Students state case for input on R.I. teacher evaluations
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PROVIDENCE — We stand before you as part of a movement, 16-year-old Amanda Pereira said: A movement to demand effective teachers, to make sure that student voices are heard and to hold teachers accountable for their actions. 

Wearing purple polo shirts and buttons, more than 40 students from a student activist organization called Young Voices politely told the adults in the room that public education needs to be much more responsive to the needs of the consumer — the students. 

“This movement has been inspired by a community that is no longer willing to sit still and watch students, in this state, fail day after day,” Pereira said. “We are no longer satisfied with seeing teachers who do not provide the bare minimum for a student’s education — the task they are being paid to perform — go unpunished and even worse, ignored.” 

For nearly three hours, one student after another stood up and eloquently expressed his or her desire to be part of a major shift in the way that teachers are evaluated. The Rhode Island Board of Regents for Elementary and Secondary Reform has developed a new set of standards that, for the first time in Rhode Island, would require that all teachers undergo an annual evaluation, along with principals and other support staff. 

The regents held their third public hearing on these standards at the Met School in Providence Thursday night, a meeting attended by a standing-room-only crowd of teenagers and a sprinkling of adults. 

The students, reading from note cards and crumpled sheets of paper, said they were not here to beat up on teachers or challenge the system. They were there to participate, to be part of the solution. 

“We are not using this as an opportunity to conspire against our teachers,” Amber Johnson, a member of Young Voices, said. “We are the customer, the product of this educational system. And we all value our education.” 

Students not only endorsed the regents’ plan to toughen teacher evaluation standards, which are almost nonexistent in some school districts, they asked that they be made stronger. 

If a teacher fails to meet the school’s expectations for more than three years, that teacher should not be recertified, students from Young Voices said. Allow high school students to evaluate teachers using an objective assessment tool that safeguards against possible sources of bias. Results of the student evaluation will not affect the teacher’s tenure, however. Include teachers and parents on the district evaluation committee. 

Students also urged the regents to reward teachers who go beyond what is expected. 

Some of the adults were just as passionate about creating fair but rigorous evaluation standards. Ed Lee, a veteran teacher in Providence, applauded the regents — and the Providence schools — for taking on this contentious subject, adding that he wouldn’t be where he is today without the support of a couple of great teachers. 

“The union,” he said, “can be an excuse for mediocrity.” 

Not everyone thought the proposed standards were commendable, however. 

David Sheehan, a social studies teacher from Warwick, said that parents should be held accountable for sending their children to school tired and hungry. 

“I can’t be there at night and make sure they get a proper dinner,” he said. “I can’t ensure that my students go to school at the proper time. The students who are not succeeding? Those are the parents I never see. We need to find a way for parents to do their job.” 

Darlene Netcoh, a high school English teacher in Warwick, said she’s offended when the news media brands all teachers with the same black mark. She also wondered how the regents could sit in judgment of teachers when only one, Colleen Callahan, has ever been in a classroom. 

But it was the students’ voices that were the most powerful. 

“How can one or two evaluators enter a classroom for five minutes and tell how effective a teacher is — a teacher who happened to know ahead of time of their visit?” said Faidat Olamuyiwa, a high school student from Providence. “Only students who are in each class for 45 minutes every day know more about their teacher and therefore know their weak points and strong points.” 

Rather than bash teachers, several students singled out individual teachers for praise, describing the teacher who stayed after school to provide additional help, the teacher who was tough but fair, the teacher who shared how difficult his or her own childhood was. 

Ricky Rodriguez, a senior at a Providence high school, said that Ed Lee “set my mind to work hard and work toward a goal.” 

“He helped me change my life by inspiring me to work,” Rodriguez said, “I believe that every student should have a teacher like Mr. Lee and with the proper evaluation system, I believe that it is possible to have teachers like that.” 

