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WE ARE MEMBERS of Young Voices, a group that trains youth to have a voice in every aspect of their lives. Being in Young Voices has given us the opportunity to work with people of influence to improve our schools. We are also students in Providence public schools. Recently, Rhode Island Education Commissioner Peter McWalters sent a letter to Providence School Supt. Thomas Brady telling him to place teachers based on skill and effectiveness and not just on seniority. 

Currently in the Providence public schools open positions are given to teachers only on the basis of seniority - on how long they have been working in the system. Student needs, or even skills of the teacher, are not even taken into account! And, if a teacher's position is eliminated in one school, he or she can take another teacher's position at a different school if that teacher has less seniority. And then that teacher, who just got "bumped," can take a position from yet another teacher who has even less seniority. 

This has a terrible effect on students. In 2008, we conducted groundbreaking research on students' everyday experience in Providence schools. We surveyed more than 1,600 high-school students and conducted focus groups with more than 200. Many students talked in the focus groups about losing their best teachers to bumping. This comment is just one example: "I had this social-studies teacher who really cared. He was a great teacher and I could really relate to him. Then he got pushed out one day, and I got this teacher who just sat at her desk and didn't teach us anything." 

It's really hard to lose a great teacher, especially since there aren't a lot of teachers we can connect with. In our research, students said only 30 percent of their teachers motivate them. 

As students in the Providence schools, we support Commissioner McWalters's decision completely. This is a huge step in the right direction. It is important to us personally because we are students and we are affected by our teachers every single day. Whether this means being inspired or disappointed, these teachers are a part of our education. We want to know that these teachers who mold and shape our education will be skilled and qualified enough to do what is expected of them. It is critical to give teachers with the talent the chance to connect with kids, and not have them forced out of their jobs because they have less seniority. 

Commissioner McWalters's action connects directly to our goals at Young Voices. Since 2007, we have been working to improve Providence schools. In addition to our research, we recently organized education forums attended by more than 200 students, teachers, parents, school-department administrative staff and civic leaders. Many more people have voiced their commitment to our cause. So far, we have more than 220 registered voters supporting our movement. 

Our education forums are about action - what can we all do together to make use proud of our schools. One of our action steps is to have job-placement decisions for teachers based on performance in addition to seniority. Our goal is to have bumping procedures changed, and to make sure that our system supports teaching excellence at every level. 
We are proud that change is coming about because of our hard work. Commissioner McWalters's decision is proof that no matter how small the voices are, if there are enough of them you can make a loud enough noise so that bigger voices are forced to listen. We would like to thank the commissioner for taking the time to meet with us, and for hearing our call. 

Amanda Pereira is a sophomore at Classical High School. Gollone Moore, also a Classical sophomore; Michaelangelo Richter, of the Alternate Diploma Evening Program; and Ricky Rodriguez, a sophomore at Cooley Health & Science High School, collaborated in this column.
