbarossa


The more I substitute teach, the more I remember my high school years. I was an athlete so, I have to say now, looking back on it, I had something extra to do. Boys, anyway. Girls, I don’t remember them having anything special to do. I mean, there were a few who were on the student council and the newspaper, but that was it. But for boys, there were the athletic teams, acting, and chorus. 


What I remember most vividly about high school was the agony of mathematics classes. Then – and now, for me – numbers were/are anathema. Biology was OK, but not much more. History, English, and Social Studies were great. But not mathematics.


When I started substitute teaching, I had to teach mathematics. Elementary schools were all right because the math was so elementary – excuse the pun – I knew what I was doing. 


But that was the good news. 


For about one-third of the class.


Then it was Deja Vue all over again for me. One-third of the class finished the 52-minute mathematics assignment in about 15 minutes. Another third struggled and needed my help. And the bottom one-third of the class didn’t even bother to try. So, for the first 15 minutes of the class, all went well. Then all-boring broke out. The students who were good at mathematics either finished in 15 minutes or did enough to sprint to the finish in the last five minutes of class. Then they had 30 minutes with nothing to do. Telling them to “read a book” was greeted with as much enthusiasm as I had had when I was taking a mathematics class in school. On top of that, the books available in the classroom were, at best, pap. So, the top one-third of the class had nothing to do but socialize quietly. I couldn’t really discipline them in any meaningful way because, after all, they had done the work. As long as they kept quiet, they were not a problem.


However, the bottom one-third of the class became an instant behavior problem. Those students either would not or could not do the mathematics assignment. They could not or would not read any of the books in class, and they forgot about the mathematics textbook. I’ve heard it all:


 “Why do we have to do any math?”


“We don’t use math now, why’s that going to change?”


“I’ve got a computer, so I don’t need math.”


“There are more important things than math.”


Then they became behavioral problems. 


On top of that, I was the substitute, so ‘what the h*%%.’ I mean, even if I took names and gave them to the regular teacher, I’m sure he or she would mumble something like ‘Well, no surprise here.’ 


So, my 52 minutes of the mathematics class became a contest between me trying to help the one-third of the students who were trying to learn mathematics and telling the other two-thirds of the class to quiet down, read a book, or “find something else to do” while they were watching the clock s-l-o-w-l-y tick toward recess. Every day at 2:45, as I left whatever school I was at, I’d decompress on my way home. But none of those students could. Or can. Or will. 


Even with homework, the class divisions will continue. One-third of the students will finish the one-hour homework assignment in 15 minutes and then do whatever. One-third will need the help of their parents. The bottom one-third will not even bother to do the assignment. Quite a few of the bottom one-third, the boys, will spend their time on athletic teams, and that will be the excuse they give the next day as to why they did not do their homework. I mean, if you are destined for the NBA or the NFL, why waste your time on mathematics? Or English? The next day, when they do not turn in their homework, the regular teacher will not care because there is nothing that can be done about those boys. They will be passed along regardless of their grade. 


Or grades.


One of the blessings of being a substitute is that you do not have to give final grades. We substitutes are only in the classroom for a day and then gone. Any grading we do is for that day’s assignments. At the end of the semester, the daily grades I gave will be statistically meaningless. As with all social promotions, the grades will make little difference. 


Unfortunately, I was part of this problem years ago. So I have a boots-on-the-ground understanding of the problem. Back in my day in high school, I was a jock. I was a sports addict. I lived sports. Football in the fall, basketball in the winter, and baseball in the spring. I was on my way to fame and fortune, believe me. I did everything I could to make myself the best athlete I could be. I lifted weights on weekends, ran marathons, ate right, and slept eight hours a day. I was great as a high school athlete. Not so good when I went to college, and that finished my career. There are only so many slots in professional sports and the bush leagues. 


I didn’t make any of them. 


Am I upset I never made a team? 


I was at the time. Not now. 


Do I think I wasted my time in high school concentrating on sports?


A bit. But it is an odd bit.


See, it was not my focus on sports that was the problem; it was my coddling by the school. I was special. I didn’t have to do what other students did. That is, while other students were treated as, well, regular students, I wasn’t. I won’t call it social promoting because that’s a different failure of the educational system. I don’t know what to call it other than gifting. I could not get a grade below a C, no matter what I didn’t do. No matter how badly I did on tests in any class, I never got below a C. As long as my grades were at least a C, I stayed on the team. Whatever team it was. 


College, the same way. My teammates and I took Mickey Mouse classes and graduated. Not a lot of Dean’s List men – a few women, but almost all men – but we graduated. That was our shot at the big time. We were pampered the whole way. Then, when I didn’t make the cut for a professional team, I was slammed with real life. I was lucky – in the negative sense – because I tried to go pro while I was still in college. When that didn’t work out, I stopped trying to be a jock and had to regroup and take regular college classes to get a degree. 


Talk about a change! 


Suddenly, I wasn’t special. Suddenly, I wasn’t guaranteed a C. Suddenly, I was a real student. It was a devastating change, and now I understand how treating athletes as special is very, very harmful to them. So, when I read about some NFL player who gets arrested for speeding at 125 miles an hour, drunk, in an expensive car, and kills someone in a car accident, I now say to myself, “Well, everyone should have seen this coming.”


What am I doing now as a substitute? Not much, sadly. If I were a regular teacher who was a coach, I’d have more say. But as a substitute, all I can do is be subtle. When a student who is obviously a jock says he doesn’t have to do the work in class, I use myself as an example. I say, ‘There’s nothing wrong with being a jock, but remember, one injury, and it’s all over.’ Or I tell him my personal story. Or I tell him about any one of my friends who failed to go big time and are now unemployed, living at home. 


Does it ring a bell?


Nope.


Not so much as one gong, if you will accept the pun. 


And that’s dangerous. There are only so many open slots on any professional sports team, and there are hundreds – thousands – of young men who think they are going to get a slot because they are, well, special. They’ve been treated special since day one. 


What should the schools be doing?


How about giving everyone who earned a D in class get the D? Force the jocks to actually earn the C. Treat them like everyone else. Once you treat someone as special, they think they are. Class by year by college by professional sports team, they are God’s gift. When reality hits, it is painful. Even the most gifted person must discover there is a life out there, and it is brutal. A lot of these special people go broke, become addicted to whatever, and go through two, three, or four marriages. And they still feel they’re special. 


Schools should be doing it right. There are no special people. By treating the jocks as students who happen to be jocks rather than the other way around, they will be saving quite a few souls.


The worst thing about being a substitute is knowing how little impact you have on a class. You are simply a replaceable entity. I don’t remember that many teachers in my life, and only one or two substitutes, and then, as a snapshot of something memorable. But when I look at the students in the classes and schools where I substituted, I know that these ‘kids’ are the future of America. They will be voting in a decade, and at least one-third of them couldn’t care less about anything but which team is going to make the Super Bowl next year. 









Steven Channing


Fifth grade, period three. The teacher was supposed to be gone for some reason, but the meeting was cancelled. Or she got well enough to come to work, and by the time she got to school, I was already there. I can’t remember, but I do remember Henry.


Henry was a black student. I don’t know if that’s the correct term, but it doesn’t matter because I did not use the word in the classroom. The teacher told me to help Henry with mathematics. He had just flunked a math test and needed some one-on-one. The test was typical for a young student, adding two three-digit numbers and complicating the math by having to carry a number. By that, I mean adding, say, 367 plus 498. You’d start by adding the 7 in 367 to the 8 in 498 and end up with 15. You can’t put 15 down below the line, so you put down five and carry the 10 to the next column to the left. Now it’s a matter of adding the 1 to the two numbers in the ten’s columns, 6 and 9. The three numbers total 16, so you place the six below the line and carry the 1 to the hundred’s column. Now, 3 and 4 and 1 equal eight, so the answer is 865.


I sat down with Henry, and we went over the first of the 16 equations. He used his fingers to add, which, as far as I am concerned, is fine. I don’t care how you come up with the answer as long as you get the answer. We did the first one together, then I told him to do the second one by himself. He struggled a bit but came up with the answer. Then I told him to ‘go on’ and do the rest of the test he had flunked.


One by one, he added the two, three-digit numbers. 


One by one, he got every one of them right. 


I was impressed.


“Henry,” I said. “You know your math! Next time you take a math test, slow down. Double-check your answers. You should be able to get an A!”


Henry looked at me and said, “You’re only saying that because I’m black.”
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