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Unions deal with student discipline

Web extra:
DeRolph Ruling
	For the Cleveland Teachers Union, the key issues in contract negotiations with the district are discipline, salaries and class sizes.

Those are what CTU President Richard A. DeColibus calls “lock-up” issues, meaning: “If we don’t get satisfactory resolution of them, we’re not going to work in September. And October and November and however long it takes.”

The Cleveland Municipal School District has its own list of proposals. They include a pilot pay-for-performance plan, longer hours for teachers, more control of teacher assignments within schools and a base-line teacher dress code. 

William Wendling, the district’s chief communications officer, declines to discuss details and chooses his words carefully.” We’re looking at all their proposals,” he says. “We’ll have to find whatever common wavelengths there are.”

In stark contrast to the rancorous 1996 negotiations, both sides seem optimistic that an agreement can be reached before the present contract expires on Aug. 31. The district has waived the time-consuming fact-finding process, a step DeColibus called very helpful. Both sides are aiming at a June 30 settlement on a four-year pact. However, in the last weeks of May, that appeared unlikely as negotiation meetings stepped up and representatives conceded that salary proposals had not yet been discussed.
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Joanne DeMarco , Cleveland Teachers Union vice president, and other members of the collective bargaining unit began meeting with the district in February to hammer out a teachers’ contract to replace the one  due to expire on Aug. 31 (Photo by Janet Century)

Here are the major issues:
DISCIPLINE: “That is the No. 1 issue with our people — unruly and defiant students,” says DeColibus. “Our call to the district is ‘You’ve got to do something. You’ve got to give teachers some way to control their classes if you expect anything good to happen to this district in terms of academic achievement.’” 

What the teachers want is that “when a kid becomes insolent and defiant, they’re exited from the room immediately, and there are some consequences that follow that will deter future inappropriate behavior,” DeColibus says. “They’ve got to be real, R-E-A-L—meaning the kid doesn’t like them so he won’t act up again.” 

They could include detention, suspension, community service or transfer to an alternative school. The district’s new suspension code covers some of the issues, but union members claim that they have little control over enforcement of the policy. 
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INNER-RING SALARIES
Beginning salaries for teachers in Cleveland’s inner ring suburban school districts as of January 2000. (For county and city salary comparisons, see page 7.)

Shaker Heights Schools

$31,317

Cleveland Hts-Univ. hts Schools

$29,900

Bedford City Schools

  28,885

Cleve. Municipal Schools

  28,666

Euclid City Schools

  28,066

Parma City Schools

  26,996

Lakewood City Schools

 

Source: Ohio Federation of Teachers

“Our administration is so ideologically opposed to punishment,” DeColibus declares.
Starting salary for a Cleveland teacher with a bachelor’s degree was $28,666 in September 1999, according to the union contract. With a master’s and 15 years teaching experience, it was $54,870. DeColibus says the starting pay is in the bottom half among Cuyahoga County’s 32 school districts and that the pay for experienced teachers is near the bottom quartile. Yet, he argues that Cleveland teachers “have the toughest working conditions in the state.”

His goal is to move up to the county average in the first year of the new contract and into the top five by the third year. That would mean about a 5 percent increase, with a starting salary of $30,099 in 2000-01, and for teachers with a master’s and 15 years experience the salary would be $57,910, equal to the current salary of teachers in Solon district.

DeColibus says the difference between now and four years ago, when the union settled for a salary freeze during the first two years of the contract, is that voters approved a 13.5-mill increase in the property tax rate in November 1996. When that contract was negotiated “the district was $150 million in debt with a $70 million yearly deficit. Now they have money,” he says. 

Wendling says, “We’ll listen to their requests, but this is not a bucket that’s overflowing with cash.”

CLASS SIZE: The union wants to reduce the pupil-teacher ratio from 25:1 to 15:1—at least in kindergarten through fourth grade, to get pupils ready for the fourth-grade proficiency tests. They emphasize a state mandate that in 2002, 4th-graders who fail the reading portion of the exam will be held back.
Wendling says, “We’ve done some prototyping of class sizes,” but he will not discuss findings.

PAY-FOR-PERFORMANCE: The district is proposing a pilot merit pay program, but Wendling would not say whether it would be tied to proficiency exam scores. DeColibus says teachers might go along with a plan that rewarded all school personnel for gains in student achievement but would balk at rewarding individual teachers. He contends that such programs are ineffective because they tend to pit teacher against teacher. Wendling says, “If we didn’t think we could work something out, we wouldn’t be talking about it.”

LONGER HOURS: Schools chief Barbara Byrd-Bennett has said she wants to extend the school day for teachers to include more time for professional development. DeColibus says the union might agree if the district is willing to pay a higher overall daily rate versus an inservice hourly rate. Or teachers could attend after-school professional development voluntarily. 

TEACHER ASSIGNMENT: Wendling doesn’t discuss specifics. DeColibus says, “They want what management always wants, to order people around and take out of our contract any protection teachers have. We’re not going to agree to it, and they know we’re not going to agree to it.”
Wendling says the district is still seeking a June 30 agreement “so that everybody knows where they’re going for the next four years, and we get a contract that’s student-focused.”

In spite of his tough talk, DeColibus says he believes the deadline is achievable. He bases that on the district’s willingness to drop fact-finding, and the professionalism of the district’s chief negotiator, Tim Sheeran of Squire, Sanders & Dempsey. “He’s very experienced and very good,” he says. “That saves a lot of trouble.”  
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