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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

Back to School 2015

In December 2000, 
Congress established 
the White House Com-
mission on The National 
Monument of Remem-
brance to help Americans 
remember and refl ect on 
the meaning of Memorial 
Day. One of the reasons 
why Congress took this 
measure was as a result 
of a survey that was un-
dertaken by the Commis-
sion in 1996. The major-
ity of students surveyed 
reported that Memorial 
Day ‘ was the day when 
the pools opened.’ Albert 
Shanker, that philosopher 
of education, must be ex-
tremely disappointed. The 
disconnect runs deeper 
and we will examine it in 
future publications.

New York City has 
1.1 million students in its 
1,800 public schools. This 
makes it the city with 
the biggest public school 
population in America. 
The child in Brooklyn 
was going to school for 
the fi rst time. When asked 
what was so special about 
school she replied that 
school would allow her 
to make friends and also 
to learn new things. This 
is as appropriate as it gets. 
The start of a school year 
can be stressful and trau-
matic for some and this 
includes the teachers and 
administrators as well.

In 2015 there were a 
number of new policies 
that relates to the public 
school system in New 
York. Mayor Bill de Bla-
sio states that there are 
65,000 new places for 
all pre-kindergarten chil-
dren. There are still places 
available and those inter-
ested should get in touch 
with their respective dis-
tricts. It makes good sense 
to begin in pre-k. The 
research has shown that 
reading and math scores 
in the fi rst grade for chil-
dren who went to pre-k 
are higher than those that 
did not.

A full day of free pre-k 
with good teachers is 
welcome news to many 
parents. But the New 
York City Department of 
Education has unveiled 
plans for the other grades 
as well. The Mayor and 
Schools Chancellor Car-
men Farina toured schools 
in the fi ve Boroughs and 

sounded optimistic and 
upbeat about the prospects 
for education in the new 
school year. A total of 130 
new community schools 
has been added to the list 
and the services that they 
will provide should see 
at-risk students do better. 
The Renewal Schools will 
have and extra hour of in-
struction each day.

The new teacher 
contract has also added 

extra time for profes-
sional development. 
This means that each 
week teachers will 
have to fi nd the time 
to sit through profes-
sional development 
for 80 minutes. How 
principals will juggle 
schedules to fi t this is 
not clear. Since parents 
are the key to education 
there are proposals to 
allot 40 minutes weekly 
to contact parents and 
to keep them abreast 
of their child’s educa-
tion. This too will have to 
be accommodated in the 
schedules.

The success of any 
education plan has to do 
with the philosophy of 
the Department. There are 
several prongs to this set 
of rules but an important 
one is the structure of the 
system. How is it regulat-
ed to service the needs of 
the students? In January 
2015 there was a report 
that Chancellor Farina 
felt that the management 
structure needed to be im-
proved.

It was stated that, ‘ 
improving the D.O.E.’s 
management structure 
will be yet another criti-
cal element in lifting up 
all children and providing 
heightened accountabili-
ty for struggling schools 
while ensuring that suc-
cessful principals will 
have increased indepen-
dence since they know 

their communities best.’ 
This meant a restructuring 
of the networks, the aim 
of which was to central-
ize management. But this 
is still a work in progress 
as a number of superin-
tendents will argue that 
decision-making between 
themselves and the princi-
pals can be smoother.                            

Apart from the fl ow of 
information in the upper 
echelons of the system 
there is the tone in the 
building and the culture 
of the classroom. It is 

well known that under the 
Bloomberg administra-
tion there was a concert-
ed move to have control 
of the schools. While the 
politics was playing out 
in City Hall and Albany 
there was the realization 
that what really mattered 
was what happened in 
the classrooms. It is here 
that dreams are born, ca-
reers take shape and des-
tinies are realized. It is in 
the classroom also where 
the drama of daily living, 
the culture of the streets 
and the responsibilities 
of parents and caregivers 
become evident on a daily 
basis.

One of the most wor-
rying aspects of educa-
tion in New York public 
schools is discipline. In 
April 2015 the Depart-
ment of Education un-
veiled its ‘Citywide Stan-
dards of Intervention and 
Discipline.’ A number 
of topics were discussed 

including the role of par-
ents, infraction levels and 
a student Bill of Rights 
and Responsibilities. One 
of the provisions of the 
Code states that, ‘ every 
reasonable effort should 
be made to correct student 
behavior through guid-
ance interventions and 
other school based strat-
egies such as restorative 
practices.’

What has been the out-
come of these interven-
tions? A number of teach-
ers in the schools report 

that their hands are tied. 
Reports of infractions 
must go up the chain but 
disciplinary action may 
not occur speedily. There 
is also the under-report-
ing of infractions in some 
schools as too many re-
ports may make a school 
look bad in the eyes of the 
District. The code stipu-
lates ‘Progressive Infrac-
tion levels’ ranging from 
Levels 1 to 5, the latter 
being seriously dangerous 
or violent behavior.

In reality the hands 
of the administration are 
also tied when it comes to 
implementing discipline. 
There are suspensions that 
can be imposed but how 
many times can a Princi-
pal keep on suspending 
a child? Clearly, there 
are other measures that 
need to be looked at and 
it may very well include 
moving out the persistent 
troublemakers to different 
sites so that the other stu-

dents can learn. But there 
is need to consult with a 
range of school personnel 
from guidance counselors 
to teachers and of course 
the principal. While these 
in-house discussions can 
be useful there is no sub-
stitute for parental in-
volvement.

Teachers are pressed 
with work and have to 
perform to standards. 
They must write lesson 
plans and teach to them 
and prepare for obser-
vations. The community 

looks to teachers to 
improve math and 
reading scores. It 
is no easy job be-
ing a teacher. But 
if teachers engage 
parents in the pro-
cess the task can be 
easier. The school 
is an extension of 
the community and 
there is no reason 
why teachers cannot 
call parents, write 
them notes or use 
emails where nec-
essary to commu-
nicate with parents. 
Most principals 
would encourage 
teachers to keep an-
ecdotal notes on the 
students.

These anecdot-
als are important. 
When incidents es-
calate the teacher 
can refer to them. 
These notes could 
also be a guide for 
teachers to present 
at meetings. At the 
start of the school 

year supplies and space 
are in demand. One ele-
mentary school teacher 
that joined the Depart-
ment of Education in 
2015 reported that he is 
required to purchase sup-
plies to beautify his class-
room. This should come 
as no surprise as a good 
number of classrooms are 
bare and need to refl ect 
student’s work and the 
philosophy of the school.

Teachers may fi nd that 
they have to spend mon-
ey throughout the year to 
supplement what is of-
fered in their bookrooms. 
It is part of being a good 
New York City educa-
tor. One has to look at 
the bright side as well. 
The Department of Edu-
cation, despite the criti-
cisms, offers a job for life 
with health and retirement 
benefi ts. The holidays are 
earned and of course are 
never long enough but 
enterprising teachers can 

move up the ladder and 
become principals and 
even superintendents.

What about school 
politics? Politics in 
schools and Districts oc-
cur like everywhere else 
but the job of a teacher is 
to teach. He or she is the 
lead manager and the des-
tiny of the child is often in 
the hands of the teacher. 
The interaction between 
teacher and student is 
unique. There are times 
when teachers may feel 
that they are not accorded 
the respect that they have 
rightfully earned but this 
does not stop them from 
performing at their best. 
The challenges are many 
in inner cities and espe-
cially so in New York but 
good teachers will take 
them in their stride. Their 
best practices will put the 
welfare of their students 
at the top of the agenda.

In a media report May-
or de Blasio ‘ will be 
kicking off a $15 million 
plan to provide personal 
guidance counselors for 
16,000 at risk students. 
Under the Single Shep-
herd program, the coun-
selors will work on an on-
going basis with students 
from Grades 6 to 12 to 
make sure the kids fi nish 
high school and enroll in 
college.’ The Mayor plans 
to hire 700 new teachers 
at a cost of $75 million 
to help second grade stu-
dents to learn to read at 
grade level.

There is a crisis in 
reading in the school sys-
tem. According to statis-
tics produced by the De-
partment of Education ‘ 
just 30.4 percent of city 
kids in grades 3 through 
8 met state reading stan-
dards in 2015.’ The fi g-
ures for math were not 
given but they cannot be 
much higher. The chal-
lenge is for educators to 
produce well-rounded 
students and responsible 
citizens that can read and 
write well, do math and 
pass the civics tests.

There is a disconnect in the American story. 
On May 30th,1868 the fi rst Memorial Day 

was celebrated in America. Students from the 
nation placed fl owers at the graves of soldiers 
and there were observances in various states. 

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do 
not necessarily represent the views 

of the THE WEST INDIAN.

Albert Shankar, 
philosopher on 
American education, 
wants students read 
and write well, do math 
and pass the civics 
tests.    


