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With this newsletter we confront the 
continuing destruction of quality public 
education for the working class and people of 
color in Oakland and across the United States 
and thus the elimination of our childrens’ 
right to learn and grow.  Our youth, full of 
creativity, passion, energy and wisdom, de-
serve better.  We do not fully understand the 
changes our communities are going through 
and this ignorance holds us back from trans-
formative change, but it is crucial that we 
face our ignorance straight on.  The price of 
doing nothing is much greater.  We know that 
Oakland has a powerful history of struggle 
and resistance against oppression.  Most 
importantly we are certain that Oakland has 
the power to demand what our communi-
ties deserve and need, a system that serves 
and is accountable to its community rather 
than profits from it.  This is our call to rise up!  
This is our call to knowledge!  This is our call 
to you!  Together lets fight for what we know 
and fight to find out what we do not!  Read 
on with open minds. We promise you, this is 
only the beginning.
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Editor's Note: This was written by a member of the Edu-
cation Committee of Occupy Oakland which co-organized 
the Sit-In with parents and teachers of the 5 schools.

We sat-in at Lakeview Elementary June 15th but the 
seeds for our People’s School had been planted much 
earlier. Beginning in September, 2011, parents, teachers, 
and students from the 5 schools slated for closure fought to 
keep their schools open. Clearly the main surge of struggle 
was leading up to the October 26th vote, but beyond then 
parents and teachers continued organizing—refusing to 

hoops have been torn up for parking and the classes are 
filled with offices. How come, after all this, we couldn't 
repel the destruction of our neighborhood schools? In this 
privatizing world, there will certainly be more budget cuts, 
more school closures, and more charter schools instead of 
public schools. So, what do we need to do next time?

The answer is complicated but one major part of the answer 
is that we need to organize ourselves to be more power-
ful. Clearly we did have a lot of success and did show real 
power as we noted above. But in the end we still were not 
powerful enough. Right now the corporations are slashing 
our budgets, leading to school closures, and engineering 
a huge propaganda campaign claiming there is too much 
governmental regulation and teachers are overpaid and out 
of control. They say we need less public oversight in our 

Lessons from the Lakeview Sit-In
By N. Finch

accept the destruction of neighborhood schools 
as somehow advancing the vision of “Community 
Schools, Thriving Students.” They attempted all 
the official ways of lodging complaints: attending 
meeting after meeting at the Board, holding press 
conferences and rallies. As the District conti-
nued stonewalling them, they moved steadily 
more confrontational, refusing to accept the 
Administration's flawed logic. They sued OUSD 
and even tried recalling the Board members who 
voted to close the schools. All of these outlets are 
intended to persuade the Administration to chan-
ge course when their policies are proven wrong 
(See Reply to OUSD by Jack Gerson, in this news-

letter). But in this case, we were faced with an intransigent 
Administration fully committed to privatizing our public 
schools and a yes-men Board. It was in this context, with 
all other avenues exhausted, that we walked into Lakeview 
June 15th to keep our 5 schools open.

We achieved many things with our sit-in. Many teachers, 
parents, and community folks from across the Bay rallied 
around us and we marched, 400 strong, through downtown 
to Lakeview. We ran a hugely successful People's School 
with much help from generous and committed volunteers. 
Monday through Friday, dozens of kids attended, learning 
everything from gardening to social justice. And we got 
the attention of the Board members and Administration. 
A few Board members came by to talk about how to switch 
enough votes to reverse the decision. As far as we know no 
member had previously opened discussions on this.

Yet, still, we did not win our demands. Now the basketball 

schools—except, somehow, when it comes to teachers who 
need to be evaluated all the time.

How have these privatizers been able to create their own 
top-down movement? Power. They have unimaginable 
wealth which they use to buy off politicians and fund 
think tanks and studies that turn their corporate ideolo-
gies into pseudo-science. Then they blast this propaganda 
everywhere through their corporate media connections. In 
the face of this we, too, need to organize ourselves to build 
our own power. But, by nature of our place in society, our 
power will be different. It won't be funded by corporate 
bank rolls and expressed through politicians and mass 
media corporate media campaigns. It won't be top-down. It 
won't thrive on ignorance.

So what will our Teacher-School Worker-Parent-Student 
power look like? By engaging with past and current stru-
ggles around education—Oaxaca, Quebec, Michoacan 
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(see Resistance to Education Attacks in Mexico 
by Ale Greta, in this newsletter), Chicago, even 
Lakeview—we have concrete examples of what this 
"power" looks like. From these we can learn what 
has and hasn't worked and use the best parts.

Here are some lessons we have taken from these 
struggles:

1.  We need working-class wide committees in 
our schools city-wide (and wider eventually), that 
includes parents, teachers, students, and working-
class community members. This means no admi-
nistrators or business groups. Both these groups are 
too tied to the system and its privatization agenda 

take more than public comments to turn around this Ad-
ministration and School Board. Power concedes nothing 
without a struggle.

3.  As much as we organize against the privatizers, we 
should also act out our vision for meaningful education. 
One of the most powerful parts of the Lakeview Sit-In 
was the People's School. We educated dozens of children 
in a truly collaborative way. Volunteer teachers worked in 
teams developing their own curriculum from the bottom 
up. They practiced hands-on learning. Parents would come 
and stay, helping teach—even learning something themsel-
ves. The People's School grew and grew because, as person 
after person testified, it was a totally different experience 
from most detached and alienated schools. People came 
and people stayed. And, in fact, this popularity was one 
of the most powerful things that kept us in Lakeview for 
18 days—and also led them to kick us out. We had turned 
a building that was to become offices back into a school. 
While we'll never be able to really transform our schools 
without the resources that have systematically been held 
back from our schools, we can start building transforma-
tive models now, while making sure they stay connected 
with our larger struggle.

These are some of our suggestions for first steps. These 
don't make a lock-shut strategy for victory. This is as much 
a conversation-starter as anything since we're sure you have 
more ideas than we could ever come up with. So, please, 
check out our blog. Comment, question, change. It's time 
we take education into our own hands—literally.

N. Finch was an Oakland educator laid-off due to budget 
cuts.

to consistently fight for our needs. If we need any evidence 
that administrators can't be trusted, look at the past de-
cade. All of the state trustees—and now Tony Smith—have 
sacrificed our needs for some vision of a better future that 
never arrives. They come in for a few years with the next 
big thing and then leave just as quickly when it proves it 
was as helium-filled as the last big thing. We can't expect 
change to come from the top-down, we need to organize it 
from the bottom-up.

2.  We should start acting militantly. We need to stop asking 
and start demanding. The Chicago teachers' strike echoed 
throughout the country. Similarly, Special Education folks 
stopped a portion of their budget cuts. But, we could ask, 
how did SPED get the Board to find $1.75 million, when, 
just a half-year before, the parents and teachers from the 5 
schools couldn't get them to find $2 million? Clearly, this 
is more evidence that we should trust “we have no other 
choice” budget claims from this administration as much 
as corporate balance sheets. But, more importantly, it was 
our political power that turned the ship around. SPED 
had stormed the School Board meeting over the summer 
with dozens of folks and with petitions showing they had 
hundreds of more supporters. Moreover, they had orga-
nized many parents and teachers in a committee kind of 
similar to the one I proposed above and so had real staying 
power. At the same time the Lakeview Sit-In was putting 
huge pressure and undesired attention on the Board in an 
election year. In this context, against Tony Smith's recom-
mendation, the Board reversed the cuts halfway. We should 
take the lessons of this partial victory and advance them 
further. We should be organizing ourselves starting now 
and be ready to sit-in at meetings and schools, boycott 
schools, and go on strike. We should remember that it will 
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Editor's Note: The Lakeview Sit-in lasted for 18 days 
from June 15th to July 3rd, ending in an arrest of a par-
ent and a former student. The school board published 
a statement regarding the sit-in on June 22nd in an 
attempt to subdue the negative public attention they 
were receiving from the Oakland community in support 
of the Sit-In. Below is a letter released July 30th, 2012, 
by participants of the Lakeview Sit-in in response to the 
districts statements on.

The parent-teacher-community sit-in and People’s 
School for Public Education at Lakeview Elementary, 
now entering its third week, continues to gather sup-
port. By the end of its first week, OUSD administration 
had already felt enough heat to post a Media Advisory 
on their web site trying to justify the closure of five 
neighborhood elementary schools, including Lakeview. 
OUSD admits that “School closure is a painful step,” but 
insists “By consolidating into fewer schools, we can in-
vest in better, richer programs for children and families.”
But Tony Smith and the school board are doing the op-
posite. Rather than creating “better, richer programs,” 
OUSD is shutting down essential programs, programs 
that especially serve those most in need: the black and 
brown communities, students with special needs, single 
mothers, immigrants, and jobless adults. The school 
closures are only the latest step in downsizing of Oak-
land public education launched under the state takeover 

immigrants especially relied on to try to escape from the 
clutches of poverty.

2.  Removed class size limits and increased class size, 
despite the fact that small class size is strongly linked to 
student achievement.

3.  Made harsh cuts to the early childhood program that 
working families desperately need and is closely linked 
to children’s future academic and lifetime success. 
These program cuts, coming on top of the severe down-
sizing and privatizing under the state takeover (when 
many secondary school libraries were closed, counselor 
positions, electives, and vocational programs eliminated, 
and private contractors and charter schools ushered in), 
explain why, year after year, OUSD violates the state 
education code mandate that 55% of educational ex-
penses go to classroom instruction. That’s the law, and 
OUSD administration repeatedly breaks it by diverting 
money to consultants and vendors that ought to be go-
ing to classrooms and kids. “Better, richer programs”?
The OUSD statement makes similarly hollow assertions 
about why they’re closing schools. According to OUSD, 
declining enrollment in the district has left them no 
alternative but to close public schools. This might be 
believable – if not for the fact that OUSD administra-
tion itself has been responsible for much of the decline 
in enrollment. Over the past decade, charter school 
enrollment in Oakland quadrupled (from 2,037 in 2002 
to over 8,000 this year) and it’s going up again next year. 
Oakland has by far the highest proportion of students in 
charter schools of any urban school district in Califor-
nia, and the district has encouraged this trend. If those 
8,000 students were going to public schools, there would 
be no under-enrollment problem at Lakeview or the 

Reply to OUSD from the Lakeview 
Sit-In and People's School

By Jack Gerson

of OUSD (2003 - 2009) and 
continued under the Smith 
administration.
 
Since Tony Smith became Su-
perintendent three years ago, 
OUSD has:

1.  Dismantled the Adult Edu-
cation program that two years 
ago served 25,000 students, 
a program that single moth-
ers, high school dropouts, and 

other schools the district is 
trying to close.
 
OUSD says one of the main 
reasons for closing Lakev-
iew is that too few students 
live within half a mile of 
the school. This might be 
believable -- if OUSD were 
sending the displaced stu-
dents to schools within half 
a mile of home. But they're 
being sent more than five 
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miles down the road -- to 
Burkhalter Elementary.  Or 
consider that the shutdown of 
Santa Fe Elementary means 
that there will be no public 
elementary schools north of 
Macarthur Boulevard and 
west of Shattuck Avenue. 
Students from this predomi-
nantly low-income black and 
brown area are being assigned 
to schools near the Oakland 

rooms are incomparably preferable to portables, and 
that overcrowding schools hurts student learning and 
overall well being.
 
If they mean what they say about students coming 
first, and if they mean what they say about investing in 
“broader, richer” programs, there’s a simple way to prove 
it. Cut back on bloated administrative pay: make teach-
ers’ maximum salary the maximum salary in the district. 
That would save around $10 to $20 million – enough to 
reopen all five elementary schools, restore allthe cuts to 
Special Education (the board approved Smith’s heartless 
recommendation to cut $2.1 million from the Special 
Education transportation budget), and get at least a 
running start at reopening libraries, restoring cuts to 
electives and to the early childhood program, reinstating 
custodians, counselors, and clericals, and starting to get 
the Adult Education program back on its feet. (But who 
would work for such a pittance, you might ask? Teach-
ers. Clericals. Custodians. Instructional aides … All 
schoolworkers do. Why can’t administration?)
 
Tony Smith and the school board pass along the pain 
demanded by the Wall Street bankers, the Billionaire 
Boys Club, and the other powerful forces that are cutting 
public education to the bone as part of their deep cuts to 
so many of the essential programs that working families 
depend on in every area of life. It’s called “austerity”, and 
it’s the rich and powerful demanding that we pay for the 
crisis of their financial system – here, in Greece, Spain 
and the rest of Europe, and around the globe. 
 
This society’s priorities are upside down, but Tony Smith 
and the school board never challenge them. Smith 
and the school board aren’t out there fighting for more 
money. They’re not prioritizing classrooms and kids 

Coliseum, more than 10 miles away.
 
The OUSD Media Advisory also cites low test scores as 
a reason for closing Lakeview. This is disingenuous. The 
focus on high stakes test scores is used to punish schools 
in low income communities: it’s well establish that 
student test scores are primarily a function of parents’ 
poverty level. Nevertheless, Lakeview test scores actu-
ally increased, a remarkable achievement – as even Tony 
Smith admits – because the poverty level of Lakeview 
parents has increased.
 
The Smith administration has frequently repeated the 
claim that the school closings will save the district two 
million dollars. Two million dollars is not small change, 
but it is less than one half of one percent of the district’s 
overall expenditures. Smith and the board could have 
found the money to keep the schools open – had they 
been so motivated. Here’s proof: at last Wednesday’s 
meeting, the board overrode Smith’s recommenda-
tion and restored $1.75 million in program cuts to the 
Special Education program They were moved to do so 
by a powerful protest from Special Education parents 
and teachers. Smith recommended the cuts earlier this 
month after discovering a bookkeeping error that caused 
underestimation of expenses and therefore overestima-
tion of available funds. But when the board voted to 
close the five elementary schools last October, they were 
unaware of that bookkeeping error. So they could have 
instructed Smith to allocate the $2 million needed to 
keep the schools open – just as they did for Special Edu-
cation this past week. They could have kept the schools 
open. They chose not to do so.
 
Furthermore, the $2 million figure does not allow for 
the cost of installing portable classrooms to accommo-

date students displaced from 
the closed schools, which 
alone exceeds $2 million. 
Nor does it take into account 
the consequent loss of valu-
able outdoor space and the 
psychic and social costs of 
crowding students into large 
classes and overcrowded 
buildings.  We all know – or 
rather, we all should know – 
that real schools and class-
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over executive administrators and consultants. They 
don’t resist making the cuts. They just decide where to 
stick the knife.
 
We say, “Bail Out Schools and Essential Services, Not 
Banks”. No more multi-trillion dollar handouts for the 
bankers. Make them pay for what we need.
 
We say, “Repudiate the $100 million-plus state debt”. The 
state ran up 2/3 of that debt – $70 million worth – when 
it ran OUSD under the state takeover (2003 – 2009).  
They ran up that debt while closing schools and school 
libraries, while laying off support staff, cutting the 
number of nurses and counselors, eliminating electives 
and vocational programs. Where did the money go? To 
consultants and vendors; to highly paid central office 
“Executive Directors”. The working and poor people of 
Oakland are being told that their children must suf-
fer for the state’s handouts to the private sector. We say, 
enough!

The sad truth is that the Tony Smith administration 
is taking public education apart and closing it down, 
piece by piece. Their statement is an exercise in public 
relations spin. Don’t buy it.  Stand with, support, and 
join the fight to stop the school closures and fully fund 
quality public education in Oakland. Join with us at the 
Lakeview sit-in and People’s School for Public Educa-
tion.

Jack Gerson is a retired Oakland teacher.

Editor's Note: We publish this piece by a Special Ed 
parent. It does not necessarily reflect our views but we 
publish it because it reflects the real pains of parents in 
Oakland as well as their powerful ideas for change. If 
you too would like to contribute, please contact us.

The school district needs parental oversight especially 
in Special Education. The district often makes changes 
and creates policy that will directly affect our children 
with no input good or bad from the parents. Surveys 
are a productive means to engage parents, town hall 
meetings and other informal forums besides school 
board meetings that tend to drone on and go through 
countless agenda items some relevant and some not. 
The system as it exists is set up to tire parents out, build 
frustration, and lead to hostile feelings and actions by 
parents ultimately leaving the district with them closing 
the door behind you.

My personal hope for the future with parental oversight 
is to cut down on harsh policy and feelings. Letting the 
administration know we understand and care about not 
only our children but the health of the school district. 
We have educated, talented, parents that have time and 
resources to offer. We only want to feel valued when 
they offer their opinions and services. The backdoor 
private decision making Oakland Unified has come ac-
customed to doing is stifling and disrespectful. Admin-
istration is in place to keep order not add to the chaos. 
We have to go home and tell our kids that their school 
is closed to them but open for District use. The fragile 
Special Ed population is subjected to change and reloca-
tion at the whim of a district not taking into account the 
issues that most likely will follow and have to be solved 
by the underpaid teacher and the over stressed parent.

Parents hate to sue over non- compliance issues and 
technicalities that should be identified and remedied by 
the District. Parents can often be appeased if things are 
brought to their attention instead of laid in their laps. 
We know the work the Program Specialist have and 
the case loads they are burdened with. With open and 
productive communication we can agree and come to a 
reasonable solution for the issues we are facing as staff, 
parents, teachers and students alike. F.A.P.E (Free, Ap-

Parental Oversight
By Kristen Dixon
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propriate Public Education) should all be our common 
goal for children with and without special needs. It is my 
hope that a supportive and vigilant oversight committee 
can work hand in hand with the district and come up 
with solutions, services, and programmatic corrections 
that will serve our children as a whole in the Oakland 
Unified School District.

At this time we, the Special Ed Community Advisory 

A reflection from a Bay Area educator and member of 
OOEC about the Lakeview action and struggles ahead.

In the long list of defeats that keep us humble and push 
us forward
knowing only that growth and knowledge come quickly 
and are constant
yet we remain endlessly chasing wisdom
Defeat is constantly an option
and all we can do is run the risk
We never know, but we always try
As revolutionaries and as humans-
what drives our disempowered, exhausted selves
-hearing a ten year old say that they no longer want to 
be a cop
-when a comrade asks me to hold him because he is 
scared to feel his own power
-when the police scare us with trespassing notices and 
THEN we open the doors of a school they thought was 
theirs
-the anger of standing next to a killer who continues to 
hold more rights to a public educational space than I 
ever will as an educator
-the intricate maneuver of balancing security with 
inclusiveness (the shades of gray between being called 
“fascists” and keeping away “pedophiles”)
-coming “home” to 15 children: hands and faces covered 
in paint, making signs fighting for schools, education, 
our future
-that a 3 year old learned who schools really should be-
long to-looking at police planted where she had slept for 
3 weeks stating “Who’s Schools? Our schools”
-words from a parent “Ill do my best to be out there 

Committee, are unsure how the committee will be se-
lected or chosen, the total number of members and the 
executive powers and privileged information the mem-
bers will be assessing, if the forum will meet quarterly or 
monthly, etc.  We have not worked out all the logistics 
but we are excited for the opportunity and grateful for 
the chance. 

Kristen Dixon is the parent of a child in Special Educa-
tion in OUSD.

with my son but if not keep in mind that we r there in 
spirit…we love you”
-A sign held by 3 little boys that says “Tony Smith…let 
the 99% decide”
And yet, we don’t struggle because of this emotional 
feedback-where momentarily we catch a glimpse of what 
victory might feel like
The urgency of this moment is nothing compared to the 
struggles of peoples around the world and through his-
tory for their liberation and lives
Humbled by our insignificance, we can also be proud
Not because we are great, unique, or special
We are ourselves at our worst moments:
passive aggressive, exhausted, inpatient, hurtful
and at our best:
hard working, caring, intentional, strategic, brave
In a struggle where nothing will be a victory until we get 
there
knowing we probably won’t ever see it with our own eyes
and there are no guarantees
and yet living any other way would be impossible
For a defeat, this wasn’t bad
and those moments of building:
either of ourselves, our networks, our movement, or our 
collective consciousness
Prepare us to continue to build these defeats
to be honest with our children that TODAY these spaces 
do NOT belong to us
We only confused those powers into letting us hold it for 
a moment
But we tasted what it could feel like
and imagined what we could build
and the work it would take
and the joy it would bring
And these sweet reminders are necessary to propel us 
from defeat to defeat
deepening our resolve and belief that an ultimate victory 
IS possible.

Lakeview Teaches
By Margarita Monteverde
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Authors' Note: What follows is an article written by 
two classroom teachers working in OUSD schools.  It’s 
written as an open letter to teachers, but all people can 
benefit from reading it.

When was the last time you read a book?

 I spent two weeks of my summer participating in an in-
tensive professional development with teachers from my 
school along and dozens of other bay area teachers from 
various social justice oriented high schools. The seminar 
was excellent - everyone walked away excited to start 
the year with new ideas and methods for helping our 
students learn how to read and discuss difficult texts.  
During the closing circle, a teacher from a progressive 
school in Oakland stated, “I resolve to read during the 
school year, just like I’m expecting my students to read.”

A simple yet provocative statement.  During the lunch 
hour a handful of teachers sat and discussed the fact 
that as educators we have a hard time carving out space 
for intellectual and political development in our own 
lives.  One teacher reflected that, “during the summer 
my partner doesn’t want to watch any documentaries or 
movies that get our intellectual juices flowing because 
it’s summer, and that’s the time to take a break.  But dur-
ing the school year we also don’t want to watch things 
that provoke us to think too much because need a break 
from the classroom and just want to decompress.”  The 
majority of the teachers echoed the sentiment.

 How many times have you heard something similar? Be 
honest, when was the last time you read a book?  When 
was the last time you read a book that wasn’t a novel?  
When was the last time you were in a study group?

The reality is that teachers are very, very exploited.  
Here’s where some people might chime in, “but teachers 
are so privileged! Just look at how much more money 
they make than their students’ parents.”  Well, yes, in 
some ways we teachers do get paid more and get more 

benefits than other working class people, such as some 
of our student’s parents.  But exploitation is not just 
about how much you get paid, it’s about how much you 
get paid versus how much you work.  Most of us work a 
ton of hours, and when it’s time to come home we have 
limited energy and time left to be conscious.  Turning 
on a mindless movie or TV show, folding laundry, cook-
ing dinner and checking homework are often the only 
conscious activities we can find energy for before turn-
ing in for the night.

So how does this impact who we are as educators?

Many teachers get out of college having learned some-
thing about the world, developed some form of poli-
tics, made some type of commitment to radical social 
change, and having been inspired to implement this 
through teaching.  But how many of us actually continue 
developing our politics once we’re in the classroom? 
How many of us continue to be involved in political 
organizing groups, other than attending fundraisers or 
summer events?

So often the 4 walls of the schoolhouse become our 
main domain of critical inquiry into the world, with 
the students being our main allies.  We read their work, 
we read the books we teach, we might even participate 
in meaningful discussions with other teachers about 
pedagogy, but what do we do beyond this to develop 
our own critical faculties?  We know the world around 
us is in crisis, but we are so consumed by the dynamics, 
possibilities and challenges of our own classrooms and 
schools, that we can hardly even delve into deep political 
discussion Saturday night in the bar, not to mention ac-
tually engage in intentional study to understand the cur-
rent moment and the prepare for the attacks on teachers, 
students and education that lies ahead.

There is a caricature of teachers as wide-eyed naïve ide-
alists, and there is some truth to this perception.  Many 
teachers do enter the profession with broad sweeping vi-
sions of the work they will do.  But soon the conditions 
in our schools, the contradictions inherent to involun-
tary enrollment, our own exploitation as workers, leave 
most of us who continue to teach, deeply disillusioned 
after just a few years.  We become narrow-minded 
about the impact we want to have.  How many times 
have you heard a teacher say, “I know I can’t change the 

When Was the Last Time You Read 
a Book?

By Sarah Rose Oyfstand and Aram Mendoza
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system, but I CAN change my students’ lives”? Or even 
something along the lines of, “The district will always 
be fucked up so we can’t worry about whether a policy 
hurts other schools as long as it is good for our school.”  
Like so many people in this country, as teachers we have 
internalized a central idea that maintains the status quo: 
“the system is impossible to change so it’s not worth 
understanding or trying to change it.”  And so it makes 
sense that the little energy that we do have becomes fo-
cused on pedagogy and strategies to improve our school 
culture and our teaching practice.

So what then is the impact of these attitudes?

First off, there is the impact in our classrooms.  As 
educators, we struggle on a daily basis struggle to inspire 
young people to feel passionate about learning, to feel Now, consider that in a fairly progressive city like Oak-

land, a good number of teachers probably have SOME 
idea of the increase in charter schools, the privatiza-
tion of public schools, the national attacks on teachers’ 
unions and the ongoing austerity policies (i.e. harsh 
social spending cuts) that are leveling public school 
budgets. Yet despite this knowledge, how many of us re-
ally understand the capitalist political economy and how 
it causes these trends that so deeply affect our students, 
families, and ourselves? While some of us are aware 
of the moves that corporations such as Wal Mart and 
Target, and billionaires like Eli Broad and Bill Gates are 
making to privatize public schools, how many of us have 
some idea of what to do about it?  Where’s our collective 
strategy for fighting back against capitalist austerity that 
prioritizes the building of prisons over the education of 
children?  Where should we draw lessons from in the 
struggle for education justice?

The reality is that our strategies are completely impover-
ished. Teacher unions, for the most part, are on the com-
plete defensive - if that!  Many are collaborating with 
the same districts, foundations and corporations that 
are seeking to smash the unions as well as privatize the 
public schools, standardize the curriculum, implement 
zero tolerance policies that criminalize young people!  
We have no winning strategy to fight the war that the 
politicians and 1% are waging against us. Why?!

It’s complicated, yes, of course, BUT - how much of it 
has to do with the fact that we live our lives like os-
triches, with our heads buried in the ground of our daily 

curious about the world, to challenge themselves to 
never stop asking questions.  When we are not engaging 
in this practice ourselves, can our students see through 
us?  Do we see through ourselves?  Would we be better 
teachers if we were as committed to our own education 
as we are to our students? Probably.

Let’s take a step back from our own individual experi-
ences and examine our relation to the bigger picture.  

Consider the fact that public school teachers make up 
30% of unionized workers in the United States.  It is no 
coincidence that the supposedly “self-interested teach-
ers’ union” is the new villain in the right wing assault on 
education that is being sold as a progressive strategy to 
“put kids first.”  If the right-wing can take down teach-
ers’ union, the largest remaining sector of unionized 
workers in the U.S., they will be one step closer to the 
century long project of defeating organized labor in the 
U.S. and the most powerful constituency of the demo-
cratic party.  Once more, they understand that teachers' 
unions, however deeply flawed we all know they are, are 
the only real opponents in the movement to privatize 
the entire education system in this country. Thus our 
ability as teachers to not only understand this attack, but 
to also be able to take highly effective collective action to 
counter it, is essential not only to preserving public edu-
cation - the last remaining free social service provided to 
everyone in the U.S. – but also to protecting the right to 
collectively organize for all workers in this country.
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Author's Note: The information within this article 
about education struggles in Mexico comes mainly 
from a conversation with one Mexican teacher who 
works with a part of the Mexican teachers union 
called the CNTE. This article represents that perspec-
tive with limited outside information and does not 
represent all education struggles happening in Mexico 
nor all of the different currents/projects within the 
CNTE. We hope to illuminate more of this in future is-
sues and please contact us with any other perspectives 
that you have.

At the beginning of August, a group of Oakland 
educators met with a teacher from Michoacan, Mexico 
to discuss her organizing and teaching in Michoacan 
and share about the current situation of the US public 
education system. The conversation with Graciela was 
refreshing and humbling. Although the differences 
between Mexico’s struggles and ours were evident, we 
are both fighting similar privately funded neoliberal 
“education reforms.”As we, in the US, continue to fight 
against privatization and for quality fully-funded public 
education, Michoacan’s models are useful to push our 

Resistance to Education Attacks in 
Mexico: Lessons for Oakland

By Margarita Monteverde

search for sanity and survival? How much of it has to do 
with the fact that we aren’t studying these phenomena 
with our co-workers, studying the moves toward priva-
tization AND studying the way in which teachers from 
Chicago, Puerto Rico, Chile, Canada, and Mexico have 
fought against similar moves by the system to control 
and destroy the way we teach and the way our students’ 
learn?  

Obviously studying something doesn’t change it, but 
where do we start?  What if our study was a part of a 
program that included building more meaningful and 
political relationships with the parents whose children 
we serve day in and day out?  What if we had small 
meetings and discussed the issues that are affecting all 
of us - students, teachers, and parents?  Many of us don’t 
see our visions represented by the organized forces - 
unions, nonprofits, etc - relating to public education in 
Oakland and many of us feel deeply concerned about 
the direction our school district is moving.  What would 
it look like if we reinvested just a fraction of the time 
we spend on daily lesson plans, into the hard work of 
organizing ourselves around a vision of a education we 
dream of for our students, our communities and our-
selves?  Or if we engaged in our own intellectual and 
political development alongside that investment in our 
students?

Let’s take a risk and say there is a step forward. We are 
not powerless.  Maybe we don’t 
have the answers yet but we can 
start by looking for them to-
gether. A group of us are taking 
a leap of faith, we are scraping 
out a small amount of time from 
our schedules to start studying, 
start talking to each other, start 
meeting to figure out how we 
can use our position to shift our 
school system in a different di-
rection.  Want to join us? Have a 
better idea? Hit us up!

Sarah Rose Oyfstand and Aram 
Mendoza are both teachers in 
Oakland.

imagination of what 
is possible here, what 
our unions or other 
teacher organizations 
could look like, what 
kinds of collabora-
tion between parents, 
teachers and students 
could exist and ways 
to take back our 
schools that don’t rely 
on charters, private 
funding or non-profit 
organizations. 
 
Graciela, a veteran 
teacher in Michoacan, 
has been working over 
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the last couple years with the left wing 
of Mexico’s teacher’s union, La Coordi-
nadora Nacional de Trabajadores de la 
Educación (CNTE). CNTE define them-
selves as an independent mass organiza-
tion (not connected to the ruling class, 
the state, any unions or political parties) 
fighting for internal democracy their 
union, against their union bureaucracy 
in an effort to force the SNTE (Mexico’s 
teacher’s union) into the hands of its 
base of teachers. They were formed in 
the late 1970s and have engaged in many 
struggles since with the orientation that 
they are “ready to fight for their class 
interests, for the solution of their eco-
nomic, social, labor, professional and 
political demands” (http://somoscnte.blogspot.com/). 
In past decades, the CNTE has not only engaged in 
struggles around education but has been at the forefront 
of national movements challenging the Mexican gov-
ernment against austerity measures including cuts to 
wages, housing and social services. They have engaged 
in these struggles as workers demanding their rights 
and also with the knowledge that these basic needs 
must be met for all communities in order to have a just, 
equitable and effective education system. They have 
strong groupings in 22 of 31 states in Mexico. Within 
the CNTE there are also many currents with varying 
politics, some of the currents have been infiltrated and 
are now strongly influenced by mainstream political 
parties while others have remained fiercely independent 
and closely connected to the radical roots of the CNTE. 
Michoacan is one of the states where they are more 
organized and have the highest percentage of teachers 
involved in their work.
 
In a document produced at a conference in August, 2012 
they explain their commitment to "the struggle for the 
defense of public education against the official attempt 
to transform it into a commodity (business)... [we will] 
continue shutting down the steps of neoliberal education 
reform, and instead move forward in the development 
of our alternative education project." Two main aspects 
of the neoliberal education reform that Graciela dis-
cussed with us were:
1. The implementation of a multiple-choice based 

standardized testing system that would be required of 
all states in Mexico at various grade levels and would 
determine much of the curriculum taught (similar to the 
U.S. policies of “No Child Left Behind” and “Race to 
the Top” which has seen only small attempts so far at 
resistance from teachers and parents). 
2. A pathway into teaching jobs for professionals 
from other fields that would take jobs away from cur-
rent teachers and those in teacher training programs 
entering the field. These professionals would merely 
have to take a test and upon passing that test would 
often have priority for teaching positions over trained 
and experienced teachers. This is also an attack on the 
teacher training programs that have historically had 
radical politics. (In some ways this is comparable to 
Teach for America and programs like the Broad Institute 
for Superintendents that take high achieving college 
students or professionals in other fields and streamline 
them into education.)
Graciela was clear that these reforms were coming 
not only from the National government but also from 
neo-liberal economic interests such as the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF).
 
What has the response been from the CNTE? There 
have been militant responses to these policies especially 
in the states of Oaxaca, Guerrero and Michocan includ-
ing strikes and mass marches. According to Graciela, 
one of the main component of the Alternative Educa-
tion Project that is being implemented in Michoacan 
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are “Escuelas Integrales” (holistic schools) - which 
are based on the individual and specific needs of their 
communities. All of the subjects are taught in ways that 
incorporate the problems and strengths of that commu-
nity. The curriculum and school programming is devel-
oped collectively with parents, teachers and students. 
The schools provide not only an education for students 
but also support for families in their economic survival 
(growing food, producing artificial flavor-free candy, 
etc that can be consumed or sold to support families). 
This model began at one school where the teachers and 
parents rejected the mandated structure and developed 
curriculum of their own in its place. For this first year, 
they refused to follow state mandates around curricu-
lum and school structure and thus lost state funding. 
At the end of the year, they demanded that the govern-

policies shaping public education. This is not to say that 
there are not some weaknesses in this strategy. As many 
experienced educators know, we can change many 
things within our schools but as long as high levels of 
poverty, violence and exploitation exist in the com-
munities where our students live we will not be able to 
provide an effective and liberatory education for all of 
them. This strategy does not confront that fundamental 
issue and in some ways that is a step backwards from 
the radical ways they were demanding that the state ad-
dress these issues in past decades. Yet, this strategy does 
challenge certain systematic, destructive impositions 
like “teaching to a standardized test” and hiring un-
trained teachers that are very damaging to students. In 
the U.S., we often see the resistance taking place in the 
classroom through holistic and liberatory curriculum as 

ment continue to fund 
their school through 
public education money. 
Through local and na-
tional protests and large 
support from the CNTE 
they won this demand. 
Today there are 40 
“escuelas integrales” in 
Michoacan that are con-
trolled by local teachers, 
students and parents but 
funded by the state and 
the numbers are growing 
every year.

Through this strategy 
they have successfully 
retained fully trained, politically conscious and expe-
rienced teachers and have been able to stop the imple-
mentation of the national standardized test in Michoac-
an. In their resistance to these neo-liberal policies they 
have created concrete and successful models of what 
schools and education should look like. The collabora-
tion between teachers, parents and students has not only 
created a dynamic and engaging curriculum, it has also 
supported families financially - improving student’s 
in-school success as well. What began as a push for 
self-determination from a single school community of 
teachers, parents and students is becoming a challenge 
to the fundamental impositions of state-mandated cur-
riculum, standardized testing and top down neo-liberal 

separate from sys-
temic resistance to 
oppressive national 
and international 
privatization poli-
cies. Here, we see 
these two forms of 
resistance working 
in conjunction with 
each other to deep-
en the effectiveness 
impact of both. 

In the U.S., parents 
and teachers have 
begun to see char-
ters as the answer to 
school communities 

gaining more autonomy or creating an education that 
traditional public schools don’t allow. Yet, the move to 
charter status forces teachers, parents and students to 
make compromises (destroying teachers unions, local 
school boards) that attack the very liberation, justice 
and self-determination they are seeking. Going char-
ter can, in rare instances, provide an environment for 
liberatory and social justice education practices but at 
the heavy cost of worker’s rights, student’s rights and 
corporate funding. 
Keep in mind, the charters that rise out of community 
frustration and solution-seeking are relatively few in 
number. The nationwide push towards charter schools is 
not a grassroots, community led movement but a top-
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down push from the government to commodify public 
education, meaning taking control away from teach-
ers, parents, students and voters and putting it all in the 
hands of companies and foundations. We should not be 
forced to be bought out by business interests in an effort 
to provide a quality education to our children. We must 
refuse to make that choice. We need both strong teach-
ers unions and working class control of public educa-
tion. We should not have to sacrifice the fundamentals 
of a public education system in order to create curricu-
lum that serves our students. 
What would it look like to demand, from the traditional 
public school system, curriculum that would most ben-
efit and facilitate student’s intellectual and emotional 
growth, while also demanding full allocation of public 
funding determined by the public without making the 
sacrifices that charters impose?
A possible model for this in a school site could be:
1)      Collective creation of curriculum with parents, 
teachers and students.
2)      A coordinated refusal of teachers to base curricu-
lum around standardized tests as well as a refusal to 
assess students learning ability, intelligence, and growth 
on test scores.
3)      A parent and student testing strike (a school-wide 
refusal to take standardized tests)- parents have the right 
to have their students opt out of testing and MANY stu-
dents have a strong natural inclination against testing.
4)      Demand that the school continues to receive fund-
ing despite not having participated in the tests.
5)      Development of an organized contingency plan 
with parents, teachers, school workers and community 
for the occurrence that the state refuses to fund based on 
this resistance.

Discussion Questions

• What else can we learn from the escuelas integrales and the 
CNTE?

• What other ways could this strategy influence our actions here? 
• What kind of organization, action and unity is necessary to create 

in order for parents, students and teachers to collaborate? 
• What structures or institutions do we need (or how can we trans-

form those we do have) in order to support more radical actions 
or ideas? 

• How can we change the role of our unions in standing up to neo-
liberal education reform? 

 
The aforementioned program is possible but simplistic 
because it fails to address the perpetual underfunding 
of education which unless addressed we will never be 
able to provide the crucial necessities for our students. 
Nor does it address the fundamental conditions of our 
society where working-class communities will always 
be exploited and oppressed in ways that make just, 
equitable education impossible no matter how radically 
we are able to transform and collectively take control of 
our schools. The concept of “escuelas integrales” and 
this article’s proposal is a challenge to understand new 
possible ways of transforming our schools, an exercise 
in imagining something different than the usual ways 
we engage in struggle, in pushing our internationalism 
beyond romanticizing movements in other countries and 
complaining of a lack of struggle at home. It is neces-
sary to think about how to create more liberatory and 
holistic schools that are not charters because, as the “es-
cuelas integrales” prove, charters are not the only way 
to create these kinds of educational communities. For 
teachers to be able to shape our classrooms, students 
to be able to shape their learning and parents to advo-
cate for and shape their children’s education we must 
challenge larger powers that seek to control all of this. 
Our individual resistance helps us survive under these 
conditions but we will need larger, coordinated, unified 
struggle to fundamentally transform them. We must 
continue to ask ourselves how we can make accomplish 
this larger struggle and look to other places for inspira-
tion.

Margarita Monteverde is a high school teacher in East 
Oakland.
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Editor's Note: This is the text of a flyer we passed out 
around the East Bay during the strike.  We are current-
ly developing a more comprehensive analysis in light of 
the strike's end.  Please stay tuned.

The New York Times and powers-that-be bill this as a 
face-off between Rahm Emmanuel (mayor) and Karen 
Lewis (CTU President). Don’t believe the hype. This is 
nothing less than a showdown of the corporate privatiz-
ers vs. those standing for equal, quality public education.

CTU’s Background
The Chicago Teacher’s Union (CTU) is led by the 
Caucus of Rank-and-File Educators (CORE). CORE 
emerged around 2008 as a teacher-activist group that or-
ganized closely with parents to fight school closures and 
other problems that might not seem directly connected 
with “teacher issues.” For instance, they have waged a 
struggle against Bank of America calling it out for the 
huge bailouts it has received at the expense of working-
class communities and also raising awareness about the 
debilitating effects BofA foreclosures have on working-
class neighborhoods and the students that end up in 
classrooms. It is because of their work fighting banks 
and corporate property owners in Chicago, that CTU/
CORE has been able to win the support of community 
partners—crucial alliances to build to make strikes and 
actions successful—as well as point out the corporate 

Matching and the TSA struggle at classroomstruggle.
org). CTU has no automatic recall process for rehiring 
laid-off teachers, unlike Oakland teachers who enter a 
pool to be rehired as soon as possible. CTU says this is 
one of the main sticking points in current negotiations. 
In Oakland as well, we must uphold the rehiring of 
laid-off teachers, and turn back the at-will employment 
of TSA at Fremont and Castlemont High Schools. Just 
as in Chicago, these plans are part of a national corpo-
rate backed education reform movement that advocates 
against strategies that have been proven successful (e.g. 
focus on retaining quality teachers) in favor of neoliber-
al policies (e.g. busting labor unions). Moreover, by lay-
ing all the blame on teachers, the privatizers cover over a 
key issue that really needs to be addressed to transform 
our schools: out-of-school factors. These factors, such as 
poverty, affect about 2/3rds of our children’s academic 
performance . The privatization agenda, of course, has 
nothing to say about this because its corporate creators 
are the ones who caused this poverty in the first place!

What do we want?Air-Conditioning!
Which brings up one of CTU’s major strengths: they 
raise demands that support all working-class people. At 
every turn they’re accused of being greedy public-sector 
teachers only out for pay increases. The reality is, how-
ever, they have fought for demands that resonate with 
the community-at-large. Besides fighting the banks, they 
demand smaller class sizes, air-conditioning in swelter-
ing classrooms, more counselors and school nurses, and 
more classes in arts, music, P.E., and foreign language. 
They have said they won’t return to work unless they 
win some of these demands. This is despite the fact 

Chicago's Fight Is Our Fight!
By N. Finch

agenda underlying current “reform” efforts.

Firing Their Way to “School Reform”... and 
Union-Busting
Chicago, like Oakland, has been a testing grounds 
for corporate privatization. In both cities, dozens of 
schools are closed only to be replaced with char-
ters. Currently in Chicago 12% are charters—not 
even comparable to the almost 40% in Oakland—
with plans for 20% within 5 years. This leads to 
massive lay-offs in which many highly qualified 
teachers are not rehired. In fact, one of the major 
sticking points in negotiations is over a mutual-
matching like issue (see our article on Mutual 
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that legally they’re not allowed to bargain on anything 
besides pay and benefits since the Illinois legislature 
apparently thought teachers fighting for more than their 
own interests might blow up the whole “greedy teacher” 
theme. Hopefully, CTU is actually able to stand strong 
on these class-wide demands. It is only by raising and 
winning these fights that we will win the community 
support we need to truly transform public education 
and address the myriad out-of-school factors that leave 
working class children, especially of color, behind.
Already, CTU has had much success in fighting for its 
demands. As of Sept. 12, Admin has reversed on merit 
pay demands and also increased compensation—de-
spite previously claiming this was impossible because 
of budget deficits. And all of this has happened in just a 
few days of strike. Meanwhile, OEA has gotten where in 
4 years of back-tracking and bargaining with “reason-
able demands?” It’s time we realize that in the face of a 
national attack on public schools and teacher unions, 
only real militancy will work.

Lessons from Chicago
1.  Fight the good fight and go after the banks and cor-
porations. Revive OEA’s Bank Campaign, which culmi-
nated in a sit-in by teachers and community members at 
Wells Fargo demanding that they bailout schools start-
ing with paying off OUSD’s state debt.
2.  Stand strong on protecting laid-off teachers and re-
verse the TSA plan at Fremont and Castlemont. In times 
of school closures and mass layoffs we must maintain 
our solidarity.
3.  Fight for working-class wide demands, like smaller 
class sizes, more counselors, and arts, humanities, and 
sports in schools. Let’s remember the 1996 OEA strike 
that called for smaller class sizes and helped win it state-
wide for K-3.
4.  Use these wider demands to build closer with stu-
dents and parents. Do so while noting that until we 
end poverty and racism in our communities, we will 
not have equality in our schools. Only with community 
support will we be able to turn the tide on the corporate 
privatization.
5.  Militancy wins what need. We should start making 
the plans now for a successful strike down the road. In 
the meantime let’s sit-in, march, and protest.
Finally, please turn out for a solidarity rally to support 
our brothers and sisters in Chicago. It is on Saturday, 
Sept. 22 at 4P at Splash Pad Park next to Lakeview 

Elementary and Grand Lake Theater. Remember, their 
fight is our fight!

For more on CTU and CORE’s history, check out http://
www.solidarity-us.org/node/3673.

N. Finch was an Oakland educator laid-off due to bud-
get cuts.

The Lakeview Sit-in and Peoples School for Public Edu-
cation garnered plenty of support throughout Oakland. 
Our committee (Education Committee of Occupy Oak-
land) collaborated with parents, teachers and students of 
the five (now closed) elementary schools. One was Thearse 
Pecot, grandma of Santa Fe students, who stridently 
fought (including a lawsuit against OUSD) the closure the 
last Oakland school in the 94608 zip code which had been 
part of her and her family's lives for 40 years. Another is 
Mike Hutchinson, a product of Oakland public schools, 
after-school educator, and Raider fanatic, with close ties 
to both Santa Fe and Maxwell Park (now closed). His 
mother was an OUSD teacher for 40 years. Both these 
families have 80 years of combined experience with 
Oakland’s Public Schools and are running for seats on the 
Oakland School Board - Mike in District 5 and Thearse in 
District 1.  We spoke with Mike and Thearse about their 
campaigns and used a similar list of questions.

Q - What did the closing of the five elementary 
schools mean to you? 
Thearse -“We were devastated, this is our neighborhood 
school. We live near Santa Fe and have been for the past 
40 years. We live in a vulnerable area and feel we were 
targeted because of it. Santa Fe was the last public school 
in the 94608 zip code. This closure will in no way ben-
efit the students of our community. It will make matters 
decidedly worse for our parents in terms of transporta-
tion, childcare, and being active participants in their 
children’s schools.” 

Interview with School Board Can-
didates Thearse Pecot and Mike 

Hutchinson



16

turn affects the budget 
and eliminates crucial 
resources.  I am against 
new charters and the 
expansion of current 
charters until there is 
a sustained increase in 
OUSD enrollment. I am 
for better recruitment 
and retention of public 
school teachers.  I am 
for opening up public 
schools to the communi-
ties they serve.” 

Q - What’s your position 
on charter schools?

Mike -“These five elem. 
schools closing is exactly 
why I’m running for the 
school board. I have close 
ties with the communities 
of Santa Fe and Maxwell 
Park. I realize that there 
has to be a new approach 
to the problem of “under-
performing schools”. I’ve 
made contact with people 
and organizations who 
share the same political 
outlook - to gain insights 
in addressing this and 
the many other problems 
facing our public schools. 
With these conversations in mind, I decided the best 
way to effect change was to run for school board.”

Q - What is your opinion of the Lakeview sit-in and 
People’s School?
Thearse -“I was totally, 100%, in support of the Lakev-
iew Sit-in. We have a responsiblity to speak out against 
these injustices levied against our communities. These 
policies, enacted without any input from the affected 
neighborhoods, have the potential to devastate families 
in these already troubling economic times.” 
Mike -“When I talked to Joel Velasquez(Lakeview par-
ent/organizer) in January(2011), I knew I wanted to help 
with the organizing to stop these closures. I didn’t feel 
the school board and Tony Smith would change course, 
and on top of this, the attempts at recalling board mem-
bers didn’t work out. From this point forward I partici-
pated with the interests of the parents and students of 
the five schools in mind.” 

Q - What is the platform you are running on?
Thearse -“I am for fully funded quality public education 
that puts the interests of the students at the forefront of 
policy-making. I am for modernized school buildings 
and curriculum, where parents and community mem-
bers are fully engaged with a school board and admin-
istration that listens to their needs. I am for safe schools 
with small class sizes of no more than 20 students per 
class. Quality public schools equals safer communities.”
Mike -“I am for keeping students in Oakland Public 
Schools to address the declining enrollment which in 

Thearse -“There are 40 charters operating in Oakland; 
education should not be for profit. I will not support any 
more charters. I will focus on building up our public 
schools.  Charters are selective and often refuse to serve 
special-needs students. Public schools all the way. No 
more charters.” 
Mike -“I am a firm believer in public education. Char-
ters have created more problems than solutions in Oak-
land. We need new ways of sustainability that are good 
for everyone. I am not aware of any studies that suggest 
charters perform better than public schools in Oakland. 
Also, charter schools are not public schools!! Charter 
schools have moved outside the public realm, they are 
not a solution to our ailing public education system.” 

Hopefully this Q and A session has shed some light on 
these two quality candidates; and will inform voters in 
making the best decision for public education. Mike and 
Thearse are running as Democrats. Our committee is 
decidedly anti-capitalist and we don’t endorse candidates 
with ties to the pro-capitalist Democratic Party. However, 
both Mike and Thearse are heavily critical of the Obama 
administration’s plan (Race To The Top) for public educa-
tion, and Democrats in general. Neither has any interest 
in career politics, but feel strongly about winning these 
seats. Thearse Pecot is running in District 1 against Tony 
Smith’s servile Board president Jody London, and Mike 
Hutchinson is running in District 5 against Rosie Torres - 
who has little experience with public education.
To read the entire interview - 
please visit our blog: classroomstruggle.org

Mike Hutchinson, 
School Board Candidate 

in District 5

Thearse Pecot,
School Board Candidate 

in District 1


