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This commentary is by Rebecca Haslam, 

who is the 2015 Vermont State Teacher 

of the Year. The Burlington Education 

Association member teaches first grade and 

serves as the K-5 social studies and equity 

curriculum coach in the Burlington School 

District. She is the founder of Seed the Way, 

an educational consulting project focused 

on professional development, curricula, and 

resources for cultural proficiency.

As I prepare to enter my 12th year as a 

classroom teacher, I am still struck by feelings 

of newness, excitement and anticipation. Every 

August I am reminded that I have the best job 

in the world. I get to spend my days with young 

people all eager to learn, grow, create, explore 

together, and have fun.

I feel re-energized by the challenge of teaching 

my first grade students to have a growth 

mindset: to celebrate mistakes as opportunities 

to learn, to engage in productive struggle, 

to persevere and take academic risks, to 

explain their reasoning to peers, learn from 

each others’ strategies, and to recognize that 

“stretching our brains” is an accomplishment in 

itself.

I look around my classroom and I see the faces 

of children from different countries, cultures, 

socio-economic strata, and of differing abilities 

and I know I have the power to impact not only 

their academic development, but their sense of 

self. I know firsthand the impact of not having 

an inclusive education, not ever seeing myself 

or people who looked like me reflected in 

textbooks, or even portrayed in fiction. 

I recognize that all teachers have an 

opportunity and a responsibility to present a 

different reality to our students today.

There’s nothing more rewarding for me as 

a teacher than seeing my students truly 

collaborate — learning from and with 

each other. The most powerful classroom 

discussions happen when I step back and 

let them do the vast majority of the talking, 

theorizing, questioning, clarifying, connecting 

and evaluating. 

Part of my job as a culturally proficient 

educator is to validate the many voices and 

perspectives in my classroom. We all have 

something to offer, and we all have much to 

learn from each other. My students know 

that as members of our learning community, 

we all have rights and responsibilities. Their 

relationships to each other and the roles they 

play in each others’ lives are significant, and I 

teach them to treat other people with reverence 

and respect.

School is a place where every student has 

a voice. We provide a sense of acceptance, 

belonging, safety and responsibility. We 

empower students to be actively engaged, 

invested members of our classroom community 

and recognize our many differences as assets 

that benefit all of our learning. 

Yes, I teach content, but I also teach my first 

graders how to be productive, contributing 

members of society. In my classroom there’s an 

entry point for every individual learner, and an 

infinite amount of room to grow.

Teachers have the power to instill in children 

a sense of inquiry, critical thinking and a love 

of learning. We inspire confidence, encourage 

a growth mindset, and teach students to 

be collaborative, creative problem solvers. I 

build trusting relationships with students and 

constantly communicate to them that their 

contributions to our classroom, and to their 

greater community, matter.

I am responsible to the most important people 

in the world. Their parents entrust them into 

my care. This is an honor and a responsibility I 

do not take lightly.

To the students, families, and educators in 

Vermont, welcome back!

Happy New (School) Year!

continued on p. 5

JCEA leaders explain what 
leadership looks like; see page 7.

Work Together So Every Child Has a Voice

Welcome to the new school year, 

and, for those of you who are new 

to Vermont-NEA or are paying fair 

share fees, welcome to Vermont-NEA 

Today. 

Vermont-NEA Today is the official 

newsletter of the state’s largest 

union, and it is sent only to members 

– except this month. All of us 

are in the business of educating 

Vermont’s children, and, for those of 

you unfamiliar with what Vermont-NEA 

is and what we do together on behalf of 

Vermont’s schools, we wanted to give 

you a glimpse.

Since 1850, Vermont-NEA (under various 

names through the decades) has been 

the voice of educators. The union’s 

12,500 members ensure that educators 

have what they need to do the very 

best for Vermont’s children. The union 

and its members fight for good pay, 

good benefits and outstanding working 

conditions so that teachers, support 

professionals and everyone else 

involved in Vermont’s schools can focus 

on what they do. 

“By being a part of the union, I and 

my fellow members have each other’s 

backs,” said Martha Allen, a K-12 
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As a child, it always it seemed to me that summer lasted forever. 

School would get out in June and those long, hot, lazy days would string together in 
endless fashion. Not so, these days. You all are either back to work or will be very 
soon. 

The bad news is that summer is winding down. The good news is that school is starting 
again! It is an exciting time, filled with anticipation and hope for a successful school 
year.

Today there are many more challenges than just a few years ago. We need to meet 
those challenges so that all of our students may take advantage of the opportunities 
available to them. Unfortunately, too many children come to school unprepared for 
the task at hand. 

But, we also have many children who excel in our schools and need to be challenged 
and pushed to meet their potential. Your work is more complex than ever before 
because of the disparity in both economic and academic conditions. You well know 
that they influence everything you do, no matter what your role is in the public school 
system.

Many of you may feel powerless at times, and these challenges may seem 
insurmountable, but that is not true. You do have power because you are professionals 
and know what is best for your students and your schools. 

As an NEA member, you have access to many resources that may be found at www.
nea.org and www.vtnea.org. Check out these opportunities. NEA and Vermont-NEA 
are here to support your work. 

Your responsibility in taking a leadership role in your school is critical, however. 

The schools with the best climate are the ones where staff is involved in decision-
making. If your school is in need of improvement, maybe it is time for you to speak up 
and work with the administration to make those improvements. 

Students buy in to the program when they see a cooperative and respectful adult 
population in action. We are all in this business for the same reason, and it is time that 
you and your union step up to the plate and do what you know needs to be done to 
create a positive learning environment for your students. 

From the moment they get on the bus in the morning, throughout the day and well 
into the evening, Vermont’s public school students need to know that they are cared 
for in every aspect of their growth and development.

As you begin the school year, make use of the supports that Vermont-NEA and NEA 
provide. 

A mature collective bargaining agreement is what ensures good working conditions 
so that you may do your jobs. But, it is time to include professional issues in these 
agreements. 

Our newer teachers and staff are looking for an avenue to incorporate some 
innovative teaching and learning into our schools. The best methods and programs 
should be codified so that they are not interrupted when administrative turnover 
occurs. 

Take the helm and move your school forward!

Have a great start to the year. Learn about your students and get them excited about 
coming to school. Keep the energy and enthusiasm up...it’s contagious!

Take the Helm and 
Move Your Schools 
Forward
        Martha Allen 
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Start the year strong and curb back-to-school 

jitters with these tips and ideas from educator, 

educational speaker and author, Dr. Harry Wong.

Back-to-school is an exciting time, even if you’ve 

been teaching for decades. Sure, you’re excited 

to welcome a new class of students, but getting 

back to class may also bring first-day butterflies, 

stress and concerns about your ability to groom 

successful learners.

The antidote to your anxiety, says Harry Wong, 

co-author of “The First Days of School” and “THE 

Classroom Management Book” (HarryWong.com), 

is a carefully thought out classroom management 

plan. “A well-managed classroom may even be 

more important to students than teachers since 

it provides a sense of structure, comfort and 

security,” says Wong. What’s more, in this type 

of organized environment, students are relaxed, 

focused and eager to learn.

Whether you’ve been teaching for years or this is 

your first year in the classroom, the cornerstone 

of successful teaching is creating a culture of 

consistency. Here’s how:

1. Be proactive. 

Teachers typically fall into two categories: 

Proactive and reactive. “Proactive teachers 

plan ahead to prevent problems,” says Wong. 

“They visualize a classroom that runs itself and 

proactively create a plan to accomplish that 

vision.” 

Reactive teachers respond to problems as they 

arise. They think on the spot and inevitably waste 

valuable instructional time corralling class clowns 

and trying to control chaos.

2. Organize the learning environment. 

Successful classrooms are effective learning 

environments because they give students 

structure, guidance, focus and direction. Having 

a place for everything and everything in its place 

also helps streamline activities. The longer it 

takes students to find a pencil (or their crayons!), 

the less time they have to focus on the tasks at 

hand.

3. Establish effective routines. 

A well-managed classroom uses procedures 

and routines so learning activities are executed 

smoothly. 

Effective teachers create procedures for 

everything—entering the room, turning in 

homework and participating in class discussions. 

Since students do best when they know what 

to expect, posting a daily agenda is critical, 

including the day’s schedule, an opening 

assignment and a lesson objective. 

“This enables kids to be self-starters who 

are on task from the moment they enter the 

classroom,” says Wong. A bonus: You won’t have 

to waste time fielding students’ questions about 

what they’ll be learning and when they’ll be 

transitioning between subjects.

4. Lavish specific praise (but only when 

warranted). 

When children meet or exceed your 

expectations, praise them. But, instead of saying 

“Good job, Suzie!” Explain exactly what they did 

correctly. Not only will the student appreciate the 

acknowledgement—and grow from it—but your 

other students have another opportunity to learn 

what’s expected of them.

5. Become a model of optimism and 

positivity. 

Your attitude is even more important than your 

students’ in terms of creating a positive learning 

environment. “Children sense the positivity and 

enthusiasm that flows from you,” says Wong. 

Each day is a chance to wipe the slate clean 

and start fresh with a new plan. Each moment 

is a valuable commodity. When you treat it as 

such, students will match that expectation with 

eagerness and success.

While these are effective tips for every 

educator, your approach to creating a classroom 

management plan may differ depending on your 

career level. New teachers may focus on building 

an effective model to withstand the years, those 

with some “street cred” may need to evaluate 

where their plan works (and where it doesn’t), 

and educators nearing retirement might want to 

shake things up a bit. 

According to Wong, teachers at each level are 

guided by different key questions:

New Educators: What do I do?

Focus on starting your career with good habits, 

which is easier than overhauling your approach 

years later. 

What to do: 

Develop a first day of school script that details 

your every move, from greeting your students 

when they first arrive in class to dismissing them 

after the last bell rings. In between, ensure you 

have an effective plan for teaching students the 

procedures they’ll be following throughout the 

year. But there’s no need to reinvent the wheel. 

Instead, seek out veterans whose work you hope 

to emulate.

Mid-Career Teachers: What did I 
do and how can I do it better? 

With years of teaching under your belt, chances 

are you’ve developed an effective plan, but 

there’s always room for improvement. 

What to do: 

Think back on the previous year. Where were 

you successful? Where did you fall short? What 

can you incorporate into your plan this year to 

improve your performance? Whether last year 

was a breeze or your toughest yet, taking time 

out to analyze what you did well, and what you’d 

like to do differently, can help you improve your 

craft. Then you can create a lesson mastery 

plan packed with tools and strategies to help 

you teach for better student learning and 

achievement.

Educators Near Retirement: Why 
did I do what I did? 

If you’re unsatisfied with the status quo, even 

this late in the game, you can always learn a new 

approach to teaching, says Wong. Author Maria 

Robinson writes, “Nobody can go back and start 

a new beginning, but anyone can start today and 

make a new ending.” It’s never too late to modify 

your approach to teaching. 

What to do: 

Don’t be afraid to start from scratch. 

Create an all-new classroom management plan 

and leave a legacy by coaching others.

5 Ways to Get Rid of Back-to-School Anxiety
 J By NEA Member Benefits

No matter the subject area, getting a handle on anxiety is a key way to ensure student success. Above, 
members of a choral group from Northfield prepare to give it their all. 
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News You Can Use...
Ed Agency No Longer Accepts Paper 
Applications
Beginning this month, the Agency of Education 

will no longer accept paper applications for most 

licensing processes. 

Applications for initial licenses, license 

reinstatement, temporary licenses (emergency, 

provisional and apprenticeship), retired licenses 

and acceptance to peer review programs will only 

be accepted electronically. 

Paper applications are still accepted for 

transcript review and speech language 

pathologist educator licenses. For more 

information, please see the Vermont Online 

Licensing System for Educators on the agency 

website (education.vermont.gov). 

Check Your Paystubs!
Every year, it is always a good idea to take a 

look at your paystub. You want to make sure 

any raises or step increases to which you are 

entitled are reflected; that the proper amount 

of deductions (for health insurance, union dues, 

retirement system, taxes) are taken; and that 

everything else is correct. 

While most business offices get paychecks 

correct right from the start, you’d be surprised 

at the number of mistakes. And don’t think the 

business manager will make it correct over time 

– in one instance already this year, one local 

reports that the incorrect amount of retirement 

deductions were taken from the first paychecks. 

The district told all affected teachers that they 

could either pay back the extra percentage in a 

lump sum or over time. 

from p. 1

One of the best ways to keep up with 

what’s going on with your union is to 

attend a Fall District Meeting. 

These meetings -- free and open to any 

member, new or seasoned -- gives you 

time to chat with board directors, your 

UniServ Director and fellow members as 

the new school year gets underway. 

If you want more information about 

where to sign up, please be sure to visit 

vtnea.org/fallmeetings2015. Here’s 

rundown of the whens and wheres:

Southern Vermont, Oct. 

20 from 5-7p at Popolo 

Restaurant, Bellows Falls

Chittenden/NW Vermont, 

Oct. 26, 5-7p at Hampton 

Inn, Colchester

NE Kingdom, Oct. 27, 4:30-

7p at Lyndon State College

Upper Valley, Oct. 29, 5-7p 

at Hotel Coolidge, White 

River Junction

Central Vermont, Nov. 4, 

4:30-7p at Capitol Plaza 

Hotel, Montpelier

Addison/Rutland, Nov. 18, 

5-7p at the Brandon Inn, 

Brandon

  Get to Know 
  Your Union  
  at Fall District  
  Meetings

Membership Has Privileges

librarian from Canaan who serves as Vermont-

NEA president. “But most importantly, we work 

together to do what’s best for our students.”

Whether you are a member or a fee-payer, 

you enjoy certain benefits won on your behalf 

by generations of Vermont-NEA members in 

every town in Vermont. Among them are the 

protections of a collective bargaining agreement, 

pay and benefits that get better every year, and 

representation in grievances. 

But members get so much more – and for very 

little extra money. Among the members’-only 

benefits of joining are:

 J Legal services for EEOC, ADA, FMLA and 

other discrimination complaints

 J Representation at professional licensing 

discipline hearings and unemployment 

compensation hearings

 J Representation in wage and hour 

complaints

 J Teacher and support staff retirement 

training and representation

 J $1 million in legal liability coverage

 J Assistance with criminal charges related to 

employment

 J Discounted personal legal services through 

a local Vermont law firm

 J Traning on employment law, bargaining, 

legal issues, grievances

 J Professional development opportunities at 

little or no cost

 J Full participation rights in the business of 

the association

 J Subscriptions to Vermont-NEA Today, NEA 

Today and @vtnea

 J NEA term life insurance at no cost

 J Discounts on credit cards, home financing, 

cars, trips and other services

“We know that some people choose not be 

a member of our union, and we respect that 

choice,” Allen said. “I have never made that 

choice. I’ve always been a part of this union, and 

the support it and my fellow members have given 

me made me a better teacher.”

We certainly hope that all of you have wonderful 

year, and look forward to working with you along 

the way. If you are a new member, welcome. If 

you are thinking of joining, be sure to reach out 

to your local association president, who will be 

happy to answer all of your questions. 

All of you – teachers, paraeducators, cafeteria 

workers, bus drivers, custodians, nurses – are 

why our local public schools are Vermont’s most 

important resource. 
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No, We Won’t Be Bullied

with students; for school buildings that are 

healthy and clean, and support professionals like 

tutors, librarians and school nurses so kids have 

all the services essential for success.

We’ve fought against the toxic testing that tells 

us so little about out students, and yet sucks so 

much learning from a day. Time that could have 

been spent organizing a project, or creating a 

work of art, or collaborating and debating and 

deciding in small groups the multiple solutions 

to some real problem—things that defy the 

standardized A, B, C or All of the Above insanity to 

which too many politicians and bureaucrats have 

reduced our classrooms.

The governor is not one of my 12-year-old 6th 

graders. He is a man. He’s a politician calling 

teachers—mostly women—who stand up for 

themselves and their students, insulting names. 

He doesn’t like us.

We will stand and use the collective power of 

our union to speak the truth to powerful people, 

whether they be governors or presidents—or 

governors who wish they were president. I believe 

Governor Christie when he says he wants to 

punch me in the face. But I know the reason is 

because he thinks a fat lip will silence us.

It won’t.

Educators know that the best way to handle 

a bully is to stand up to him. To speak the 

quiet truth. But as I taught my students, there 

are always three parties involved in bullying. 

The bully. The person being bullied. And the 

bystander. 

I taught my students that they were likely to be 

bystanders sometime in their lives. I taught them 

that bystanders had enormous power to stop 

bullying—if they were silent, it encouraged the 

bully. I taught my students to speak up and to take 

sides. And the right side is never the side of the 

bully.

Governor Christie, I suppose, will continue 

calling us names. We will, I assure you, continue 

standing up for ourselves and for our students. 

The question now is whether the bystanders, the 

public and the voters will speak up and take sides. 

And the right side is never the side of the bully.

Retirement 101
from p. 8 All teachers – members of the union or not – are 

automatically part of the Vermont State Teachers 

Retirement System. A defined-benefit pension, 

the system was developed decades ago to 

ensure that teachers have a chance at a dignified 

retirement. 

The pension plan relies on contributions from 

you – 5 percent of your salary if were vested in 

the system on July 15, 2014, and 6 percent if you 

were not vested or new to the system on or after 

that date – and from the state. While you and 

your colleagues’ record of meeting your payment 

obligations are unblemished, unfortunately the 

state occasionally missed theirs by underfunding 

the pension. We are happy to report that over the 

last several years, the state has made complete 

contributions to the system. 

The extra percentage point for non-vested 

participants is dedicated solely to retiree health 

care, and it is designed to make sure retirees 

and future retirees can continue to enjoy health 

coverage in retirement. 

To learn more, head on over to vermonttreasurer.

gov. 
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For the third year, Vermont-NEA’s Summer 

Leadership Conference attracted member-

leaders from all corners of the state for a 

provocative and energizing three-day program. 

Nearly 80 members from nearly 50 locals 

converged on Burlington’s Champlain College 

to hear from labor leaders across the state 

and country. A particular highlight was the 

breathtaking story out of Jefferson County, 

Colorado, where the Jefferson County Education 

Association has been waging a years-long fight 

against a Koch-backed school board majority that 

is bent on destroying collective bargaining and 

establishing charters, vouchers and other bad 

public school policy ideas.

The most impressive part of the JCEA story is that 

they have worked tirelessly the old-fashioned 

way: they’ve organized door-to-door, been 

aggressive with social and traditional media, 

and have the support of thousands of parents, 

community members and business leaders. They 

are launching a massive recall effort this year to 

try and oust at least one of the three anti-public 

school board members. 

“The most important thing for all union leaders 

to know is that all of us can do it,” said Vermont-

NEA President Martha Allen. “If we don’t lead our 

unions, if we don’t organize, if we don’t do the 

work, no one will.”

Among the leaders attending were 22 building 

reps, 11 chief negotiators, three grievance chairs, 

23 presidents and 11 vice presidents. They hailed 

from all corners of the state – ranging from six 

from the Northeast Kingdom to 14 from both 

Southern Vermont and Northwestern Vermont. 

Attendees didn’t just sit in classrooms – everyone 

fanned out to knock on doors of new members 

all over Chittenden County. 

Next year’s conference is again slated for 

Champlain College beginning August 2 2016. 

Scenes from the 2015

Vermont-NEA

Leadership Conference

Leadership Conference Hones Organizing Skills
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(Lily, president of NEA, wrote this about a particularly pernicious politician on 

her blog “Lily’s Blackboard)

My friend asked me, “How can you stand him speaking about us like that?!” 

She was upset because she felt as if Governor Christie wasn’t just speaking 

to me as president of the National Education Association, but to all the 

teachers, and all the education support professionals, and all the principals, 

librarians, and counselors who are members of education unions.

Specifically, in response to a question about who on the national level 

deserves a “punch in the face,” the New Jersey governor who would like to be 

the next president of the United States said, “The national teachers’ union.”

Educators recognize the tactics of a playground bully – someone who tries 

to intimidate with name-calling and threats of violence in order to impress 

a crowd. I always told my 6th graders not to give bullies power by sinking to 

their level.

So when this story hit, I took a deep breath and thought long and hard 

about how to respond to the absurdity of his interview and of the governor’s 

silly—yet disturbing insults. He seems to desperately need for voters to think 

that educators are bad people because we tend to speak truth to power; 

the truth is his education policies have been disastrous. Privatize. De-

professionalize. Standardize.

Ignore the fact that parents want to humanize education—not reduce it to 

a number on a high-stakes test. None of his policies are working, and we’ve 

not been shy about saying so. If the facts are on your side, you argue the 

facts. If common sense is on your side, you argue common sense. If nothing 

is on your side, you call your opponent names.

So he had to call us names.

The facts and common sense are on our side, and he needed to deflect 

blame for his political decisions. It is why my friend was so upset. She 

has worked so hard for her students. Our unions have fought for needed 

textbooks and teaching materials; for class sizes that allow teachers to build 

a personal relationship 
continued on p. 6
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Lily Eskelsen Garcia Handles a Bully

Hello...and welcome
With this issue, Vermont-NEA Today 

is entering its 83rd year. And, for the 

first time, we are sending this to our 

fee payers so they can learn a little bit 

more about our union. If you want to 

join, let your local association leaders 

know. We’d love to have you with us!

14 Reasons Why Union Membership 
Matters,  p. 4 
 
President’s View: Take the Helm and Move 
Your School Forward, p. 2 
 
Tips to Deal With Back-to-School Anxiety, 
p. 3

10 Wheelock St, Montpelier, VT 05602

Addison Northeast 

Education 

Association 

President Mikaela 

Frank discusses 

the ins and outs of 

organizing to win at 

the 2015 Leadership 

Conference. See 

more on page 7.


