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Governor Phil Scott emphasized the 
importance of our local public schools to 
the future prosperity of our communities, 

our state and our children. We couldn’t agree 
more. As your legislative team – President 
Martha Allen, Executive Director Joel Cook and 
Political Director Colin Robinson – begin their 
work in the Statehouse, they will be guided by 
one overriding principle: Maintaining strong, 
effective and responsive local public schools is 
vital to our state’s economic prosperity now and 
for our children. 

Below is a summary of the Association’s key 
priorities for the coming legislative year. 

School, Student and Staff Safety
Public schools are the heart of most of our 
cities and towns. Public education is also the 
single most important way to prepare our 
future generations for economic success. In 
order for our schools to provide a high quality, 
appropriate education for all Vermont children, 
our schools must be safe places to teach and 
learn. 

In recent years, our students (and the 
adults responsible for their education) have 
experienced nothing short of an epidemic 
of violent student behavioral outbursts. Not 
only are students (and adults) being physically 
injured, but their learning suffers when the 
adults are diverted to protecting them and 
entire classes are exposed to the accompanying 
emotional trauma. The State should begin to 
address this fundamental issue of protecting its 
children by:

Developing the capacity for schools to 
incorporate on-site an array of social services 

including implementing pilot programs 
including:

 J Use AHS staff to provide school-based 
family mental health services so that needs 
are addressed where they occur.

 J Explore implementation of “Potential 
Solutions” outlined in “Report on Act 46 2015: 
Section 49. Coordination of Educational and 
Social Services”  on pages 19-21

 J Working with FQHC’s across the state 
to bring medical professionals – including 
doctors and dentists – into the school to 
provide care to students.

Expanding the use of restorative justice practices 
in schools to address student behavioral issues

Enacting in statute the ability of teachers and 
other educators to act decisively in dealing 
with classroom disruption. Similar laws 
exist in several states that give teachers the 
ability to remove a disruptive student so that 
administrators, counselors, and family mental-
health professionals can work with the student.

Developing a procedure by which mandatory 
reporters, including teachers, are notified when 
a DCF complaint they filed is shared with the 
person(s) the complaint was lodged against. 

Providing grants for school districts and 
sufficient support for the AOE to implement PBIS 
in 90% of Vermont schools by 2020.

Help Schools Do Even Better
One of the most attractive attributes Vermont 
has to offer businesses, entrepreneurs, and 
young families is our public school system. 
Locally accountable, our public schools rank in 

the top 5 in the nation consistently year after 
year. We need to ensure our local public schools 
are equipped with the resources to provide 
Vermont’s children with a top-quality education, 
so that they continue to be the catalyst for 
shared prosperity throughout Vermont. 

Student Resources. Maintaining adequate 
resources for schools to continue giving all 
students the tools they need to succeed now 
and in the future is essential to the future of our 
local communities. Vermonters invest heavily 
in their public schools, and do so because they 
understand the importance of a top-quality local 
school in the health of our communities, our 
economy and, most importantly, our children. 
Despite the conclusions of academic studies, 
students are best served when they have the 
access to teachers, paraeducators and other 
professionals in our schools. 

 Staffing Levels. Despite reports to the contrary, 
school staffing has been dropping as student 
enrollments decline. Indeed, there are about 
600 fewer educators in our schools than there 
were in 2009. We believe that Montpelier-
imposed student-staff ratios are dangerous and 
counterproductive. 

School Leadership. The State should 
commission research to assess why there is so 
much turnover among principals by, among 
other things, surveying the pool of potential 
principals about aspirations to become 
principals, by surveying former principals about 
why they left, and by surveying school boards for 
reasons behind retaining or releasing individuals 
from the position. Of course, current principals 
also have important contributions to this 
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Get informed, get engaged, get 
going! See page 7.

2017 Agenda: Make Our Schools Even Stronger

RUTLAND – Instead of working 
to stem a years-long pattern 
of physical attacks by students 
on Rutland City Public Schools’ 
educators, the district’s leadership 
defied recommendations from 
state workplace safety experts and 
retaliated against the educators’ 
union, according to an unfair labor 
practice charge filed in December. 

The charge comes after four years of 

escalating instances of student-on-staff 
violence, culminating with more than 71 
attacks on 33 educators in a six-month 
period earlier this year. It also comes 
after workplace safety officials from the 
Vermont Department of Labor fined 
the district for its failure to address the 
growing – and continuing – problem. 
The charge was filed by the Rutland 
Education Association at the Vermont 
Labor Relations Board.

“Instead of working with us to solve 
a serious problem – one that affects 
students and staff alike – the district 
chose to blame the victims of violent 
attacks for engaging the Department of 
Labor,” said Ellen Green, a Rutland High 
School Spanish teacher who serves as 
the president of the Rutland Education 
Association. 

Susan Ponto, an AP and Honors 

Student-Staff Violence in Rutland
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Because of You, There 
Is Hope  
        Martha Allen 

The good news is that we have the whole year ahead of us! 

I really enjoy the beginning weeks of the year for that very reason. It feels as though I have all of 
the time in the world to accomplish things. Each year when I hang up a new calendar I always feel 
excited about the prospects for the year and I am hopeful that things will go well both personally and 
professionally. For me, 2016 changed my world in both of those arenas. 

As you may know, I lost my husband and best friend of 32 years. As far as the prospects for my 
family and me, it can only get better. Professionally, the challenges I see facing Vermont-NEA are 
tremendous, but I remain hopeful.

This is a good year for us to really address the issue of staff and student safety. We must also take 
a stand on social justice issues. Health care costs continue to rise and the challenges there are 
tremendous. Act 46 is moving along throughout the state and each district is contending with unique 
issues and complications as consolidation is examined and voted upon at the local level. All of these 
concerns will be on the front burner for Vermont-NEA and we will do whatever we can, together, to 
improve the lives of our students and the adults in their lives, both in school and at home.

Democracy is a messy system, but one that allows for smooth transitions from one party to another, 
as is the case in both the US president’s and Vermont governor’s offices. 

Although the political landscape in Vermont is changing, I am confident that we will defend our public 
schools and unions with much constructive and thoughtful deliberation during the legislative session. 
I do have some concerns in regard to the national landscape, however.

With the changes at the federal level, we will be faced with the possibility of anti-public education 
legislation and mandates if Betsy DeVos is confirmed as US Secretary of Education. The NEA is paying 
very close attention to the inevitable challenges to public education. We will be looking at a more 
conservative US Supreme Court, too. If that is the case, union rights will be on the chopping block, for 
sure. 

I won’t list the other cabinet appointees and give you my take on them at this time. Some of 
our members are excited about the new president and cabinet and most likely expect to see 
improvements in their lives. I truly hope that the new president does look out for workers in the 
United States. We all need to give the new administration a chance to do what is right for our country 
and its future.

Meanwhile, back in Vermont in our public schools, we have a job to do. 

After witnessing one of the most unusual elections in my memory, I know more than ever that our 
public school students must develop skills in critical thinking, problem solving, fact checking, and the 
ability to use reliable sources when seeking out new information. 

Our digital society gives us more information every second than anyone could possible absorb. 
The problem is that because it comes at a fast and furious pace, many simply accept it as accurate 
information and we all know that far too much of what we hear or read is not necessarily the truth.

Now, back to my calendar and my hopes for the year; there is hope. 

We may have to work harder than ever before, but I truly believe that we are on the right side of any 
issue when it comes to looking out for our public school students and the adults who strive to help 
these young Vermonters grow into responsible adults. 

Thank you for your commitment to our public schools. Without the compassion, dedication, and 
resolve that Vermont-NEA members bring to our school communities, we would face overwhelming 
obstacles. It is you who will turn this hope into action!
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6 Ways to Enjoy Online Learning
 J Reprinted from NEA Member Benefits

As educators, learning is almost as important as teaching. Always look for ways to expand your practice. 

Whether it’s for certification or just for fun, learning 
something new is easy with online courses.

Lifelong learning. It’s a trait we inspire in our 
students because we also strive to do this 
ourselves.

Each day in your classroom, you provide 
opportunities that spark creativity, create 
excitement around new ideas and encourage 
young minds to find a daily chance to learn. As 
educators, your own learning is often sacrificed 
for lesson planning, parent meetings, test 
preparation and grading to say nothing of 
overflowing personal lives.

Give yourself the gift of time to learn new 
things—both professionally and personally. You 
already earn your required continuing education 
certification units, and perhaps you work toward 
obtaining new certifications and advanced 
degrees, but don’t forget about learning for the 
joy of learning!

We’ve gathered practical ways for you to learn 
that new skill in the least amount of time and 
without breaking your budget.

The basics of learning online
Take a professional learning course online 
to investigate a new interest or to explore 
something you won’t necessarily teach right 
away, but you’ll enjoy. There are two main types 
of courses:

1. Continuing Education Certification 
Units (CEUs). In addition to the professional 
development offered through your district, 
hundreds of quality, accredited Continuing 
Education courses are available online. Some 
online courses are asynchronous, meaning 
you work at your own pace, completing the 
requirements when you have time. Other 
web-based courses are synchronous. You log 
on to the course website at a specific time 
and the facilitator leads you and your peers 
through the requirements. Our Professional 
Development section offers both types of 
courses and is just one source of practical, 
peer-reviewed online CEUs that can meet your 
professional development and continuing 
education requirements. 

2. Advanced Degrees and Certifications. 
Obtaining a master’s degree or doctorate, or 
achieving your National Board Certification 
opens doors. Similar to professional 
development courses, many universities 
now offer advanced degree programs 
online. These fully-accredited programs 
allow you greater choices in the program, 
as well as the institution. No longer are you 
limited to the degrees offered by your local 
university. A growing number of colleges and 
universities offer online degree programs, and 
several offer discounts through our Degree 
Programs section. First decide your goal, a 

science certification or Master’s in School 
Administration, for example, and then research 
your options.

Recapture your childhood love of 
learning something new
Remember how you felt when you first learned 
to ride a bike? Or catch a fish? Or knit a scarf? 
Learning a new skill just for fun is one of the 
best ways to achieve personal growth and 
fulfillment—and it helps combat teacher stress 
and burnout, too!

3. The Internet provides limitless 
opportunities for discovery. Try a foreign 
language. Learn to play an instrument. Train 
yourself on a new software program. Take 
courses on digital photography. Although 
almost every new skill has a practical 
classroom application, learning for fun should 
be just that—fun.

Never stop learning
No matter how busy we are, everyone should 
make learning a priority. Technology allows us 
greater flexibility and opportunity. Try these tips 
next time you think “I just don’t have the time.”

4. Read, read, read.  Reading remains one of 
the best ways to learn, and now you can use 
technology to quickly access more information 

when you are waiting for an appointment, 
holding for a call, or even passing time during 
TV commercials! Try reading teacher blog sites, 
free e-books or e-newsletters like this one and 
NEA Works4Me.

5. Create your “To-Learn” list.  Jot down 
anything you want to learn for your personal 
life (such as song writing) or for your 
professional role (like lesson plans including 
Common Core State Standards). You can write 
the list in an email and keep it in your Drafts 
folder, add a note on your phone app or write 
in your calendar or planner. Defining what you 
want will help you more readily recognize new 
learning opportunities.

6. Join group projects. Join an online 
community of like-minded learners and enjoy 
additional social and professional benefits. 
A quick Google search can help you find 
active local groups for a variety of activities. 
Educator-centric online communities like 
Curriki and the NEA edCommunities are 
great resources for sharing information, 
participating in topic-based discussions, and/or 
starting new groups in your area.

The pursuit of knowledge, whether for 
professional advancement or personal 
enjoyment, is an opportunity for us all to achieve 
our education goals. Never stop learning!
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Rutland Adminstrators Retaliate for Violence Reports
from p. 1

chemistry teacher at Rutland High School 
who serves as the union’s vice president and 
grievance chair, added, “It is of great concern 
that the administration and school board would 
rather blame educators than work collaboratively 
to protect students.”

According to the charge, which is lodged against 
the Rutland School Board, Superintendent 
Mary Moran and Assistant Superintendent 
Robert Bliss, administrators mislead safety 
investigators after reaching a settlement in 
which the labor department fined the district 
thousands of dollars for failing to “furnish each 
of its employees employment and a place of 
employment free from recognized hazards 
that are causing significant physical harm to its 
employees” because “paraeducators and other 
staff were exposed to the hazard of workplace 
violence by” students.

The charge says that instead of working to 
address the underlying issues of student-on-
staff violence, Bliss “attempted to blame staff for 
workplace violence by asserting that ‘the adults 
were antagonizing the students.’” Bliss also wrote 
to safety investigators that he “anticipated” 
that “the union will attempt to belittle the fact 
that their members did not conduct themselves 
professionally.”

Among the injuries to educators were some 
serious enough to warrant hospitalization. In its 
findings, the Department of Labor noted that 
educators encountered students “throwing, 
kicking, hitting or otherwise exhibiting 
inappropriate behavior.” The department also 
noted a “lack of management commitment” to 
give educators the ability to “effectively deal with 
workplace violence.”

Instead, according to the charge, Bliss authored 

guidelines that demanded that all educators 
wear closed-toe shoes to address what he said 
was the top cause of workplace injury: slips, 
trips and falls. When notified by the union of 
the apparent disconnect with student-on-staff 
violence, the Department of Labor slammed 
Bliss, saying, “It seems very odd to have this 
statement and resulting policy change…Is this 
related to the hazard (workplace violence) 
that we had originally spoken about? While 
this hazard could be a very valid concern, 
addressing it in this procedure seems odd and 
distracting from the original intent of protecting 
workers from hazards associated with violent 
interactions.”

The charge asks the Vermont Labor Relations 
Board to require the administration to cease 

retaliating against the union for reporting the 
unsafe working environment in Rutland schools; 
to work collaboratively with the union to address 
relevant safety remedies; and to rescind the 
closed-toe shoes policy and reimburse educators 
who had to purchase shoes to comply with the 
policy.

“What we in the REA have asked for since 2012 
is that our administration and school board will 
work with us who are in the classrooms to keep 
our students and staff safe,” Green said. “It is 
disappointing that we have had to take the legal 
venue to achieve this. 

“We would like to move forward to work with the 
administration to make our schools a model of 
safety for the state of Vermont.”

The sign held during a meeting of the Rutland School Board tells the story. 
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Making Our Schools Stronger Leads Your Agenda

research.

Student loan forgiveness. The state should 
establish a student debt forgiveness program 
designed to induce young adults to teach and to 
teach in rural and/or high poverty areas. 

AOE capacity. The State (every state) engages 
in “enforcement” and “technical assistance” to 
schools and other public service providers. The 
ranks of our AOE have been decimated over 
the past decade. The State should improve the 
capacity of AOE to do its job.

Community, Quality and Act 46
Perhaps the biggest reason Vermont’s local 
public schools succeed is the high level of local 
accountability under which they operate. Indeed, 
many states clamor for schools that have enough 
educators to really work with students one-on-
one, that are the centers of their communities, 
and are accountable to local voters every year at 
Town Meeting. Wherever practical, local residents 
should maintain accountability over their local 
schools. 

The overall impact of Act 46 will be the elimination 
of school-based elected governing boards. Their 
elimination will leave a void in the capacity of a 
local community to have an official voice in the 
governance of its own school. The State should 
fill that void by enacting school-based council 
legislation.

 J Act 46 contains several references of 
intention to establish equal educational 
opportunities, but it leaves wholly unaddressed 
actual ways to do so, apart from a wholly 
presumed result of district consolidations. The 
State must do more to attain this intended 
promise of Act 46. It should establish or refine 
existing standards to be met by every school for 
every child, and it should confer on the Agency 
of Education the actual capacity to ensure that 
every school meets those standards for every 
student.

 J The deadlines in Act 46 are artificial 
and, in multiple locations around the state, 
unreasonable, particularly in communities that 
do not believe they can or should be required 
to fit any of the preferred or alternative 
approaches set out in the act. The State should 
(a) modify those deadlines so they conform 
more naturally to the needs and interests of its 
communities and their citizens and (b) increase 
the range, and expand the flexibility within that 
range, of options for communities to meet the 
goals of the act.

 J Additionally, the State should amend Act 46 
to allow for full implementation and allowance 
of the “alternative” model of school governance 
so as to allow Vermont’s communities to retain 
the unique identities.

from p. 1 School Finance
Vermonters invest in their local public schools 
through one of the fairest education funding laws 
in the country. We believe the principal behind 
that law – that a person’s ability to pay should 
be considered – should be expanded so that 
all Vermonters pay for schools based on their 
income, and that we continue to give our children 
great public schools.

The state should make the school funding system 
fairer by increasing the income threshold for 
income sensitivity and increasing the income 
threshold for maximum local taxes. 

Public Funding of Non-Public 
Schools
Vermont’s decades-old practice of allowing 
students living in towns without schools to 
attend schools of their choice has served 
local communities well. We believe that the 
consolidation process underway does not change 
that fundamental premise: if a merged district 
still doesn’t include a high school, then students 
in that district should be able to attend schools 
of their choice. If a merged district does include a 
high school, then that school should receive the 
full support of the residents of the new district. 

The state should ensure that all students 
get a top quality education by ensuring that 
schools receiving public funding in any form be 
accountable to the public. The state should:

 J Retain the obligation of school districts 
to choose between maintaining a school 
and tuitioning its students to attend school 
elsewhere.

 J Respect the rules-making authority of the 
State Board of Education. We believe that the 
availability of public funds for independent 
schools be accompanied by an obligation to 
comply with requirements that protect the 
interests of students. 

 J Cease the use of public education dollars 
to enroll children in private schools outside of 
Vermont.

Early Childhood Education
It is clear that children begin learning at a very 
early age.  We believe that the most effective – 
and most valuable – early education requires 
professional educators in a school setting. We 
must find a way to expand opportunities for our 
youngest Vermonters to get a great start on their 
schooling. 

Act 166 was implemented in 2016.  While a 
positive step, it also has exacerbated the gap 
between poor students and students with special 
needs and their peers. We must address these 
inequities; unfortunately, there appears to be an 
over-reliance on vouchers that will do nothing to 
increase access to early childhood education nor 
reduce inequality.

The use of vouchers to pay for public education, at 
least in districts maintaining their own education 
programs, is bad public policy and is what the 
state included in Act 166. Vouchers always end up 
diluting the overall quality of the programs, and 
they never truly meet the need of our children 
from lower income families. The state should 
change the Act 166 funding mechanism so that 
it does not require school districts that offer 
prekindergarten education themselves to fund 
private prekindergarten education programs 
out of taxes intended for schools. The state 
should also consider making state funds available 
to parents who, despite the availability of a 
prekindergarten education program in their own 
public school, wish to enroll their children in a 
private program. 

Keep Pension Promises
Vermont’s teachers throughout the decades have 
worked their careers nurturing the state’s future. 
One of the key aspects of their ability to do so is 
a sound and predictable pension that gives them 
– along with Social Security and their own savings 
– a dignified retirement. The Vermont State 
Teachers’ Retirement System must remain, now 
and in the future, a defined-benefit paid for by the 
state and teachers themselves. 

To maintain retirement security for teachers, the 
state should:

 J Continue its recent successful practice of 
providing full funding of the system;

 J Refrain from statutory intrusion into the 
investment procedures of our public pension 
systems; and

 J Resist any effort to bifurcate the system or 
introduce risky 401(k)-type schemes for new 
teachers. Not only will such a process weaken 
retirement security for new teachers, it will 
threaten the fiscal health of those who are 
already participating in the pension system. 

Make Vermont More Attractive for 
Working Families
We share the notion that Vermont can be the 
country’s most attractive place to live, work and 
raise a family.  

Among the policies the state should enact 
are these worker-friendly proposals on which 
Vermont-NEA works with our partners and allies:

 J Increase the state minimum wage to $15 per 
hour for all workers

 J Work with the State Treasurer to implement 
at so called “secure pension” program where by 
workers and their employers can contribute to a 
retirement savings account administered by the 
State of Vermont.

 J Pursue implementation of a Family and 
Medical Leave Insurance (FaMLI) allowing 
workers to take needed leave to care for 
themselves or loved ones through a state 
administered insurance program.
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THE VERMONT-NEA REDSHEET: WHAT YOU 
NEED TO KNOW ABOUT WHAT’S GOING ON

On January 3, with Vermont Senator 
Bernie Sanders at his side, the 
Governor of New York, Andrew 
Cuomo, announced a plan to offer 

free tuition at state and city colleges for 
middle- and low-income New Yorkers. If this 
program is enacted, students whose families 
make $125,000 or less per year would be 
eligible to attend all public universities in New 
York for free. Cuomo’s office says more than 
940,000 middle-class families and individuals 
would qualify for the program.  In 2015, the 
average student loan debt in New York was 
$29,320. 

Meanwhile, this just in from our 
nation’s capital…

The same day Cuomo was initiating state 
action to make college more affordable, in 
Washington, D.C., Paul Ryan (R-Wisconsin), 
Speaker of the House of Representatives, was 
celebrating the GOP majority in Congress and 
its legislative implications with these words:

 “This is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. This 
is the kind of thing that most of us have only 
dreamed about.”

The stuff dreams are made of…

Let’s examine, in brief, what Rep. Ryan and 
his colleagues are “dreaming” about and what 
it could mean for workers, their families, and 
the economy.

1. Repealing the Affordable Care Act  

Doing away with the ACA, according to 
Community Catalyst, could have the 
following impact:

 J Health care premiums could increase 
dramatically for millions of Americans, and 
millions of people who purchase their own 
insurance could see as much as a $3,000 
tax increase due to health care tax credits 
being abolished. 

 J The number of uninsured children in this 
country could double.

 J Consumers could lose protections that 
forbid insurers from denying coverage 
based on preexisting conditions like cancer, 
diabetes or heart disease. 

 J Access to free preventive services like 
mammograms, cancer screenings and 
substance use screenings to combat the 
opioid epidemic could end.

2. Privatizing Public Education

 J President Trump’s pick to be Secretary of 
Education, Michigan billionaire Betty DeVos, 
not only has no leadership experience in public 
education, but she has spent millions of her 
own money to support efforts to private public 
education and divert public funds to religious 
institutions and for-profit charter schools.  
Her nomination by Trump elicited a strongly 
worded, 16-page letter from Massachusetts’ 
Senator Elizabeth Warren to DeVos:

You [Devos] are, of course, free to spend your 
fortune however you choose, but making 
large political contributions to "buy influence" 
does not qualify you to help set policy for the 
education of America's school children. To the 
contrary, your history of support for policies 
that would drain valuable taxpayer resources 
from our public schools and funnel those 
funds to unaccountable private and for-profit 
education operators may well disqualify you 
from such a central role in public education.

 J Public education advocate Diane Ravitch 
criticized DeVos' lack of "experience or 
qualificiations" and said the heiress' "only plan 
is to weaken and destroy" public schools.

3. Gutting Social Security

 J Rep. Sam Johnson (R-Texas), chairman of 
the House Ways and Means Committee’s 
Subcommittee on Social Security, released 
a “reform” bill in mid-December that would 
drastically reduce Social Security benefits, 
benefits you and nearly every worker in 
this country have earned and paid for.  The 
Huffington Post reported that “The bill would 
make the program less of a universal earned 
benefit and more of a means-tested safety 
net that aims only to provide basic support 
to the poorest retirees and disabled workers.  
Johnson would make Social Security’s benefit 
formula less generous for all but the lowest 
earners, rapidly raise the retirement age, and 
reduce the annual cost-of-living adjustment.”

4. Rigging the Budget Process to Slash Social 
Security, Medicare & Medicaid

 J President Donald Trump’s nominee to be 
Secretary of Health and Human services, Rep. 
Tom Price (R-Georgia), has called for changes 
that would enable automatic across-the-board 
cuts to Social Security, Medicare, Medicaid, a 
nd other programs for low- and middle-income 
Americans.  He calls this “budget process 
reform.”

 J According to the Center for American 
Progress, “If Congress enacts President-
elect Trump’s proposed tax plan – which 
mostly benefits the wealthiest Americans 
– then Rep. Price’s automatic cuts would 
slash Social Security by $1.7 trillion and 
Medicare by $1.1 trillion over 10 years.”  
Cuts to Medicaid over the same period 
could reach nearly $700 billion.  

 J The nonpartisan Tax Policy Center 
projects that President Trump’s tax plan 
would lower federal revenues by $6.15 
trillion in the first 10 years.  To offset the 
cost of Trump’s tax cuts, Price’s budget 
process proposes a 13.5% across-the-board 
spending cut. 

 J CAP also asserts that Price’s proposed 
automatic cuts “provide a way for members 
of Congress to vote for both tax cuts and 
debt reduction—and for President-elect 
Trump to sign these measures into law—
while falsely claiming to uphold campaign 
pledges to protect Social Security and 
Medicare.”

5. Repealing the 2010 Dodd-Frank 
financial reforms. 

 J This legislation was necessitated by 
the predatory lending policies and greed-
fueled investment practices of Wall Street 
and the Big Banks, which precipitated the 
Great Recession of 2007-2009.  Millions lost 
their homes, workers’ pensions suffered 
tremendous losses, businesses closed their 
doors, and the economy as a whole was 
brought to the brink of collapse.  

Stay informed & Act

These Congressional legislative “highlights” 
are the just the tip of the iceberg.  Whether 
these proposals become law or not depends 
on what Congress and the White House do, 
of course, but, more importantly, it ultimately 
depends on what Vermonters and other 
Americans do in response to them and the 
alternatives put forth by us and our elected 
representatives.

Vermont-NEA will inform you regularly of 
what is happening politically and legislatively, 
in Washington and Montpelier, and how you 
can take action, individually or collectively 
through your local and state union, to 
protect vital public programs from being 
underfunded or eliminated and to save public 
education. These “red sheets” will appear 
monthly in Vermont-NEA Today. 
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 J By Félix Pérez, NEA Today

f you’ve read or seen the news lately — or 
spoken with your family, friends or co-workers 
— you know many of us have had our fill of 
politics. After the name calling, fear mongering 
and overall ugliness of election 2016, we find 
ourselves looking for lighter, uplifting fare, tuning 
out pundits and politicians, and turning inward. 
Others of us grapple with how not to give in to 
fear, anger or cynicism.

All natural reactions to be sure. With the new 
year upon us, however, it’s time to take stock of 
what’s important to us, what is worth speaking 
out about and protecting. For many of us, 
educators and parents alike, it’s students and 
public education, the keystone of our system of 
democracy, designed to promote the common 
good and produce an informed electorate. At no 
time has this mission been more critical than in 
today’s era of gaping opportunity gaps.

Deep down inside we know we owe it to our 
students to advocate for them so they can have 
the resources they need to reach their fullest 
potential. Whether it’s health care, nutrition and 
safe communities or ensuring every student 
has a caring, qualified teacher and education 
support professionals, a well-rounded curriculum 
and inviting classes small enough for one-on-
one attention, we are deeply committed to the 
success of every student. At our core, educators 
believe students are at the center of everything 
we do.

Here, then, are six ways you can stand up for 
your students, for public schools:

1. Set SMART goals.  

 J Setting goals are easy, but achieving 
them is difficult without an action plan. One 
easy-to-use and research based goal-setting 

theory, developed by Drs. Edwin Locke and 
Gary Latham, is SMART (Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Realistic and Timely

2. Take your advocacy to the next level.

 J Last year, you might have signed online 
petitions, shared a social media graphic or 
sent emails to your elected officials. This year, 
think about how you might take your online 
advocacy to the next step. You might speak at 
your school board meeting, attend a rally, write 
a letter to your local newspaper, distribute 
information door to door, or participate in 
a phone bank (this often can be done from 
your home with nothing but your laptop 
and cell phone). The need students have for 
effective advocates inside and outside school 
is more pressing than ever. What can you do to 
increase your advocacy?

3. Go local.

 J There are so many urgent issues demanding 
our attention, it’s sometimes hard to know 
where to begin. In that case, start with what 
you know best: your school, your district, your 
city or town, your state, and so forth. Pick an 
issue you are most passionate about, one that, 
if addressed, can produce tangible benefits 
for students. The idea is not to overwhelm 
yourself but to pick areas where you can add to 
the outcome.

4. Help someone else become involved.

 J Cultural anthropologist Margaret Mead 
once said, “Never doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful, committed citizens can change 
the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever 
has.” Collective action makes change possible. 
So reach out to that friend or co-worker who 
has been thinking about becoming more 
involved but doesn’t know how or needs an 

encouraging nudge. Share your knowledge. 
Volunteer together. Lighten the load by sharing 
the work. Buck each other up when setbacks 
occur, as they inevitably will. Help contribute 
to a network of caring and effective advocates 
organized around a common objective. 
Educators know better than most people the 
importance of modeling desirable behavior 
and practices. That irreplaceable modeling 
applies as much outside the classroom as it 
does inside.

5. Get informed.

 J Sometimes challenges seem so big and so 
many, we don’t know where to begin. Start by 
finding out about existing efforts and consider 
how you’ll join in. Whom can you contact? 
What can you learn? What can you do? What is 
the time commitment? Ed Votes is a good point 
of entry; sign up for the Ed Votes weekly email 
updates at www.edvotes.org. You can also stay 
informed and get the Vermont scoop at www.
vtnea.org.

6. Take advantage of the status you’ve 
earned.

 J Educators consistently rank as one of 
society’s most trusted messengers. Besides 
parents and caregivers, no one knows better 
what students need to succeed — and the 
challenges they face — than educators. Few are 
better at communicating and understanding 
the elements of constructive dialogue. Face-
to-face conversations are still the most potent 
tool for engaging others. Activism starts with 
the everyday conversations you have with 
friends, your family, colleagues and people 
you meet. By knowing your issue and actively 
listening to what others have to say, you 
are more likely to encourage others to get 
involved.

Now More Than Ever, Get Involved!

Union Political 
Discussions On 
Tap Soon

In the late winter or early spring, Vermont-NEA, 
in conjunction with a steering committee of 
local leaders, will be holding meetings to learn 
about our members’ concerns related to the 
future of public education and public programs, 
and, how together, we can create strong, vibrant 
communities and public institutions in Vermont 
and across our nation.  

We are excited to work with you on the issues 
that matter most to your profession, your 
financial security, and your students. 

Ready to get started? Have questions? Send your 
political director, Colin Robinson, an email at 
crobinson@vtnea.org. Getting involved means more than just supporting your bargaining team. 
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Last month, NEA President Lily Eskelsen García said: “On behalf of the 3 
million members of the National Education Association, I congratulate the 
members of the 115th Congress. With the election behind us, now is the time 
for Congress to put students and families ahead of partisan politics in order 
to get the work done on behalf of the American people.

“This is important because we believe all children, regardless of family 
circumstances or ZIP code, have the right to a public education that helps 
them reach their full potential and does not depend on living in advantaged 
circumstances, getting accepted by a private school or winning a charter 
school lottery. Our doors are open to all. Every student deserves the best 
our country can offer.

“Congress can start that process by renewing its commitment to the 
American vision of public education—one which welcomes and includes 
students of all backgrounds, identities, origins and abilities. We offer 
this keeping in mind the bipartisanship our nation saw during the 
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which 

produced the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). In passing ESSA, Congress 
acted with the best interests of all students in mind—and now it should 
allow states and local communities the room to effectively implement it and 
avoid slashing or diverting the resources that help make that possible.

“We also challenge Congress to take a bold stand against efforts by 
ideologues, corporations, billionaires and hedge fund managers to 
undermine and privatize public education and harm our students. 
Lawmakers have to resist the temptation to substitute the will of special 
interests for the experience and expertise of educators, the ones who know 
the names and faces of the students across the country.

“We urge Congress—Democrats, Republicans, Independents—to value and 
support this vision for a strong and inclusive public education system that 
ensures that all students can succeed. We look forward to working with all 
lawmakers who are willing to renew their commitment to public education, 
who will fulfill the promise of ESSA, and who will stand up for students and 
working families.”

Orange East EA’s Bette Nunez, a Thetford 
Elementary teacher, attends regional bargaining.
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We Want You at 
Lobby Days 2017!
You are the experts when it comes to 

education and that’s why we always 

want you to come to the Statehouse 

for Lobby Days. Mark your calendars 

for Feb. 22 and March 1, when we’ll 

take Montpelier by storm! 
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President’s View: Because of You, There is 
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 ‘Red Sheet’ Lays Out What’s at Stake in 
Congress, p. 6
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NEA to Congress: Committ to Student Success


