Terrorist Teachers

By Robert Ginnaven


Do you get the idea that teachers are getting fed up?  Something certainly caused the present U.S. Secretary of Education to “joke” about a teacher’s organization being a terrorist group.  Even our Governor has weighed in, stating he’s had some “less than pleasant experiences with the teacher’s union in the state, and they’re not even very strong.”  So what’s going on with public education today that would cause such a divide between our teachers and our government? 


Consider this.  Last night, which is no different than any other, I sat alone before the television trying to coax any one of my family members to cuddle up on the couch with me.  I shoot for the youngest first, an avid outdoorsman, with the lure of the outdoor channel offering of catch and release fly fishing for the elusive and rarely seen darter, known by some to inhabit the local waters.  “Sorry, Dad, too much homework.”  Wandering the hall, I stick my head in the room of my sixteen-year old daughter and enthusiastically implore her that they’re running the “Wizard of Oz” tonight.  “Dad, you know we’ve got that on tape, and besides, I’ve got two tests tomorrow.  And please shut my door.”  I retreat toward the kitchen where my wife sits at the table before a serving of her students’ papers from earlier in the day.  “Do you remember when we saw “Love Story”, back when we first started dating in junior high?  It’s on tonight!  Will you watch it with me?”  Then I got the look.  It’s about all a teacher’s spouse can really expect anymore.  It’s not that she’s really mad at me, but it’s a look of resignation that comes with years of spending every night grading papers; talking on the phone to parents; talking on the phone with other teachers; attending meetings; filling out this form and that form, and the other form.  I know she doesn’t have time to talk about it.  She knows I know that, despite my nightly and optimistic effort.  The look sends me back to the couch where I plop down next to the family pet.  I turn on Lassie, hoping to share a moment, when my last hope bounds for the door on his way to his obedience class.


I hear my wife talking on the phone with another teacher about their earlier meeting after school.  There is a tension in the air when I pull out my sharp wit and try to cut in some levity.  “Hey, listen, the weather channel is reporting snow tonight!”  Suddenly, the entire family joins me, and they didn’t think it was funny that is was snowing in Colorado. “Don’t you understand that the teachers are at their rope’s end?  Right now we are debating a new set of rules to restrict noise in the halls and in the cafeteria?  The kids are out of control and we must do something to protect our sanity.”  My son pitches in.  “Did you say new rules for the cafeteria?  Let me tell you what they are doing at my middle school.”  When he finished I didn’t believe him.  Not that he’s dishonest.  I just knew that he must have misunderstood.  According to him, the seventh grade population is divided into three “pods” and no pod member is allowed to interact with a member of another pod.  I got a copy of the Cafeteria Rules, and it’s true.  


My wife started to explain that the teachers are so overworked that they have lost all tolerance for childish behavior, and are considering similar rules.  I protested that if we had been separated into pods when we were kids, we’d have never met. My son said the kids are stir-crazy.  My wife said the teachers are like a powder keg trying to dodge the sparks sent flying by administrators and legislators who either don’t know or have forgotten anything about teaching.  Whew!  I wondered what it would take to settle this escalating situation.  Consolidation?  A newer math?  I’ve even heard talk about a pre-preschool.  


When did we decide to take the fun out of being a kid?  How did we let it get to the point that teachers spend less time teaching and more time filling out forms and administering standardized tests?  What happened to the days when learning included the social interaction among students regardless of “pod” and the encouragement of individual expression through hall gossip and note passing at lunch?  Having no answers for the questions being debated, my family retreated to their various responsibilities and I to the couch, to watch the Andy Griffith Show to remind myself of a time when kids weren’t put in jail for making childish mistakes, and when teachers could care more about their students as people, than as statistics on a chart.  


If our Governor is complaining about his unpleasant experiences with the teacher’s union in this state, and as he said, “they’re not even very strong”, I suggest it’s time for teachers to start forming cells to launch an attack while the iron is still hot.  Nothing is going to happen if teachers just complain among themselves.  I tried to tell this to my wife, but she’s too busy grading papers.
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