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Committee on Education and Workforce Development

Update on the Department of Education’s activities, facilities and programs

Good morning and Happy New Year Hon. Jean A. Forde, Chairman of the

Committee on Education and Workforce Development. Good morning to all committee

and non-committee members. Good morning Sis. Rosa Soto Thomas, President of the

St. Croix Federation of Teachers! Local 1825. Good morning Commissioner of

Education, Dr. Sharon McCollum and the education team. A special good morning to all

the hard working men and women of the AFT Local 1825 and 1826. Good morning to all

other invited testifiers, the viewing and listening audience.

I am Avery Lewis, President of the St. Thomas/St. John Federation of Teachers

Local 1825. Chairman Forde, I would like to thank you for extending an invitation to the

AFT to be a part of the discussion as it pertains to an update of the Department of

Education’s activities, facilities and programs.

School Environment and Campus Safety

I have had the opportunity to visit all schools in the St. Thomas/St. John District

and very few repairs have been completed. The chief complaints are excessive heat,

rodent and insect infestations, moldy classrooms and centers, electrical and

technological issues. Every time it rains, there are numerous schools that experience

leaking issues. Both high schools are in dire need of repairs. At the Yvonne E. Milliner

Bowsky Elementary School, we have cases of teachers and students becoming ill due

to mold. Air quality testing has been scheduled at both Bowsky and the Joseph Sibilly

Elementary Schools. Recently, I have been receiving calls reporting rodent and insect

infestations in several schools. There are schools in need of electrical upgrades, such

as the Gladys A. Abraham and Joseph Gomez Elementary Schools. Due to the poor

electrical infrastructure, some schools cannot accommodate the installation of air
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conditioning units. In other instances, many schools have inoperable air conditioners, to

include some that cannot be repaired. Unfortunately, time does not permit me to detail

all of the issues plaguing our public schools. I have conveyed all of my concerns,

verbally and in writing, to Mrs. Dionne Wells-Hedrington, Superintendent, Mr. Joseph

Sibilly, Territorial Maintenance Director, and newly hired assistant director Mr. Weeks I

have to be honest and place on the record that Mrs. Well-Hedrington and her team have

addressed most of the issues and reported the findings to me and the plan to remedy

the issues. It is no secret that the Department’s budget has been cut and this impacted

maintenance tremendously. Some situations are easy to fix, while some require an

extensive scope of work. As a result of these budget cuts, maintenance issues are

being handled on a case by case basis, based on the severity of the problem. The

Department’s response is simply, “We are BROKE and short staffed, but we are trying

our best.” These problems are not new, but as a result of the short staffing and lack of

finances, the problems continue to exist.

Standardized Testing and Student Achievement

The 2014-2015 school year was the first year of the implementation the Smarter

Balanced online assessment, a standardized test that replaced VITAL. According to an

article in the Virgin Islands Daily News, on Monday, January 11, 2016, it stated that this

spring, 8,859 students in grades 3-8 and grade 11, will participate in the first year-end

Smarter Balance online assessment, and additional students will participate in the

National Center and State Collaborative Online Alternate Assessment. Territory-wide 17

percent of students in all grades met or exceeded standards in English and Language

Arts and 7 percent of all students met or exceeded Mathematics standards. The results

showed that territory-wide, 24 percent scored near the standard for English and

Language Arts and 59 percent of students fell below standard. On the Mathematics test,

19 percent scored near standard and 74 percent scored below standard.

Let me be clear and state that this data is not a fair and accurate representation

of our students. Our teachers and students were not properly trained and armed with
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the proper resources. When this test was administered, the testing centers had multiple

technological and internet connectivity issues that disrupted the assessment. The

students did not have the opportunity to retake the assessment or correct their

mistakes. Our elementary students need more computer skills; some have never sat at

a computer, in excess of 15 minutes, for any type of assessment. There is a huge

disparity in using paper and pencil to complete a test, versus taking an online

assessment. It is the Department’s responsibility to post test scores, but the scores are

flawed.

During my last appearance before this committee, officials from the Department

of Education stated, on the record, that the department does not have a well-defined

curriculum and have not fully aligned with the Common Core Standards. Well, today I

am pleased to report that thanks to President Barack Obama’s recent actions, the

reauthorized Elementary and Secondary Education Act, formerly known as No Child

Left Behind now known officially as the Every Student Succeeds Act, has been signed

into law. This is a long overdue reset of the federal government’s role in education

policy. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), paves the way for us

(Unions, DOE and VISE) to have a meaningful dialogue on how we can improve our

curriculum to better serve our children. ESEA has provided the opportunity to create a

curriculum that is focused on teaching and learning, and that gives states and educators

more latitude, while maintaining federal funds for the students who need it. This

reorganization will not happen overnight and will not include federal government

prescriptions on exactly what accountability, interventions for struggling schools and

teacher evaluation should look like. The Charlotte Danielson evaluation tool has

become more of a nightmare and has caused added stress on the teachers. Teachers

are not meeting deadlines due to reasons such as: inadequate training, administrators

not completing certain components and time constraints. The ESEA has stated that we

can create our own evaluation processes and give Charlotte Danielson back hers.

President Obama, the AFT and parents have seen what the fixation on standardized
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testing and teacher evaluation systems, like Charlotte Danielson, has taken away from

teaching and learning.

Compensation of AFT Members

Senators the morale in schools and activity centers is at an all-time low. Let us

not sugar coat the reality that members are overwhelmed, frustrated and underpaid.

These hard working individuals go to work every day and perform, because they have a

passion for educating our children and are committed to the DOE. The members have

risen to the occasion day in and day out. In some cases, we have educators performing

the duties of two and three persons. Paraprofessionals have assumed the role of

teachers, while continuing to perform their primary duties. Teachers continue to teach,

and in some instances perform the duties of school nurse and custodian, when the need

arises. On a daily basis, teachers and office staff are bringing basic supplies from

home. Why do we continue doing these things? Because we love our children. Budget

cuts and late impress funds forces principals, teachers, paraprofessionals and support

staff pull up the slack. To obtain basic supplies, such as pens, printer ink and copies,

teachers often have to beg parents to provide them. Thank you parents for your

assistance and continued support!

The AFT has written letters to Governor Mapp and the 3?t Legislature for

assistance in identifying a funding source. We asked before the budget was approved

to be included, nothing happened. Ironically, the executive branch cut the budget. I

made a verbal request, when the ArcLight deal was on the table, for a bill to be passed

asking for monies to be set aside for AFT. The bill passed and our “gift” was a 1%

contribution rate increase by GERS. Yesterday’s press conference, held by Governor

Mapp and Lt. Governor Potter, included an announcement of several government

agencies and departments slated to receive salary increases. However, the AFT was

not included in this round. Senators, we cannot continue with business as usual, things

have to change. We are probably the only district where the starting salary for a

teacher is $32,000.00. This salary is not attractive or competitive and is definitely not
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commensurate with the work load. We continue to lose talented educators, due to low

salaries and work overload.

In closing, I want to reiterate that we love our jobs and most of all the children of

the Virgin Islands. I sit ready and waiting to answer any questions you may have.


