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D uring my second year in the 
corps, I became involved in the 
San Jose Teachers Associa-

tion (SJTA). My two years on SJTA’s  
Executive Board have helped me un-
derstand why teachers unions are  
generally the most credible, important 
advocates driving change for low-in-
come communities.

Many reformers perceive unions 
differently. They argue that SJTA’s 
forward-thinking approach to educa-
tion reform is an anomaly and that 
unions who oppose reform ideas put 
“adult interests” ahead of student 
learning. These claims, however, are 
divisive and inaccurate; unionized 
teachers often spend the entirety of 
their professional lives putting stu-
dent needs ahead of their own. To 
understand why unions sometimes 
appear intransigent, it’s important 
to understand what makes the San 
Jose Unified School District (SJUSD)  
context unique.

SJUSD leadership clearly demon-
strates their belief in the importance 
of organized labor, fair compensation, 
and collaborative policy development. 
Our district doesn’t point fingers or 
blame the opportunity gap on teach-
ers; SJUSD management asks what 
they can do to help staff support stu-
dents and invests in systems that  
empower staff to successfully execute 
their jobs. 

Unfortunately, teachers and their 
unions are frequently attacked else-
where—their basic job protections mis-
construed, their character denigrated, 
and their voices ignored. As a result, 
unions who would otherwise pursue a 

social justice agenda must frequently 
handle immediate crises. Vergara v.  

California, for instance, has forced the 
California Teachers Association to spend 
its time correcting misconceptions about 
teacher employment law instead of con-
centrating on its preferred priorities:  
improving teacher evaluation and  
support, raising California’s mini-
mum wage, protecting immigrants’ 
rights, and other in-school and out-of-
school causes that benefit students. 

Reformers and districts thus shoulder 
the majority of the responsibility to show 
good faith and create the conditions—
transparency, openness to union ideas, 
respect for union membership, and a 
willingness to work together—that 
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Why I Fought A School Closing

A fter Frazier closed down, my son 
went to Henson. He was there 
for a year, and he was doing bet-

ter. He liked the principal, Mr. Hobson, 
and the teachers really worked with  
me to bring his grades back up. Before, 
he had trouble with reading, but at  
Henson he started reading out loud and  
comprehending better.

Henson had a resource center for par-
ents; a food pantry, where I volunteered; 
and a [health] clinic for kids and their 
families. There were children with heart 
problems and a lot who had asthma, and 
they could treat them right there. It was 
a big thing for our children, so we didn’t 
have to worry about them in school. 

Then they said Henson was closing. 
They told us was there was no air con-
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ditioning; the children were down in 
their grades; it didn’t have enough chil-
dren; there were no labs in the school. 
But I didn’t see why they couldn’t keep 
the school open. When we had meetings 
with the district, we arrived with the pa-
pers and parents showing them that the 
school was doing better and what they 
were saying about it was not true. But 
they didn’t listen to anything. Henson 
closed, and now my child’s at Herzl.

We had just gotten him settled 
again at Henson, and then we had to go 
through the same situation. That was 
three times he moved back and forth—
almost every year he got transferred to a 
different school. He had to adjust to dif-
ferent children, different teachers. His 
grades dropped. He had trouble with the 

children in the new school because they 
were messing with him. 

He’s not a problem child, but I’ve 
seen his attitude change. I’ve seen 
him cry. He said, “Why do we have to 
change to another school? I just got 
used to my teachers. I just finally made 
some friends.” 

Some days he gets this attitude where 
“I’m not going to do nothing.” He shuts 
down. We just got him to open back up at 
Henson, and now he’s shut down again. 
He’s just tired. So am I. Tired of going 
through this every time he has to move. 

I was very angry about the clos-
ings—very angry. They say it’s the  
parents who don’t want the change, but 
it’s not that we don’t want the change. 
It’s about the children and what they 
have to go through. You’re messing with 
these children. You’re pushing us from 
neighborhood to neighborhood. I want 
my children stable in one school. 

Herzl is farther. Now it’s 30 minutes 
to get there. It’s hard—a lot of us walk 
our children to school. Some parents 
can’t because they work and they don’t 
have nobody to take them to school. 
They’ve got to do Safe Passages [a city-
sponsored program that puts trained 
adults along dangerous school routes for 
added security] because our kids live no-
where near these schools. We’re trying 
to find a place to put them into schools 
closer to our homes, but the district 
wants us out of here. They’re moving our 
children so far out because they want to 
“improve the city.” 

They don’t value our neighborhood 
or our children. I don’t feel I have any 
choices. They do what they want to do. 
That’s how it seems to me. Every time 
we fought for our schools, they acted like 
they were concerned but then turned 
around and did the same things. It’s 
like they haven’t heard us. They’re not 
listening to the problems our kids and 
we are going through.

I want to say to them: Be concerned 
about the people in the neighborhood; be 
concerned about our children. 

help unions execute a social justice ap-
proach. At the same time, unions must 
make the effort to move beyond reflex-
ively defensive postures and actively 
try to understand people with whom 
we disagree. Even when we see reform 
ideas implemented counterproductively, 
unions must keep an open mind and en-
gage in solutions-oriented conversations 
about topics ranging from merit pay to 
standardized testing.

Teachers unions can also consider 
following SJTA’s example by proac-
tively defining themselves as social 
justice organizations in two main 
ways. First, unions should clearly de-
fine a positive mission statement and 
orient their work towards their mis-
sion. SJTA’s mission is to “empower 
teachers to educate, inspire, and 
change lives through public educa-
tion.” SJTA advocates for sustainable 
working conditions and fair labor prac-
tices, for example, not just because our 
hard-working educators deserve them, 
but also because students with happy, 
well-rested teachers and adequate 
classroom resources learn more. 

We also co-designed an innovative 
new teacher evaluation system with 
SJUSD that uses several indicators 
of effectiveness and requires exten-
sive training for multiple evaluators 
who conduct both formal and informal 

“Unions must make 

the effort to move 

beyond reflexively 

defensive postures 

and actively try to 

understand people 

with whom we  

disagree.”
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D uring my career working in 
school reform I’ve been called 
a lot of things, but in recent 

years, two new buzzwords have risen to 
prominence in the anti-reform lexicon. 
Thanks to a disciplined media cam-
paign by their opponents, reformers are 
now co-conspirators in a “corporate re-
form” and “privatization” revolution. It’s 
like one night I went to bed as a fighter 
for educational justice, and the next 
morning I woke up a tool of the Man 
turning our kids and schools into profit 
centers for the country’s oligarchs. Boy, 
did that happen quickly.

I keep looking for this “corporate” 
influence and “privatization” scheme, 
because I want to know how the mon-
ey will actually get made. If there’s a 
school system in America that’s awash 
in cash—sitting on heaps of bullion à 
la Scrooge McDuck—I’d love to know 
where it is. More importantly, to be-
lieve that you’d have to ignore all the 
corporations and people who currently 
make money in our school systems: the  
vendors and lawyers, construction and 
insurance firms, and, well, the teach-
ers. If you’re concerned about people 
making money in schools, I have news: 
You’re too late.

But I’m not going to the mat for profit 
or corporations here. Corporations have 
brought good into the world, but they’ve 

The Great 
Corporate  
Reform  
Conspiracy
By Derrell Bradford
Executive director, NYCAN

also done some terrible things that lots 
of folks, perhaps rightly, hate them for. 
And “privatizer” has always had an  
insidious ring particularly in commu-
nities of color, where it means, broadly, 
“someone who has a job in a school or 
a post office today won’t have it to-
morrow.” But the truth is that setting 
up straw men and name-calling like 
this only happen when you don’t have  
anything else to say and have lost the 
argument. Don’t think you can win on 
the merits? Just distract everyone and 
hope you can wait out the change-as-
sault on the status quo. 

In the end, I don’t care about the con-
spiracy theories. Some people consider 
me a frontline fighter among frontlin-
ers, because I have worked for over a 
decade on reform in tough places with 
tough political challenges: places like 
Camden and Trenton, New Jersey, that 
spend a lot on public education but pro-
duce very little for the folks who need 
it the most—the kids whose very ex-
istence hangs in the balance and for 
whom school is the only lever they have. 

I grew up black and male in Balti-
more City, so I see myself in each and 
every one of these kids. And I remember, 
like it was yesterday, the moment “cor-
porate” reform (back then it was called 
a scholarship because we had no char-
ters) touched my life and opened it up in 

ways I never thought possible. “Reform” 
and some really amazing teachers made 
me live. They made me whole.

And this is perhaps why the accu-
sations of “corporate” reform trouble 
me deeply, even as I ignore them. The 
life-saving change I pursue doesn’t ex-
ist in a cocktail-party bubble where 
very smart people cherry-pick how far 
they’re willing to go to save our kids. 
Parents whose children are locked in 
chronically underperforming schools 
don’t care who pays for “reform”—
that’s a luxury for those with dis-
tance, success, and security. And most  
importantly, our students can’t wait 
one second more for the comfort and 
acceptance of those who don’t get that 
bringing great education to children 
and their families—regardless of who 
they are or where they live—is a mat-
ter of their survival and prosperity. 
Indeed, when you can swim, you can 
wait. When you’re drowning, you don’t 
care who throws the life preserver.

For those on the fence, I offer this: 
Education reform is not the corporate 
scheme; the current system is. Amer-
ica’s K-12 education system pushes 
the best teaching and schooling to the 
people who both need it the least and  
already have the most (a consequence 
of distributing school funding and great 
teaching through the housing market). 
It routinely segregates opportunity 
for kids based on their race and their 
income. And it distributes shrinking  
opportunity in the real world to a 
shrinking universe of children who are, 
more often than not, affluent and over-
whelmingly white.

Take care to make sure the thing 
you’re fighting against isn’t the thing 
you already have.

NYCAN: The New York Campaign for 
Achievement Now is part of a national 
network of state-level advocacy groups 
fighting to enact research-based educa-
tion reforms that benefit children.

observations. We believe more mean-
ingful feedback about strengths and 
areas for growth will help teachers 
deliver excellent instruction to stu-
dents. In addition, SJTA led efforts 
in 2012 to help fund public schools, 
pass San Jose’s minimum wage in-
crease, and elect two excellent school 
board members. These successful 
campaigns translated directly into 
benefits for our students—an unin-
terrupted school year and financial 
support for students’ families. Our 
student-oriented mission guides all of 
SJTA’s work.

Second, unions should consid-
er contract structures that reduce 
the time spent negotiating salary 
and benefits. SJTA and SJUSD’s  
“salary formula” directs a guaranteed 
percentage of the district’s revenue 
to teacher compensation. Though not 
a panacea, this system keeps wages 
fair and transparent and has helped 
enable SJTA and SJUSD to jointly 
pursue new approaches to evaluation, 
funding, permanent status, school  
redesign, teacher leadership path-
ways, and charter schools in ways 
that simultaneously help students 
and treat teachers and organized  
labor with respect.

My experience with SJTA dem-
onstrates how much open-minded,  
proactive, and properly-supported  
social justice unions can accomplish. 
To address educational inequity on a 
larger scale, we therefore need more 
reformers and districts to stop bash-
ing organized labor and start working 
with us. Together, we can develop the 
intelligent, ethical policies that ben-
efit students most. 
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last two years on the Executive Board 
of the San Jose Teachers Association. 
He blogs at 34justice.com.

I 
ran for the State Senate because 
of a student named Ulises. Five 
years later, the person I can’t stop 

thinking about is a teacher named Mark. 
After teaching in the Mississippi 

Delta, I returned to my home state of 
Colorado to co-found the Mapleton Expe-
ditionary School for the Arts. At MESA, 
we told students we would do everything 
in our power to get them to college and 
worked every day to keep that promise.

At lunch in the cafeteria one day, 
Ulises walked up to me with tears in his 
eyes and said, “Mr. Johnston, why did 
you make me do all this?”

He told me that he was undocument-
ed and that the Colorado State Senate 
had just killed a bill that would have 
made students like Ulises eligible for in-
state tuition. With that bill’s defeat, Ulis-
es would pay eight times what his best 
friend would pay to go the same state 
college and would get no state or federal 
financial aid to help him. It meant school 
was functionally impossible.

Opening the door to college was a 
critical structural barrier that we need-
ed a policy change to fix, but it is only 
a first step toward the long term goal 
of helping make sure Ulises, and all of 
our students, are getting the education, 
training, and support they need to be 
successful in school and life. Getting the 
policy framework right is a necessary but 
insufficient measure to actually change 
life outcomes for children. 

I often think of transformational 
teachers as flowers that have grown 
up through concrete inside of a garage: 
They have succeeded despite living in an 
ecosystem that seems designed for their 
failure. The first step is changing that 
ecosystem to make it one that empow-
ers living things to grow and thrive, so 
that it doesn’t take a feat of superhuman 
strength to succeed. 

We endeavored to build a national 
model for what an educational green-
house for teachers would look like, but 
the blueprint for that greenhouse is only 
a beginning. Next comes the work to 
make sure the architects build it with fi-
delity to the original design, then to see 
whether the design actually works in all 
the ways you hoped, and to be open to 
making adjustments when you hit unin-
tended consequences.

That’s what brings me to Mark, an 
ambitious, optimistic veteran teacher in 
northern Denver. He has built a career as 
a teacher, and he supported the major ed-
ucation legislation that I sponsored—Sen-
ate Bill 191–because it put forth a holistic 
vision for the education profession: mean-
ingful evaluation for educators, a focus 
on student achievement, replacing tenure 
with a system of protections that were 
earned and kept based on performance, 
and the elimination of last-in-first-out 
policies that were deeply at odds with  
educators’ sense of professionalism. 

We have spent the last two years de-
signing our standards for effective teach-
ing, piloting our new teacher evaluation 
system, and training teachers and prin-
cipals for our statewide rollout this fall. 

What Policy 
Can’t Do
By Mike Johnston (Delta ’97)
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