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JF:
I’m pleased to have with me today Anthony Cody, a national board-certified science teacher from Oakland, author of the teacher magazine blog, “Living in Dialogue,” and organizer of the subject that we want to talk about today, the Save Our Schools March on Washington, D.C., on Saturday, July 30th. Welcome, Anthony!

AC:
Thanks, John. 

JF:
What led you to organize this march, Anthony? And tell us, what’s the message?

AC:
Well, I have worked in the Oakland schools for the last 24 years, 18 of them as a teacher at a high-poverty school, and I’ve seen, over the last 10 years, how No Child Left Behind has really led us to make such an emphasis on standardized-test scores, and labor under the false idea that labeling schools as failures is an effective way to get them to improve; and there are a lot of teachers across the country, and a lot of students across the country, who have been similarly affected by this. We’re seeing schools become obsessed with test scores, where instruction is reshaped around what is going to be on the tests; and students, especially those of high poverty, have their instruction narrowed, more and more closely aligned, to what  is going to be on the tests. And the students are really losing out. 

The students are losing the rich education that they really need. They’re losing the chance to be challenged, to think critically, and we’re developing a split education system, where students in wealthy areas don’t – who – who have a lot of advantages tend to score high on these tests anyway. They aren’t facing this kind of pressure and this kind of environment to the same extent that…high-poverty schools are.

JF:
So is this a message of anti-No Child Left Behind? Or is this sort of a collective push-back from teachers who feel that everything over the past decade of the reform movement in Washington has been put on your doorstep?

AC:
I think it’s a bit of both, and, you know, we have not just teachers involved. We also have parents and students who have stepped up, who are also increasingly frustrated with the obsession over testing; And I think – I think a lot of us went into teaching because we wanted – I chose to teach in Oakland because I wanted to serve students who live in poverty. I knew that there were huge needs there, and I fashioned my teaching career around inquiry, around challenging kids to think, to design their own experiments. And when you – when you – when you prepare students for a test, they are not going to be challenged to design an experiment. They’re not going to be challenged to do in-depth projects. They’re gonna be challenged to respond to very straightforward questions; and so, in a real sense, our curriculum has become dumbed-down under the excuse that we’re making it more challenging. And, in fact, we’ve made it, in some ways, less challenging for our students, and for our schools.

JF: You have four principles, messages, that you want in the march, behind the march; but part of it is, I think, the belief that you’re not being listened to as teachers, right? That you need to therefore literally come across the country to Washington, D. C. Go to the Ellipse, march to the White House.

AC:
Yeah.

JF:
So what’s the message here? “Please listen to us”? You’re not part of the dialogue?

AC:  We have really tried over the last two years to engage the administration in dialogue. A lot of us teachers and parents worked to elect President Obama, and were really heartened when he spoke about the need to move away from standardized tests. Even this year, he talked about how his own children had low-stakes tests, and he thought that there were too many – “We’ve piled on too many tests,” [was] what he said. “We should look at testing maybe every other year, he said, and we need to have tests that test students’ abilities to do projects.” 

But none of that is in the reforms that are being implemented by his own administration. And when we’ve pointed that out, we have hit a – we’ve hit a brick wall. So, yeah, we do feel like we need to protest at this point, because, you know, we really expected much better from this administration, and we still do. 

JF: When you hear a change in the tone, or a message from Secretary Duncan, do you feel that maybe some of this message is getting through to him, and it needs to be reflected in the re-authorization of No Child Left Behind, or The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), as it’s formally known? 

AC: I’m still waiting to hear a change in policies from Secretary Duncan. We have not.  All the policies that are being implemented now, including what he’s described as the ones that would make states eligible for waivers to No Child Left Behind, are attaching higher stakes to test scores, expanding opportunities for vouchers and charters. So I don’t see this administration, in terms of policies, really listening to us. I see them making rhetorical nods to how much they honor teachers; but you do not honor us by tying our pay to test scores, by tying our teacher evaluations to test scores.

JF: Let’s talk a little bit about the march itself. Who’s supporting it? And who will speak at the march? 

AC: We’ve got a really broad range of support.   The United Church of Christ has endorsed. The American Federation of Teachers [and] the National Education Association have both endorsed. Diane Ravitch has been very supportive. Jonathan Kozol. Some of the heroes of the education movement of the last half-century have stepped forward. Herb Kohl from California has endorsed. We’re really proud of the support that we’ve gotten.

JF: And some of these will be speakers?

AC: Some of these will be speakers. Jonathan Kozol and Diane Ravitch. Pedro Noguera will be speaking.   Parents Across America is supporting, has endorsed the march. We’re working with a number of parent activists across the country, so we’ve got a lot of support from all over. We have  activists in more than half of the states in the country that are organizing to bring people to Washington. 

JF: What do you hope to accomplish from the march? And how would you judge its success? And also may throw in a number of how many would be pleased if the turnout was such?

AC: Numbers are really difficult for something like this, especially when it’s a grassroots effort. We really – You know, we have 15 or 20 or 30 (thousand).  I don’t know exactly the number now of people organizing buses. If we were a really highly-organized group, you know, we would have a lot of resources to   put into getting people there. We don’t.   So it’s gonna be really up to people to step up.  I would say, you know, we hope to get  thousands of people, but we don’t really know.

JF:  How would you judge its success beyond numbers?

AC:  I think the most important thing that we’re doing is we’re changing the narrative about what – what education reform is all about in this country. For the last decade, “education reform” has been defined as  No Child Left Behind, and the current administration picked that up, and is continuing to run with it. 

We are determined to show a different face for education reform. We believe education reform really starts within the schools, with the students and teachers and parents; and it isn’t – it isn’t going to come from Washington, D.C. It’s going to come from the teachers and parents and students; (they) need to be inspired by our leaders to step up to the challenge that we have. They don’t need to be punished for not raising test scores, which is the current approach.

JF:
Anthony Cody, it’s a message that’s important to be heard. We wish you California weather in Washington in July, and a good turnout.

AC:
Thank you. 
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