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	Once a week, around 4:30 p.m., teachers, principals and others begin to troop into the University Club on Euclid Avenue from classrooms across the city. One week the attraction may be a performance artist with a message about how to teach reading. The next, it may be an expert on the small-schools movement.

This series of presentations, along with workshops, forums and study groups, is sponsored by the Cleveland Teachers Academy, a collaboration among the district, the union and the Cleveland Initiative on Education.
It began over a year ago with $1 million in seed money from the administration of former Gov. George Voinovich, one of eight grants to urban school districts around the state.

The grant request was written jointly by the school district, the union and local universities. Other funds have been raised locally, and the district provides salaries for two-and-a-half programming positions—all CTU members on a two-year leave from their teaching duties—and a full-time staff assistant.

John Jarvey, a middle school English and reading teacher who serves as the academy’s coordinator for study groups and forums, says the new institution fits well into the CTU’s school improvement goals.

“Right now the schools are given money for their own professional development, and we’re setting some role models about how that professional development can take place,” Jarvey says. In setting up study groups on children’s literature, for instance, “we’re acting as almost a conduit or catalyst, to get new ways of doing professional development started. ... We’re trying to empower the teachers to have their own professional development at the building level.”

CTU President Richard A. DeColibus and schools chief Barbara Byrd-Bennett co-chair the academy’s governing council. Also on the board are other CTU officials, including First Vice President Joanne DeMarco and Professional Issues Director Michael Charney, as well as representatives from Baldwin-Wallace College, John Carroll University, Cleveland State University and The George Gund Foundation. Half of Charney’s time as a union official is devoted to academy staff work.

Jarvey says the council and district have done some “tweaking” of academy programs but that Byrd-Bennett has been supportive of the academy. “We’re given a lot of green lights,”’ he says, “not that they would OK everything we wanted to do, but if it’s the direction the district is going...we have almost built-in support.”

While DeMarco serves on the council, she is critical of the academy. “I don’t know what they’re doing over there,” she says, acknowledging that her negotiating responsibilities absorb most of her time.

DeMarco also contends that Byrd-Bennett is the boss. “I think she tells the Teachers Academy: This is what I want; this is what you’ll do.”

Even so, DeMarco says she would like to see more CTU members participate in the academy’s activities. 
Jarvey says interest in the activities is growing, and attendance at its afternoon forums at the University Club has been strong, averaging about 100 per event since the new school year.

Teachers who have participated are enthusiastic about their experiences. “I get a lot of good ideas I can bring back to the classroom,” says Nancy Novello, a special education teacher at the Cleveland School for the Arts, who agrees that interest in the programs is spreading among teachers.

Pat Triggs reads Lots and Lots of Zebra Stripes to a class of 1st-graders at Wade Park Elementary. She got the book through a Cleveland Teachers Academy program.  (Photo by Piet van Lier)
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Pat Triggs, a math teacher at Wade Park Elementary, says children call her the “story lady” since academy programs helped her learn how to use stories to teach math concepts. Triggs stresses that as a teacher one year away from retirement, she doesn’t get easily excited about extra work. And she points out that unlike the district’s professional development opportunities, the academy does not pay teachers to attend.

“I’m a mercenary, not a missionary,” she says with a smile. “I did this for free because I am 70 books richer [from an academy study group she participated in], and it has benefited the children.” 
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