
Issue # 5, May 2013

ClassRoom Struggle
To Defend and Transform Public Education

Email: classroomstruggle@gmail.com
Web: classroomstruggle.org

With this newsletter we confront the 
continuing destruction of quality pub-

lic 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, deserve better.  We 
do not fully understand the changes our com-
munities are going through and this ignorance 
holds us back from transformative 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 communities 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 knowl-
edge!  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.

Table Of Contents
You Don’t “Hella Love” Oakland Teachers OR Stu-
dents with Research Like This . . .  
By Aram Mendoza and Sarah Rose Ofystand.....................................2

Adult Ed Students Fight Back! Defending Current 
Classes and Demanding More
By Margarita Monteverde...........................................................................10

Testimony of an OUSD Custodian
By Graciela Bocces..........................................................................................12

“That girl’s jacked-up!” - The Continuing Impact 
of Oakland’s School Closures
By Rob Rooke..................................................................................13

From Oakland to Guerrero: Teacher, Parents, Stu-
dents Unite Against Neoliberal “Reforms”
By Aram Mendoza..........................................................................................14



2

Table of Contents:

1) Intro – A Racist/Classist Report for Oakland’s Schools
2) The NCTQ’s Four Main “Reforms”
3) No Social Context – No Race/Class Analysis – No 
Neutral On Moving Trains
4) No Mention of Budget Cuts and the Impact on the 
Community – Continued Ignorance of Race/Class Op-
pression
5) But . . . Schools Are in Crisis.  What is to be done?

Intro - A Racist/Classist Report for Oakland’s Schools

On Wednesday, March 20th, I went to a rally orga-
nized by Youth Together that was in support of the 

Local Control Funding Formula.  At the rally, groups of 
Oakland and Richmond youth were yelling chants about 
“education not incarceration” and making demands for 
smaller class sizes, and better-paid teachers.  

Afterwards, I went to the GO Public Schools event 
that publicly released the findings of a report titled the 
“Teacher Quality Roadmap” (http://www.nctq.org/p/
publications/nctq_oakland.pdf), written by the National 
Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ). This report by the 
NCTQ, presented by two white women, completely con-
tradicts the demands that students of color were putting 
forward on the same day.  

The entire presentation was centered on the role of 
teachers as the most determining factor in student 
achievement.  Huge emphasis was placed on the role 
of “great teachers” as opposed to “average” or “ineffec-
tive” teachers.  No explanation was given for how these 
categories of “great,” “average,” or “ineffective” were 
determined, but we assume standardized test scores are 
involved.  Yet no mention was made of what this study’s 
actual political viewpoint on standardized testing is.  
Likewise on how teachers should be supported in im-

You Don’t “Hella Love” Oakland 
Teachers OR Students with 

Research Like This . . . 
By Aram Mendoza and Sarah Rose Oyfstand

proving their practice; and not one sentence about the 
role out-of-school factors like police brutality, immigra-
tion raids, or unemployment play in shaping students’ 
lives.  

The entire thing was shrouded in triggering statistics, 
flashy graphs, and seemingly convincing rhetoric about 
the problems of public education in Oakland.  The pur-
pose of this response is to challenge the report GOPS is 
promoting in its utility for addressing the real problems 
in Oakland schools.  Rather than supporting the efforts 
that teachers, parents, and students are putting into 
maintaining and improving quality programming in 
Oakland, this effort is a veiled attack on the entire com-
munity of Oakland.  It represents a neoliberal political 
program that pretends to address the challenges facing 
communities of color in Oakland, while in reality this 
report is a veiled version of white supremacy and clas-
sism that will only further the degradation and destruc-
tion of Oakland students’ lives.  

What we provide below is a critique of the 4 main rec-
ommendations that the NCTQ make for the Oakland 
Unified School District.  Secondly, we offer a critique of 
what the report leaves out, and the racialized and class 
based implications of these omissions.  Finally, we offer 
thoughts on how to transform the OUSD to actually 
make schools places where students can learn in healthy 
ways, teachers working conditions help make the stu-
dent experience profound, and community members 
can be integrated into the day to day operation of the 
school. 

Anyone supporting this program should reconsider, 
immediately, if this report is really aimed at improving 
our lives and the lives of other oppressed people in our 
community.  

The NCTQ’s Four Main “Reforms”

The report proposes four main "reforms" for Oakland 
schools: 1) linking teacher evaluations to data (i.e. 

test scores); 2) using teacher rankings as the basis for 
tenure and pay; 3) giving Principals complete authority 
over hiring and firing; and 4) extending the number of 
contractual hours that teachers work everyday.  These 
recommendations should be highly alarming to teach-
ers, students and parents, and we touch on why one by 
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one.  

1) Linking teacher evaluation to data - and primarily test 
scores

First we must ask, is teachers' effectiveness best judged 
by their data marks and is it really possible to accurately 
compare test score increases across schools, neighbor-
hoods and student populations? While our guts might 
tell us that yes, everything that young people learn in 
the classroom can’t be represented by the score they get 
on a test, it is useful to also know that hard research 
tells us the same. Following are some of the conclu-
sions that Chicagoland Researchers and Advocates for 
Transformative Education (CReATE - an organization of 
100 Chicago-based academics) drew from their survey 
of the available research on value-added evaluations 
(“value-added” is a business term used to describe the 
incorporation of test scores and other data into teacher 
evaluations): http://www.createchicago.org/

•	 Value-added models (VAMs) of teacher effective-
ness do not produce stable ratings of teachers. For 
example, different statistical models (all based on 
reasonable assumptions) can yield different effective-
ness scores.

•	 Researchers have found that how a teacher is rated 
changes from class to class, from year to year, and 
even from test to test.

•	 There is no evidence that evaluation systems that 
incorporate student test scores  produce gains in 
student achievement. 

•	 Student test scores have not been found to be a 

strong predictor of the quality of teaching as mea-
sured by other instruments or approaches.

•	 Assessments designed to evaluate student learning 
are not necessarily valid for measuring teacher ef-
fectiveness or student learning growth. Using them 
to measure  the latter is akin to using a meter stick 
to weigh a person: you might be able to develop a 
formula that links height and weight, but there will 
be plenty of error in your calculations.

•	 When a teacher’s livelihood is directly impacted 
by his or her students’ scores on an end-of-year 
examination, test scores take front and center. The 
nurturing relationship between teacher and student 
changes for the worse.

•	 With a focus on end-of-year testing, there inevitably 
will be a narrowing of the curriculum as teachers 
focus more on test preparation and skill-and-drill 
teaching.

•	 Enrichment activities in the arts, music, civics, and 
other non-tested areas will diminish. 

•	 Teachers will subtly but surely be incentivized to 
avoid students with health issues, students with dis-
abilities, students who are English Language Learn-
ers, or students suffering from emotional issues. Re-
search has shown that no model yet developed can 
adequately account for all of these ongoing factors.

•	 The dynamic between students and teacher will 
change. Instead of “teacher and student versus the 
exam,” it will be “teacher versus students’ perfor-
mance on the exam.”

•	 Collaboration among teachers will be replaced by 
competition. With a “value-added” system, a 5th 
grade teacher has little incentive to make sure that 
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his or her incoming students score well on the 4th 
grade exams, because incoming students with high 
scores would make his or her job more challenging.  
When competition replaces collaboration, every 
student loses.

The NCTQ reports argues that such value-added mea-
sures will help, rather than hinder, the ability of the dis-
trict to increase “teacher effectiveness,” and that teachers 
who excel on this test-based evaluation system should 
be rewarded with merit-based bonuses.  None of the 
above critiques of value-added evaluations are addressed 
in the report. 

2) Using teacher rankings as the basis for pay

Merit based pay is an approach to teaching and work 
where a teacher’s pay is determined mostly by the test 
scores of students.  One of the main arguments that the 
NCTQ report uses when arguing for this merit based 
pay system is that it will increase teacher retention.  
When I talk to teachers at my school, I find that yes, 
Oakland teachers desperately want higher wages so they 
don’t need to work 2nd jobs or cut back on basic ex-
penses to afford their rent or mortgage.  However, merit 
pay is not a dependable way to increase teacher’s salaries 
since it is merely an annual salary increase, and even the 
most experienced, dynamic and effective teachers have 
hard years in the classroom.   Teachers who feel they 
need to leave the district so they can make ends meet ec-
onomically, are very unlikely to 
stick around in hopes of earn-
ing a yearly bonus.  One thing 
that would definitely increase 
teacher retention in Oakland, 
is an across the board pay raise 
that is competitive with local 
school districts. 

In 2009, when the Merit based 
Pay was first starting to be 
pushed heavily, Diane Ravich, 
the former U.S. Assistant Sec-
retary of Education, laid out 
these arguments against it.  She 
states, “It ignores the fact that 
most teachers in a school are 
not eligible for ‘merit’ bonuses, 

only those who teach reading and math and only those 
for whom scores can be obtained in a previous year. It 
ignores the fact that many factors play a role in student 
test scores, including student ability, student motivation, 
family support (or lack thereof), the weather, distrac-
tions on testing day, etc. It ignores the fact that tests 
must be given at the beginning and the end of the year, 
not mid-year as is now the practice in many states. Oth-
erwise, which teacher gets ‘credit,’ and a bonus for score 
gains, the one who taught the student in the spring of 
the previous year or the one who taught her in the fall?” 
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/Bridging-Differenc-
es/2009/04/whats_wrong_with_merit_pay.html
Yet there is something else that I believe is a bigger 
motivator for Oakland teachers to stay in Oakland, and 
that is our hope for improved conditions in our schools 
and our need to feel we are being successful as educa-
tors. We know that there are huge limits to what we 
can accomplish individually when many other teachers 
are struggling to positively engage students in rigor-
ous learning. Oakland teachers want to work together 
to improve student learning across our schools, not be 
forced in competition with each other for whose indi-
vidual set of tests scores will be the highest.  The way to 
make teachers feel more successful and for students to 
be more successful is to set them all up for success - with 
small class sizes, more resources, and more collaborative 
planning time.  

The recommendations of this report say absolutely noth-
ing about how to coach teachers 
and support all education work-
ers in developing our teaching 
practices.  No mention is made 
of mentorship models where 
veteran teachers are paired with 
newer teachers in order for 
there to be a sharing of skills - 
combining the new energy from 
rookie teachers with the wis-
dom and experience from the 
veterans.  No mention is made 
of identifying local strengths 
and paying more money to 
school sites for teacher-lead 
professional developments.  No 
mention is made of decreas-
ing class size and having fully-
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funded team-teachers collaborate for effective instruc-
tion.  Obviously, apprenticeship based models of teacher 
development cost money, and the interests behind this 
report are not about providing more money for schools 
on a sustained basis.  Their lack of mention of this style 
of teacher development, as well as their neglect of a criti-
cal look at budget cuts at the state and local level leave 
us with this conclusion - they are intentionally trying to 
obscure the structural basis of educational failure (more 
on this in the “No Social Context . . .” section.)
.

3) Giving principals authority over hiring and firing

We need to call out the NCTQ’s recommendation to give 
Principals full control over firing and hiring for what it 
is - a seemingly “reasonable” way of calling for teachers 
to lose their seniority rights to positions in the district.  

While there are serious issues about how seniority 
functions in the district (and from my perspective as 
a teacher in the flats, the most important is that there’s 
a tendency of more experienced teachers to use their 
seniority to get spots in schools in the hills rather 
than where they are most needed), the loss of senior-
ity reproduces the challenges and problems that the 
OUSD has with attracting and retaining teachers to the 
district. A principal controlled hiring system will make 

the problem even worse 
- many principals will 
prefer to hire a cheap first 
year teacher who is more 
likely to go along with a 
test-prep curricular pro-
gram than a more expen-
sive, independent veteran 
teacher.  As a result, this 
could open the door for 
even greater discrepancies 
in how teachers are distrib-
uted around the district, 
with working class schools 
composed of students of 
color remaining even more 
structurally composed of 
newer teachers.  

Beyond a discussion of the 
pros and cons about the 

way seniority functions in our district, we need to look 
at another very pressing question: Who do we believe 
should be at the table when hiring teachers? And for 
that matter, who should be at the table for hiring admin-
istrators?  Parents, teachers, students, and staff all have 
unique perspectives and deep interests in who works 
in Oakland schools and should have a role in decision-
making. It is a sign of the classist politics of the NCTQ 
that the majority of its recommendations are focused on 
giving more power to principals and makes no mention 
of how other members of the school community might 
hold any real decision-making power. 

4) Extending the number of contractual hours that teachers 
work everyday

Increasing the contractual hours that teachers are 
required to be at the school every day absent from a rec-
ommendation to decrease the number of preps (differ-
ent courses) each teacher is assigned and a limit on class 
sizes, will result in Oakland teachers being even more 
overworked than they already are.   

We must ask, what kind of learning will be possible 
in classrooms when teachers are working under these 
conditions? While we would all love for teachers to 
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have more hours available in their day to tutor students, 
meet with parents and collaborate with their colleagues, 
this can only be achieved by decreasing the teaching 
load. Currently in Oakland, the maximum number of 
students an individual high school teacher can have on 
their roster is 160, and many teachers have exactly that 
amount (or even more in some cases).  It is not uncom-
mon for a high school teacher to have 3 different courses 
that they teach, for all of which they need to prepare 
different curriculum.  

When teachers head home after 6 hours in the class-
room with students, a one hour prep period, and a lunch 
filled with meetings and tutoring, they are doing so in 
order to quietly concentrate on grading student work 
and lesson planning for the next days. We want teach-
ers to be able to do this work well and come to school 
the next day rested and ready to teach. A recent study 
of Chicago teachers found that the average amount of 
time a teacher spent doing school related work every 
day was close to 11 hours - those of us who are teachers 
in Oakland can attest that the numbers are quite similar 
here (http://www.createchicago.org/p/fact-sheets-and-
research-briefings.html ).  

It is insane and classist to tack on more hours to a job 

already requiring so much to 
be done well.  NCTQ's pro-
posal to extend the school 
day is based on their as-
sumption that the best way 
to increase student learning 
is to increase "teacher pro-
ductivity and accountability" 
and engage students in more 
hours of academic learning. 
All talk of productivity and 
accountability in this context 
seeks to frame education as 
a factory-like process where 
the bottomline is central, and 
the workers time needs to be 
tightly monitored and con-
strained; in this social factory, 
both teachers and students 
are workers forced to produce 
higher and higher test results 
for the district overseers.  

Studies have found that students max out on what they 
can learn academically at 4 hours and desperately need 
to engage in other types of learning and play during the 
school day to develop socially and emotionally. This 
would be best done by hiring fully compensated pro-
fessional educators to run enrichment arts, sports and 
learning programs during an extended day.  Whether 
or not Oakland students would benefit from a longer 
school day, what students should be doing during school 
hours, and how teachers’ time can be best used, are all 
questions that we should be discussing as school com-
munities.  The NCTQ proposal for longer contractual 
hours for teachers is not the right starting point for these 
conversations; it does not take all these questions into 
consideration, and it will hurt Oakland students while 
further exploiting our teaching force and making our 
city less attractive to teach & learn in. 

No Social Context - No Race/Class Analysis - No Neutral On 
Moving Trains:

Now that we’ve covered the problems of the report’s 
recommendations, we must examine what the 

report doesn’t say.
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First off - the report says absolutely nothing about out-
of-school factors which shape our young people’s lives.  
The reality is that these people have a political agenda 
which seeks to take attention away from issues that we 
find in the community.  What are some of these issues?  
Three main ones come to mind: unemployment, police 
brutality, and repressive immigration policies.  One of 
the main points I brought up in relation to this, which 
was quickly agreed to by the majority of the people at 
my table - including two principals of Oakland schools 
- was that immigration and police brutality are serious 
issues that have huge influences on how our young folks 
“perform” in school and on standardized tests.  

As we went around 
responding to the pre-
sentation of the report, I 
stated, “I find the re-
port to be dishonest on 
multiple counts.  One of 
which is the problem-
atic lack of emphasis on 
issues that we and our 
students face in the com-
munity.  Neglecting this 
has serious racial and 
class implications.”  Most 
people nodded their 
heads.  One white wom-
an at the table, a former 
teacher from Texas 
who worked for some 
consulting firm, asked 
me, “what are the racial issues you’re talking about?”  I 
answered that she could interview every single elemen-
tary school student at the ICS/TCN campus which 
housed the event and ask them questions about their 
families experiences with Oakland Police (OPD) as well 
as Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) and 
that they could do a much better job than I at describ-
ing their experiences with state repression and the ways 
this influences their school day.  Ignoring this amounts 
to implicit denial of the impact that these factors play 
in our daily lives as people of color and the youth of our 
communities.  Someone once said you can’t be neutral 
on a moving train.  I extend this and say that being 
“neutral” in relation to out of school factors like police 
brutality and repressive immigration policies amounts 

to ignorant white-man’s-burden at best (the racist logic 
of, “they face a lot in their neighborhood, but we can’t 
use that as an excuse: a good teacher can overcome it 
all!”) and tacit support for structural white supremacy at 
worst.  

No Mention of Budget Cuts and the Impact on the Commu-
nity - Continued Ignorance of Race/Class Oppression

By obscuring this they are inherently siding with 
the same people who are cutting Adult Education, 

increasing class sizes, and incurring the OUSD more 
and more debt/legal fees for being over the administra-
tor-teacher ratio year after year.  This report naturalizes 

the shrinking budgets 
and increased classroom 
sizes, cutbacks, and lay-
offs which are increasing 
the rate of failure of our 
schools.  The racialized 
and class based impact 
that all of this has on 
Oakland’s youth, com-
munity, and teachers 
indicates that the authors 
of the report and its co-
signers are complicit in 
this racism and classism.  
This is unacceptable to 
support, especially in 
light of the current at-
tacks on Oakland’s com-
munity by the OUSD 

board.  

In the past month, the OUSD school board has voted to 
cut the very little bit (under 2 million dollars) of funding 
left for Adult Education.  Adult Ed serves the commu-
nity by providing ESL family literacy classes, computer 
classes, and GED courses for parents, returning stu-
dents, and other family members of Oakland’s students.  
These are classes which are part of the real “full service 
community school” model that the OUSD board claims 
to support.  In reality, by cutting these classes the board 
(led by Tony Smith) is taking away the support that La-
tino families get from their ESL classes - support that in-
creases their ability to support their children’s academic 
development by understanding the language that their 

Teachers in Mexico also protesting to reject coporate "de-
form" like what GO is trying to bring to Oakland.
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kids’ homework assignments are written in.  By cutting 
these programs the board is saying that GED programs 
for students who have been pushed out of schools, or 
fallen through the cracks of the education system, aren’t 
worth the money spent on GED teachers.  This attack on 
adult ed represents only the most recent dismantling of 
accessible educational programming for working class 
communities in Oakland, the vast majority which are 
people of color.  

While the authors of this report are busy trying to make 
teachers’ salary increases seem like the cause of econom-
ic turmoil in Oakland, they are implicitly backhanding 
Oakland’s parents and students by being silent on the 
most recent attack on adult ed, neglecting to mention 
that the OUSD under-funded Oakland’s schools by over 
4 million dollars by spending less than 55% of its budget 
on people who directly serve the 
needs of students (instructional 
aides and classroom teachers), 
and currently have over $13 
million in reserves unaccounted 
for as of two weeks ago when 
they published their second 
interim budget report.  All of 
these millions which the OUSD 
has misspent, hidden, or wasted 
paying the $100 million state 
debt are millions that are being 
robbed of those who actually use 
the schools: the parents, teachers 
and students of Oakland.  These 
are not unfortunate accidents.  
As Wall Street and corporations are bailed out and the 
military and prison industrial complexes are funded 
enormously out of proportion to the positive parts of so-
ciety, the government is forced to cut from our schools 
and public services to find the money for those policies.  
The current attacks on working class and communi-
ties of color in Oakland are only the local example of 
these national and global racist and classist policies.  By 
ignoring these factors, and by focusing on teachers as 
the cause of economic hardship in Oakland, NCTQ is 
complicit in these attacks, and it’s necessary for all those 
who have signed on to this report to clarify where they 
stand on its conclusions and racist/classist political logic. 

But . . . Schools Are in Crisis.  What is to be done?

Unfortunately, all that we’ve written above demon-
strates that the NCTQ hardly has a genuine interest 

in promoting educational equity in Oakland.  Rather, 
their report is a thinly veiled attack on the very schools 
they claim to care for.  

But the obvious reality remains: Oakland’s public 
schools are not doing well.  There are real problems, and 
teachers are not innocent victims in this mix.  Nobody 
is.  We all bear responsibility for doing the best we can, 
even despite the wretched economic condition our com-
munities and schools are faced with.  Doing less than 
our best to teach and learn in Oakland schools leaves us 
being swept by the inertia of a perpetually underfunded 
and inequitable set of educational institutions. We’ve 
got to work hard as teachers; we need high standards for 

ourselves - high expectations for 
the instruction and conditions 
of learning which we create for 
our students.  But we also need 
the support to match the high 
expectations.  

What would it really take to start 
on the road toward develop-
ing strong centers of learning 
for our schools?  The fact is that 
there are already teachers doing 
it.  We need to recognize what’s 
going well and build off these 
practices as strengths.  Ethnic 
Studies, critical pedagogy, proj-

ect based learning, restorative justice, and internships 
are all programs which have met with some success in 
Oakland.  We need to fight for meaningful funding for 
schools (primarily directed toward educators and school 
staff) so that we can create conditions in schools where 
teachers can learn from each other’s best practices, and 
students can increasingly reap the benefits from col-
laborative and caring educators who work hard to serve 
them.  

Here is a sketch of steps that would actually move us 
toward transforming education in Oakland:

Structurally:
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1. Limit the amount of preps that teachers teach to no 
more than 2; Have new teachers teach no more than 
1 prep.

2. Institute fully-funded projects of team teaching 
where new teachers can team-teach with veteran 
teachers;  Fight burnout and incompetency by keep-
ing the veteran teachers active and on their toes 
while the newer teachers gain the wisdom and expe-
rience their more senior co-workers embody. 

3. Identify strong teachers at each school site who have 
expertise on Ethnic Studies curriculum, Restorative 
justice, project based learning, and all academic 
disciplines; 
Provide paid 
time for these 
teachers 
to develop 
professional 
development 
programs 
for their 
co-workers 
in order to 
generalize 
their skills.  
Use school 
community 
surveys to 
determine 
each school’s 
strength 
(using tools 
like UTQI, or 
other models that school sites come up with).  

4. Limit class sizes to 15-20; Modify the school day so 
that teachers can provide small group tutoring to 
students who need it.  

All of these points are absolutely based on there being 
more money for schools.  Here is a sketch of an econom-
ic program for OUSD. 

Economically:

1. All elected OUSD leaders, as well as Superintendent 
Tony Smith, should launch a campaign to immedi-
ately repudiate the $100 million state debt; Really 
caring for students means putting your job on the 

line to fight for what’s right. 
2. Have a general assembly of parents, school workers, 

and students scrutinize spending on consultants; 
immediately end all contracts which are not use-
ful for school communities.  Cut millions of dollars 
in spending to consultants who provide no direct 
service to students.  

3. Limit all administrators salaries to the salary of the 
highest-paid teacher; this would immediately free up 
a few million dollars.  

4. Open the books to the community: host general 
assemblies which determine what the over $13 mil-

lion dollars in 
reserves can be 
spent on. 

All of these 
structural 
and economic 
changes would 
go a long way 
toward improv-
ing life in schools 
for all those 
who use them: 
the parents, 
school workers, 
and students of 
Oakland.  We 
deserve the best 
teaching, learn-
ing, and working 

conditions, and 
we should be bold in fighting for what we deserve.  Re-
ports like those put out by the NCTQ are not helpful at 
all in re-shaping the conditions of education in Oakland.  
It’s time that we began developing a real vision for what 
we want in Oakland schools, and that we also begin to 
envision what needs to change in our communities.  All 
members of organizations that co-signed this report 
- GO Public Schools, Youth Together, SEIU 1021, and 
Youth Uprising - should write public statements scruti-
nizing the report and making clear where they agree and 
disagree with its conclusions.  

Aram Mendoza and Sarah Rose Oyfstand are both 
OUSD teachers.

Oakland teachers on strike, with supporters, in 1996 for smaller class sizes.
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In March, the OUSD school board voted to support 
the proposal by Superintendent Smith (now resigned) 

for the flexibility to cut all adult education (AE) classes 
across the district. Since then, there has been outrage 
from the students and teachers of these programs di-
rected squarely at the school board members and Tony 
Smith.

Tony Smith, throughout his years in the district, has 
championed the idea of “full service community 
schools” yet with this cut (solely his proposal) the dis-
trict he presides over is eliminating funding to support 
families in the district. In order to create “Full service 
community schools,” the district must prioritize funds to 
provide real services for the families of students. These 
classes are one of 
the only concrete 
ways that OUSD 
schools reach out 
to and serve the 
families of their 
students.
          
These students 
remember all too 
well that 90% of 
the adult educa-
tion classes were 
cut less than 3 
years ago. As one 
adult ed. student 
said, “students 
in East Oakland 
remember the 
school on 73rd 
Ave. that used 
to have English 
as a Second 
Language (ESL) 
and other classes 
every morn-

ing, afternoon and night. It’s ridiculous that 13 million 
dollars were cut from our program and no one knows 
where that money went.” Now there are only six Fam-
ily Literacy classes (consisting of ESL and curriculum 
designed for parents to better assist their students) left 
in the entire district. 

These cuts become more despicable when considering 
that current national proposals for immigration reform 
require a basic level of English -- highlighting the need 
for more of these classes. Adding to the irony, how can 
it be that the federal government emphasizes the im-
portance of large-scale immigration reform, while our 
local governments continue eliminating possibilities for 
immigrant families to succeed? 

On Wednesday April 24, 40 adult education students de-
livered a letter to the school board and superintendent’s 
offices demanding a morning meeting with school board 
members because their work and childcare schedules 
make it impossible to attend the bi-monthly evening 
meetings. The letter denounced the decision to close 
these classes stating, “If you take away this opportunity 
to learn, then we cannot progress. Within immigrant 

communities, 
English and 
GED programs 
are very im-
portant tools 
for overcoming 
adversity in this 
country.”

The school 
board responded 
by scheduling a 
meeting address-
ing the concerns 
of the students 
and teachers 
with members 
Rosie Torres and 
David Kakishiba 
on May 1st at 
10am. 

The meeting 
took place in 
the Coliseum 

Adult Ed Students Fight Back!  
Defending Current Classes and 

Demanding More
By Margarita Monteverde
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College Prep Academy auditorium. Three board mem-
bers attended (Torres, Kakishiba and Harris) as well as 
over 150 adult education students and teachers as well 
as other supporters. The meeting took place in Spanish, 
Arabic and English and was facilitated by CCPA adult 
education students. There were people in attendance 
from many schools including: Korematzu, Allendale, 
La Escuelita, CCPA, CUES, Futures, ROOTS, Fruitvale, 
Lafayette, New Highland, Brookfield, Esperanza. Dur-
ing the meeting the adult students came out in force 
to present demands and speak to the necessity of these 
classes and more! The board members expressed sup-
port for adult education but made no commitments. The 
board members said that a decision will be made regard-
ing this issue on May 22nd and invited all supporters of 
adult education to attend that meeting. 

When explaining their decision to cut adult education 
classes, some board members stated that we must pri-
oritize our children, that in Oakland we care about our 
children. Some of the greatest determinants of child suc-
cess is the involvement of parents in their students’ edu-
cation, and also the income levels of their families. Adult 
education classes keep parents involved in schools, allow 
them to get better jobs and learn the language that helps 
them support their children’s academics. There is no 
such thing as choosing between children and parents. It 
is both or neither. 

The district has also tried to defer all responsibilities for 

Demands of the family Literacy students at CCPA:

•	 Do not remove the classes of Family Literacy and GED for adults in Oakland.
•	 We need free classes, with child care, in our communities and with consistent teachers.
•	 We demand to have English classes in the evenings for parents that do not have the opportunity to attend 

during the day.  As one of the requirements of the possible immigration reform is to have basic English skills, 
we need these classes available for all immigrants.

•	 We demand the return of the adult classes and schools that were closed 3 years ago.
•	 We demand no cuts. Not for our kids and not for adult students.
•	 When the district makes decisions about funding, you don’t take our opinions as parents and adult education 

students into account. We want to be taken into account when decisions are made about our schools.

Why save adult education?

•	 The district’s slogan is: “Full-service community schools,” yet they are cutting classes that serve the commu-
nity. This is very contradictory.

•	 We need to prioritize funds for schools not for jails. Why are we closing schools and opening prisons?
•	 The district received tremendous support from our community to pass Proposition 30 and bring in addition-

al funds. The money is there. Now we are asking for your support.

these cuts to the state government’s decision transition-
ing adult education classes to community colleges. There 
are many complexities to the state situation, but it is 
clear that regardless of what decision is made in the next 
month at the state level, OUSD has a decision to make 
in our school district. They can prioritize these classes 
within their budget plans or they can cut them and not 
serve these communities. The OUSD budget is under 
the direct control of the school board and they can 
choose to fund these classes if they want to.

When asked what it would take to win this struggle, one 
student said that we need the “unity and power of all the 
other schools”. The students believe that, “it is our right 
and our obligation to learn in order to defend ourselves 
in this country” and for this reason have continued to 
fight and gain support. The students’ inspiring energy 
and commitment to this struggle has given renewed 
strength to the adult education teachers and K-12 teach-
ers to fight for these adult education classes and for 
other needs in our schools.

It is clear to the students in the class that there is money 
in this district and there is money in this country, and 
they demand an answer to this question: “As document-
ed and undocumented people in this country we pay 
taxes, where is that money going? They need to return to 
us some of what we contribute.”

Margarita Monteverde is an OUSD teacher.
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Because Classroom Struggle seeks to be a resource 
for not just parents, students and teachers, but all 

school staff, this issue, we are featuring a workers inquiry 
with a Custodian in the OUSD. We hope this interview 
will help to inspire other Custodians and school workers 
to speak on their experience, as they are all integral parts 
of creating, maintaining and providing a quality atmo-
sphere for 
students to 
learn in. 

Derek (not 
his real 
name) is 
a 4th year 
Custo-
dian in the 
OUSD. He 
has worked 
at 5 differ-
ent schools, 
including 
one of the 
schools 
that closed 
last year. 
He recently 
became part 
of AFSCME 
Local 257 (the Custodians Union), since you must train 
for 3-4 years before becoming a union member. He re-
ports that Local 257 is very present, and have representa-
tives you are able to easily access. 

Derek reports that the starting rate for the Union is $12 
an hour, and $15 once you become permanent. After you 
are permanent, you receive a $5,000 raise around every 

year, or as soon you complete a new phase, which Derek 
reports, there are around 6 of. In fact, this year the 
Union just renegotiated a contract, which Derek said, 
"has the best benefits in California." However, Derek did 
mention that there have been speed-ups in the work-
place, where they are required to do more, with the same 
pay. There has not been a starting wage increase for 
several years in Local 257. 

Most interestingly, Derek gave a few pointers on ways 
to increase communication between the Custodians 
and the Teachers at each school site. He told us: "at the 
beginning of the year, I go into each teachers classroom 
and talk about how I can better clean their rooms. This 
helps to increase communication so that teachers feel 
comfortable bringing up stuff with me and not taking it 
to the Union." 

Derek is 
the father 
of a 12 year 
old girl. His 
daughter 
however, 
does not go 
to school in 
Oakland, in 
fact, he sent 
her to go to 
school in 
Sacramento 
because he 
thought 
she would 
get a better 
education 
there, since 
"there is a 
lot going on 

in oakland." 

We hope to feature more conversations from different 
sectors of the education struggle in the future.

Graciella Boces is a OUSD teacher.

Testimony of an OUSD Custodian

By Graciella Boces
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People from Chicago (above) to Oakland understand the 
inexcusable results of school closures.

Oakland city councilor, Libby Schaaf, was in our 
front room last week. Invited by our block com-

mittee, she addressed about a dozen neighbors, mostly 
on the issue of Oakland’s rising crime rate. When asked 
about education, she began by stressing how sad it was 
that her friend Tony Smith had just resigned. A neigh-
bor interjected that “some of us were celebrating!”

On our drive to soccer later that morning, I related to 
my two daughters (who’s 
school was closed by 
OUSD last year) how our 
council person was sad-
dened by Smith’s depar-
ture. “What?” yelled 6 
year-old Ilyana, “that girl 
is jacked-up!”

Moving on is a natural 
part of loss. And some 
losses take longer than 
others. Our great Oak-
land school, Maxwell 
Park Elementary, was 
closed last June. Unfor-
tunately to drive into our 
neighborhood, we need 
to regularly pass the old school premises. So the wound 
for our 1st grader and 4th grader is routinely opened up.

The five Oakland elementary schools closed last year 
were carried out to open up more premises for the new 
wave of schools-for-profit, the charter school businesses. 
Our school was replaced by a language immersion 
public school that did not allow any of our predomi-
nantly African American students in. The premises that 
the immersion school vacated in turn was taken over 
by a school operated by a private business and is now a 
Charter.

The shell game has been well organized. So-called low 

performing schools in poorer neighborhoods are forced 
into a panic to raise test scores or they’ll be closed. And 
even when test scores increase, as they did at Maxwell 
Park, it doesn’t protect them from the axe.

Parents of children in OUSD schools are treated like 
sheep. They are not listened to. They are herded from 
closing school to closing school. And while parents try 
to shield their children from the mismanagement and 
destructive behavior of the school district, there is no 
insulating students from this dark cloud of anxiety.

Our Maxwell Park Kindergartener was looking forward 
to following her sister through the grades. She is now a 
1st grader at a much larger school with 50% more stu-
dents in her class. She is in a merged 1st/2nd grade class 
because the District removed a teacher from our new 

school. It probably took 
Ilyana about 3 months 
into the new school year 
for her to break out of 
her bad mood at being 
evicted from Maxwell 
Park.

Children in our neigh-
borhood now walk past 
the old Maxwell Park 
premises that they were 
evicted from and see 
other children playing 
in the yard. For many of 
these children of color, 
this is just another blow 
of disrespect from this so-

ciety. Another confirmation of racism and how flatland-
ers are put last and hill-siders first.

Most parents of children removed from Maxwell Park 
told me that their children had a bumpy start to the 
year and then settled in. This is the life of working class 
people. The powers that be destabilize our communities 
and try to destroy our spirit. However, our children are 
resilient. They get knocked down and get back up again. 
When capitalism eventually gets knocked down, we can 
learn to live a more comfortable life.
 
Rob Rooke is former president of Maxwell Park El-
ementary School PTA.

“That girl’s jacked-up!”
The Continuing Impact of Oakland’s 

School Closures
By Rob Rooke



14

Throughout Mexico, teachers and the communities 
that engage in the public education system have 

been involved in a serious movement about the future of 
Mexico’s schools.  In December, a “re-
form” was passed that sought to increase 
the amount of standardized tests, de-
crease the power of the teacher’s union 
(SNTE) in controlling hiring practices, 
provide more power for administrators 
and bosses throughout the Mexican pub-
lic education system, and an attempt by 
the government to force more of the costs 
of schools on to parents through a mea-
sure promoting decentralized budgeting 
under the guise of “school autonomy.” 

But those affected have not stood by 
and taken these abuses by the hands of 
their bosses and the government.  Across 
Guerrero, Oaxaca, and Michoacan, 
teachers have taken the lead in shut-
ting down highways, occupying public 
buildings, and attacking the offices of the 
ruling political parties which have forced this neoliberal 
reform on the lives of Mexico’s students, teachers, and 

community.  While the militancy and direct action that 
Mexico’s teachers is something that all of us in Oakland 
and beyond must learn from, we must also pay close at-
tention to other dynamics that this education movement 
is unleashing.  

In Guerrero in particular, the social movement against 
the education “reforms” is galvanizing the entire com-
munity to take direct action against many forms of 
social decomposition which have plagued Mexico for 
years.  From the violence carried out against people due 
to the Narco wars, to the environmental degradation 

imposed by foreign mining corporations, to the attacks 
on indigenous communities - the masses of working and 
unemployed peoples of Guerrero have hit the streets in 
the tens of thousands to show their force in opposition 
to all these forms of oppression and exploitation.  Mili-
tant community members have taken over radio stations 
to read their communiques to the public, while teach-
ers from the CNTE (a radical current within the SNTE, 
the main teacher’s union) have gathered this past week 
to develop a plan for how they would organize educa-
tion - an education that meets the people’s needs, not the 
needs of the Mexican state and corporate interests which 
dictate its policies.

Here in Oakland we see the effects of the same corrup-
tion and capitalist exploitation that Mexican students 
and teachers face.  Our outgoing superintendent Tony 

From Oakland to Guerrero: Teacher, 
Parents, Students Unite Against 

Neoliberal “Reforms”
By Aram Mendoza

Mexican teachers and supporters demanding an end 
to neoliberal labor reform and education reform.

Mexican teachers and supporters blocking a highway in Guerrero.
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Smith has not only carried out austerity (aka, budget 
cuts) against Oakland’s students, but there have been 
recent allegations implicating him in an attempted cover 
up of the Oakland School Police Department’s murder 
of Raheim Brown (see SF BayView Newspaper, 4/27/13).  
The working class and unemployed of Oakland face vio-
lence, exploitation, and collusion in covering these up 
by the state just like 
our Mexican broth-
ers, sisters, and 
cousins do, even if 
the intensity is not 
quite as high.  Yet.

Similarly, our 
union leaders have 
collaborated with 
the enemy— al-
though apparently 
not as corruptly 
and grossly as did 
Ms. Gordillo.  But 
just as the Mexi-
can state has turned on their former collaborator and 
mentor (Gordillo) and now points to her as proof of the 
need to break the teachers union and adopt the toxic 
"national education reforms," so the bureaucratic intran-
sigence of the NEA and AFT leaders leaves us open for 
attack.  Union leaders here have not advanced a social 

movement like Guerrero’s that builds solidarity between 
the common needs of teachers, parents, and students.  
The corporate de-formers then use this lack of unity—
and will use even more in the future—to portray teacher 
unions as self-interested in order to bust them and 
advance the corporate assault here.

And just like our 
counterparts in 
Mexico, we have 
resistance brew-
ing here—though 
the level at which 
we’re fighting is 
nowhere close to 
theirs. Yet.  We can 
look at Chicago 
and Seattle and see 
students walk-
ing out of school 
against standard-
ized tests, teachers 
and parents getting 

arrested fighting against school closures, and all of this 
connecting up with the struggles of fast food workers 
to fight for a living wage.  In Oakland, we see an inspir-
ing movement of parent-students fighting a campaign 
against the closure of their Adult Education classes, 
and a growing base of teachers who see this struggle of 

parent-students as their own 
struggle.  
From Oakland to Guerrero and 
beyond—teachers are stepping 
out to stand with the com-
munity against the oppressive 
and exploitative education 
“reforms” that our rulers and 
bosses are imposing on us.  We 
in Oakland send our deepest 
solidarity toward our comrades 
in Mexico who are showing us 
the way to fight for our interests 
as workers, students, and com-
munity members.

Aram Mendoza is a teacher in 
OUSD.

Police in Guerrero repressing the teachers' protest.

Guerrero teachers and supporters holding signs against "neoliberal education" 
and for "educational justice."




