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To: DSaunders@*************** 

________________________________________________________________________ 

Ms. Saunders, 

I am a new teacher at Oceana High School (second career).  I was told that 

you were thinking of writing about the "Day of Action" here. I hope you do. 

I thought you might want some additional information, although I would like 

to keep my name out of it and most of this is just for your background 

understanding--as you'll see, they'd be pretty sure it was me if word got 

out. 

Back in late January, two Oceana teachers decided they wanted to get 

interested students together to participate in the March 4th activities. All 

teachers were given a "fact sheet" to lecture their students on during 

advisory (a 20 minute home room), involving all the funding complaints that 

the teachers had, and pass out a letter inviting the students to the 

planning committee meetings. I was uncomfortable with this, but since we 

were required, I told my students about it and stressed that attending was 

their choice. (My students, all freshmen, sensed my discomfort and asked me 

about it. I told them that I was uncomfortable being a teacher promoting a 

political activity, but that I wanted any interested students to go.) 

I never went to the planning meetings. A few weeks later, we were told in 

our staff meeting that we were going to do some off-campus activities, and 

then during class that day, any teachers that wanted to could do "teach-

ins", and "raise awareness" of California budgeting activities. We were then 

given a survey that we HAD to respond to. This is when I got nervous, 

because instead of being "opt in", it was clearly becoming "opt out" for the 

teachers. But there was an option there for "I plan to teach my usual 

curriculum", which is what I checked. I found out later that only two 

teachers checked that option, and one of them was in some way persuaded to 

change his mind, leaving me as the only teacher not doing a "teachin" today. 

In a curriculum planning meeting in late February, one of the key planning 

teachers said, casually, "and of course there's no school on March 4th." I 

expressed surprise, and she told me that the whole day was going to be 

"teach-ins". That was the first I'd heard of it. 

Towards the end of February, I got the permission slip to hand out to my 

freshman humanities course. At the same time, I got a letter saying that 

"all the freshmen" would be going down to the beach to form an SOS. We were 

to "push" for the permission slips to be back as soon as possible. I 

distributed the letters, told my students it was up to them, and didn't 

mention it again. 



A couple days later, I was in another curriculum meeting, and the same 

teacher said "We're not even going to be on the campus that morning, since 

we'll all be at the beach." I said, carefully, that none of my students had 

turned in permission slips and didn't seem interested in the event. She 

said, all of them will be going and mentioned (seemingly by the way) that I 

was the only teacher who wasn't going to do a "teachin", but that all the 

freshmen would be going to the beach. A day after that, in another staff 

meeting, our principal said "the entire freshman class" is going to the 

beach to form an SOS. 

I was concerned enough to write a confidential letter to a counsellor here, 

telling her that I was worried, that none of my students were turning in 

slips and that I wasn't pushing it. I also mentioned that I'd been told I 

was the only teacher not doing a "teach in", and so I felt uncomfortable 

raising this issue--hence my confidential question. The counsellor replied 

very clearly that no one was to be forced or required to attend the action, 

and also that I wasn't the only teacher who'd decided to "teach curriculum" 

that day (that's how I knew there was another). 

Only one of my students turned in a permission slip, saying he "didn't want 

to be stuck watching a movie" (score one for activism!) The rest of my 

students apparently took a bit of pride in being able to make their own 

choice. 

In a freshmen teacher's meeting on Monday (3/1), they were planning the SOS 

and clearly planning on all the freshmen going (using class numbers). I said 

that only one of my students had turned in a permissions slip. The entire 

meeting stopped cold, eyes narrowed, and I was faced with some very, very 

unhappy people. 

"Did you push them?" said a humanities teacher. 

"No," I replied. "I can't make them do this." 

"Yes, actually, you can," said a science teacher. "It's required." 

I said, very carefully, "Look, I'm pretty sure it's not required. I am 

extremely uncomfortable forcing kids to participate in political action." 

Another teacher was about to chime in but a counsellor (not the same one) 

had come in the room for another purpose and said, very casually, no big 

deal, "Of course it's not required." and the conversation ended. But no one 

was happy with me. (However, my 19 freshmen did not participate in theSOS. 

Another 19 total from the other 110 didn't bring permission slips.) 

I had a brand new student join the humanities class yesterday. Two classes 

later, as I was starting  a math class, the assistant principle in charge of 

discipline came to me with that new student in tow, asking me if I had any 

permission slips so that the new student could rush it home and get it 

signed. I looked at her in shock. There were tons of permission slips in the 

office. She was disturbing me while teaching (not even this student's 



class!) to get something that she could have gotten anywhere. I interpreted 

this as a sign of dissatisfaction. Later, at the planning meeting for today 

(a required staff meeting), that same assistant principal mentioned that I'd 

had only one permission slip, but she was "trying to make it two". (the 

student didn't bring in a permission slip, though.) 

In that same math class, after the assistant principal left, a freshman from 

another humanities class said "Ms Kerr, your kids don't have to go? Man, we 

have to." Several other freshmen chimed in. Apparently, in the other two 

humanities teacher's classes (a total of 110 kids), the teachers told them 

that they had to go, that they would only be excused if their parents wrote 

a letter explaining why they didn't want to participate. In other words, the 

students had to actively opt out, with additional work by their parents. 

Given that both these teachers were heavily into planning the event, I'm 

pretty sure that at the very least, the students knew that their teachers 

would be disappointed with them if they didn't participate. 

(But it's also clear that the school was following the letter of the law--

they had to give the kids a means of opting out, and just made it as 

difficult as possible) 

The planning meeting yesterday was pretty brutal, since everyone got a 

packet except me, making it clear that I was the only person not doing a 

"teachin". The other teacher who'd originally planned to teach curriculum 

now had a packet, and a planning teacher (the one who asked me if I'd 

"pushed" the kids) said loudly how glad she was that he'd "decided to do a 

teachin" and a bunch of nearby teachers chorused agreement. And there I am, 

sitting without a packet in front of me. (I had it easy, though. One teacher 

who never went to the planning meetings and had no interest in particpating 

was required to take a dozen kids to Safeway and "raise awareness".) 

Students were not only handing out flyers, but getting signatures for the 

initiative about removing the 2/3rds requirement from the budget—a BLATANTLY 

political activity that the students clearly don't understand one way or 

another. 

I'm still not clear how the day went from a voluntary thing outside of 

school to a mandatory event that took over the entire school. However, I 

feel pretty confident that one reason they decided to make it mandatory was 

to cut down on substitute costs. By not allowing students to "opt out" of 

the whole day and receive regular instruction, the school could allow each 

teacher to engage in a political activity during school hours without 

costing the school a thing. 

They were trying to get media coverage for the freshman SOS, and if they do, 

I'm sure that there will be all sorts of quotes about "committed students" 

who want to raise awareness about  school funding. They won't mention that 

the kids were virtually required to be there, though. 

I didn't realize I was making a political statement when I decided to "teach 

curriculum" today. Nor did I realize I was doing so when I just gave the 



kids the permission slips and left it up to them. But it sure feels that way 

now, and I don't like it. I had difficulties during my Stanford teacher 

education program last year because of my views, but I didn't become a 

teacher to be an activist--on any side of the equation. 

California schools have become so politicized to the left that they 

seriously don't see any need to give students another view. There's only 

ACTIVIST and PASSIVE. The very idea that students or parents might actually 

oppose the protest (that is, support a shortened school year and teacher 

cuts) is simply not in the picture. Yet 50% or more of the state rejected 

increased funding to the schools just last year, in the special election. 

This isn't a fringe view. But the students would hear nothing of the 

opposition. To say nothing of the fact that the students were being used in 

a protest that, if successful, ultimately benefits the very teachers forcing 

the students to participate. 

I love teaching, and I have no problems sharing some of my opinions with my 

students. But there's a difference between sharing opinions and stating my 

opinions as the only sensible alternative--and a big difference between both 

of these and forcing students to protest in support of my opinions. I don't 

think many schools understand this anymore. 

Thanks for your time. I do hope you write about this. 

 


