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A Message from President Brown
In August, the BTU hosted our annual Building Representative/Union Learning 

Representative Retreat, where over 150 people attended to learn and prepare for the 
upcoming school year. The retreat was an opportunity for me to spend some time 
explaining one of the most important concepts to me: Organizing. Organizing is a term 
that we used a lot during the BR/ULR Retreat and upon some reflection I realized that 
many people don't really understand what organizing means. When we say organizing in 
the BTU, we don't mean tidying things or making a list of tasks or creating an order for 
items. To illustrate the concept of organizing, I'd like to use an example from my life. 

I used to work at St. Veronica's Head Start, and while I was working there, I was 
approached by an organization called BUILD. BUILD brings together organizations of 
more than 50 people to participate in direct action campaigns on issues affecting the 
community. They approached me because at the time there was an organized campaign 
to increase recreation centers and they wanted St. Veronica's to be a part of their effort. 
When I was approached by a BUILD organizer, the staff at St. Veronica’s was unhappy with 
their Executive Director, and I was really interested in learning more about BUILD. BUILD 
asked me to be their connection to St. Veronica’s and offered me the opportunity to go to 
a 10-day organizing training that was my first introduction to how people can work together to successfully take action and 
make change.

The BUILD 10-day organizer training focused heavily on how a conversation between 2 people, or a one-on-one, as they 
called it, could lead to people deciding  to make change. I learned about the power of a single conversation, and how to 
structure that conversation effectively to build a relationship, find out what people care about, and activate them to make 
change. One-on-ones are the most effective tools in organizing, and I use them no matter what topic I’m organizing on.

After I learned about one-on-ones and other organizing tools for building power and making change, I came back to 
St. Veronica’s and started talking with my friend, Tiffany, about what I learned. We didn’t really know what would come of 
trying to change things, but we decided to use a combination of 1-on-1s and a petition to talk to all the staff at St. Veronica’s. 
We had conversations with people about the Executive Director, and asked people to sign the petition. If they weren’t 
willing to sign the petition, we told them that we understood, but that we wouldn’t be coming to them in the future to take 
action because we wanted to move forward with people who were ready to take steps. Fast forward, and the petition was 
successful, and the staff at St. Veronica’s was able to get the Director fired, because it turned out that she was embezzling 
money and the attention to her leadership put her under a spotlight and created pressure for the organization to get rid of 
her.

So, what does this example tell us about what “organizing” is? Organizing tells us that in order to change a situation, 
people who are directly impacted must lead and drive a successful organizing fight. BUILD provided the tools of organizing, 
but their issue wasn’t right for St. Veronica’s because a Head Start serves toddlers and families, and recreation centers 
are used by older children, so the staff at St. Veronica’s was not directly impacted by the loss of rec centers across the 
city. What we were impacted by was the poor leadership of our director. I learned this lesson yet again as a membership 
development organizer for an organization called Out For Justice, which advocated for policies that support people who 
were formerly incarcerated. In those instances and others, I learned that the directly impacted must lead on the issues 
that affect them, and directly impacted means whoever is feeling the harm of whatever situation you want to change. So, 
if students are directly impacted, the students should lead, and we should follow. When teachers and PSRPs are directly 
impacted, they should lead, and determine what the issue is, and how we fight back against it. The first step in the 
organizer’s job is to find other directly impacted individuals and hopefully the organizer is one of the directly impacted as 
well. Next, the organizer needs to work with the directly impacted to create the space to determine what the issues are, 
and the tools and structures needed to brainstorm, prioritize and execute the solutions that are formulated by the directly 
impacted.

That's what organizing is and that structure can be applied to any situation where you want to affect the outcome. As 
long as the directly impacted are leading, you’ll be guided in the right direction. It's really important that we continue to 
build structures, support and communication tools around organizing in our union, because this tool can help us build 
more power and capacity. Organizing can help us address issues that we have had a challenging time addressing for years. 
A lot of these issues we cannot address by ourselves. An organizer’s first step is never to do anything by yourself. Instead, 
the first step is to figure out who you need to identify to come along on the ride with you. We will continue to teach about 
organizing in the union as we move forward because I think it is such an effective tool. I've read books about it, attended 
trainings, and even designed and led trainings, but most importantly I have used organizing over and over and over and over 
again in my personal life and professional life and I have been phenomenally successful because organizing works.

In solidarity,
 
President Diamonté Brown
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Know Your Contract: Substituting/Class Coverage
By Cynthia "Stop Subbing" Sjoquist, BTU Field Rep

Language directly from the BTU Teacher and PSRP Contracts in italics.

No one, in either chapter of the Baltimore Teachers Union, can be required to find their own 
substitutes, or substitute for a colleague EXCEPT in an emergency. “Emergency” is clearly defined and 
cannot be interpreted as a planned absence (i.e. a teacher taking a PL Day). Paraeducators should be 
especially cautious about substituting as 1. It signals that paraprofessionals are not a vital member of 
your assigned classroom, (which you are), and 2. Substituting is illegal for Title I funded paraeducators.

Teachers
7.7 Class Coverage 
Teachers, including but not limited to classroom teachers, special area teachers, and clinicians, shall 
not be required to take another teacher’s classes except in an emergency. Examples of an emergency are 
the following: a sudden illness of a teacher during the school day, or awaiting the arrival of an obtained 
substitute, and other situations mutually accepted by the teacher and the principal.

This means you cannot be required to take another teacher’s class, unless you’re waiting for a sub or 
it’s too late in the day to find one. You can also mutually agree to take the class but it can't be imposed. 

7.11 Substitutes 
A. No teacher shall be required to obtain the services of a substitute in the event of his absence. In the case 
of a scheduled absence, however, the teacher may assist in securing a substitute. 

Applied practically, this means, while you can be asked to use the Frontline system, it is not your 
responsibility to ensure that a sub is confirmed. 

Library Media Specialist
18.2.I. Except in an emergency, no School Library Information Media Specialists shall be required to teach 
courses other than those in their area of responsibility or to substitute for absent teachers. Allegations of 
abuse or misuse of this provision shall be promptly addressed by the CEO or his/her designee. 

Speech Language Pathologists
18.7.C. The Speech-Language Pathologists shall not be assigned homeroom duties nor will they act as 
substitutes in the absence of classroom teachers.

Paraeducators
XII.A.5. Use of Substitute Teachers
A Paraprofessional will be asked to serve as a per diem substitute only by mutual agreement of the 
Principal and the employee provided that the Principal makes reasonable attempt to exhaust the 
substitute list. An employee will receive payment as a per diem substitute in accordance with the per diem 
substitute schedule. A Title I assigned Paraprofessional or one-on-one IEP Aide shall not be allowed to 
serve as a substitute, pursuant to federal regulation. In emergency situations when a Paraprofessional 
must substitute, the Paraprofessional shall be paid pursuant to the per diem substitute schedule. No 
Paraprofessional shall be given compensatory time for substituting. 
6. Paraprofessional employees shall not assume the responsibilities for classroom management, 
instruction and the writing of lesson plans unless they are serving in a substitute teacher capacity 
as agreed to in this document. Paraprofessionals shall continue to maintain student logs and other 
similar records. Except in emergency situations and cases of Special Education annual IEP screenings, 
Paraprofessionals shall not be asked to conduct class for longer than one (l) hour.

Paraeducators must agree to substitute; they cannot be required to. Paraeducators who agree to 
substitute should be paid sub pay in addition to their daily earnings. Because of funding, Title I 
Paraeducators are not allowed to substitute, even if they agree when asked.

Secretaries, Office Assistants, and School Related Personnel 
Article XX-I A. Secretaries and Office Assistants shall not be required to obtain the services of a substitute 
in the event of absence. 

If your school administrators order you to serve as a substitute in violation of the contract, contact 
your building rep and/or field rep immediately!

mailto:csjoquist@gmail.com
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Teacher Contract Negotiation Update

Dear Members,
 
Welcome back to school! A lot happened over 

the summer to improve our wages and working 
conditions that you may have missed. Negotiations 
for the Teacher Chapter contract concluded with 
a landmark Tentative Agreement that significantly 
raises wages, maintains our healthcare plans, and 
introduces many new protections and benefits. 
These negotiations lasted 25 sessions with the 
district. We are very proud that our proposals came 
from dozens of meetings with members who voiced 
their ideas, concerns, and priorities. Here are some 
highlights from the two-year agreement: 

• 2.25% salary increase for each of the next 
two school years, marking the BTU's highest 
raises in over a decade and the highest 
increase on record for any education union in 
the state of Maryland this year. 

• Healthcare costs will not change in the 2021-
2022 school year, and they are subject to 
negotiations for the fiscal year 2023.

• BTU’s collective bargaining team also secured 
agreements on financial concerns that have 
been either absent from our contract or 
unchanged for many years. For the first time, 
summer school pay and stipend work are 
now set through an agreement with the BTU, 
rising to $40 or $50 per hour, depending on 
the task, from the meager $30/hour they had 
been for over two decades. These rates will 
also increase by 2.25% next year.

• Guaranteed salary placement for new hires 

based on experience and qualifications. 
• We nearly doubled the rate of pay 

teachers earn at the New Teacher Summer 
Institute, which had not been changed 
since the early 2000s.

• New benefits include the ability to take 
intermittent leave for bonding time with 
a newborn, an individualized lactation plan 
for new breastfeeding parents, and the 
ability to flexibly use bereavement leave.

• Computers are now guaranteed equipment 
if requested, and schools now must provide 
sufficient copy paper and toner to allow 
BTU members to do their jobs effectively. 

• We also gained an agreement to improve 
certification processes with additional 
support and communication, as well as 
new processes regarding the notification of 
tenure and the loss of tenure. 

• For the first time ever, English for Speakers 
of Other Languages (ESOL) Teachers have a 
dedicated section in the contract. 

• Nearly every job title is gaining new 
protections and additional support initially 
generated from proposals shared directly by 
BTU members.

While we have many historic wins, we will 
continue advocating for better learning and 
working conditions through every opportunity. 
For example, on the issue of copy paper and 
access to copiers, the collective bargaining 
team made significant progress. We initially 
proposed unrestricted access to 1 working copier 
(with staples, ink, and paper) for each 25 staff 
members and prompt electronic notification of 
machine breakdowns. The Board rejected this 
proposal, but we got them to agree to “provide 
each school with a sufficient number of copy 
machines and a sufficient amount of copy paper, 
toner cartridges, and staple cartridges to allow 
bargaining unit members to perform their job 
duties, and in the event a copy machine breaks 
down or the school has no available toner, all 
bargaining unit members at that school shall 
receive a communication as soon as is reasonably 
possible notifying them that the copier machine 
is not functioning.” Although this language is 
substantially weaker than BTU’s initial proposal, 
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this guarantee didn’t even exist in our contract 
before, so getting this language in our contract is 
a win. To get the contract language we want and 
deserve, we’ll execute coordinated action to address 
the challenges of paper and copiers while gathering 
data about exactly how much paper members are 
being provided and how much they need next school 
year to win stronger language in future contracts. 

Over the coming weeks, the collective bargaining 
team will be providing details on all aspects of the 
agreement. Members will receive a PDF of the entire 
Tentative Agreement as soon as it is completed 
by the district's and BTU's legal teams. In the 
meantime, members can reference the Tentative 
Agreement Summary sent via email, which includes 
all new additions to the Teacher Chapter contract. 

We want you to have as much information as 
possible before Teacher Chapter members vote on 
the contract. If you vote to approve it, the Tentative 
Agreement will go into effect. BTU will be hosting a 
series of Zoom meetings for members to learn more 
about the new contract throughout September. 
Some of these meetings will be held as general 
sessions, while others will focus on particular job 
titles that have unique contract language. You 
must be a BTU member and register in advance to 
participate. The contract vote will be happening 
during the second half of September. Electronic as 
well as in-person voting options will be available, 
with details forthcoming in future communications.

With the end of Teacher Chapter negotiations, 
the BTU will now engage in collective bargaining 
for the PSRP Chapter, which has a reopener on 
compensation for this school year. The entire PSRP 
contract will be up for negotiations in the spring 
of 2022. In the month of September the BTU will 
also begin negotiating with the district on a vaccine 
mandate that will impact all BCPSS staff.

Thank you for the exceptional dedication 
and persistence in your work with students, 
parents, and colleagues through extraordinary 
circumstances. Working as educators in BCPSS 
is incredibly challenging work that is too often 
under-resourced and inadequately supported. This 
Tentative Agreement helps fill some crucial gaps, 
and our union's work will continue as we push for 
the schools both our students and staff deserve. 
Last year BTU engaged in an unprecedented number 
of General Membership Meetings and negotiations 

meetings for specific job titles that informed and 
directed BTU's work, including these negotiations. 
These meetings will continue in 2021-2022 and 
beyond as we fight for the teaching and learning 
conditions students and educators need to thrive.

In solidarity,

THE TEACHER CONTRACT COLLECTIVE 
BARGAINING TEAM
• Diamonté Brown, BTU President
• Natalia Bacchus, Executive Assistant to the 

President
• John Casey, Field Representative, BTU
• Maria Conway, CTE Teacher, Merganthaler 

Vocational Technical High School
• Cristina Duncan Evans, Teacher Chapter Chair, 

BTU
• T. Nathan Ferrell, Baltimore Leadership School 

for Young Women
• Corey Gaber, Elementary School Vice President, 

BTU
• Kimberly Hescox Mooney, Teacher Chapter 

Vice-Chair, JGP
• Brittany Johnstone, Special Services Vice 

President, Thomas Johnson Elementary Middle 
School, and Coppin Academy

• Steve Mednick, Special Services Vice President, 
Carver Vocational Technical High School

• Franca Muller Paz, Building Representative, City 
College

• Patrice Pilgrim, Youth Opportunity
• Zach Taylor, Middle School Vice President, BTU
• Fareeha Waheed, Elementary School Vice 

President, Eutaw Marshburn Elementary School
• Keith Zimmerman, BTU Attorney

The Baltimore Educator is the official quarterly 
magazine of the Baltimore Teachers Union. 
It is published by the BTU Communications 
Committee.  BTU members are encouraged 
to submit articles of 1,000 words or less by 
emailing communicationscommittee@baltu.
org. Organizations interested in placing an 
advertisement in the Baltimore Educator may also 
contact us at the address above. The submission 
deadline for articles and advertisements for the 
next issue is November 19, 2021. Read the Baltimore 
Educator online at https://www.baltimoreteachers.
org/category/newsletter/.

https://u1584542.ct.sendgrid.net/ss/c/CMxF4nARlf6wAFa1PSfv0t6Ke6oybIu7rip7-lZ0cixc9-Pti39fXuRYgyRXh6C1YritmZzcLGsxgydlt2dHB8asi6jqEfeqlzIQwJGZnIF3Q7xAwyq5Rwaa3N58gAOoLxltzAI49I-SGF1krKwFz1LtCx8E-cu2G5m7FrwbuaBX_40ci03RCPUHCLBlTnOQMnyBC5HhZCuiQP1mZ0dtKO9NWQhcwSlzGiCcy8PW8Hyxecd9g2zZGLAMu8imVxxL8V90F1HTsZwrcvSmqatWpNhcH-oe9PZZx_hvlA1y8eCAdZOM86td7JnKDpcxmRpF149Vy3ZbiRAmuc6UZaMNzLPmpuTAY6KN70A-vTBKVKrI-9bVTccspemUQDVCN-ZEHHPUzmgGelgPuZqjfnxZ3w/3ex/ubT2l06nRHWLYcin80nGEA/h14/HxBxUuIiuPfjUXYLFOqtYNQD_WZ6UUCC4RJip4TVgC8
https://u1584542.ct.sendgrid.net/ss/c/CMxF4nARlf6wAFa1PSfv0t6Ke6oybIu7rip7-lZ0cixc9-Pti39fXuRYgyRXh6C1YritmZzcLGsxgydlt2dHB8asi6jqEfeqlzIQwJGZnIF3Q7xAwyq5Rwaa3N58gAOoLxltzAI49I-SGF1krKwFz1LtCx8E-cu2G5m7FrwbuaBX_40ci03RCPUHCLBlTnOQMnyBC5HhZCuiQP1mZ0dtKO9NWQhcwSlzGiCcy8PW8Hyxecd9g2zZGLAMu8imVxxL8V90F1HTsZwrcvSmqatWpNhcH-oe9PZZx_hvlA1y8eCAdZOM86td7JnKDpcxmRpF149Vy3ZbiRAmuc6UZaMNzLPmpuTAY6KN70A-vTBKVKrI-9bVTccspemUQDVCN-ZEHHPUzmgGelgPuZqjfnxZ3w/3ex/ubT2l06nRHWLYcin80nGEA/h14/HxBxUuIiuPfjUXYLFOqtYNQD_WZ6UUCC4RJip4TVgC8
mailto:communicationscommittee@baltu.org
mailto:communicationscommittee@baltu.org
https://www.baltimoreteachers.org/category/newsletter/
https://www.baltimoreteachers.org/category/newsletter/
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that arm. They need that vote of confidence that 
you can do it in spite of the pressure from the 
Internet, from your peers and just from life in 
general. 

So when we have these QuEST Conferences and 
PSRP Conferences I commend the folk! I 
am not in the classroom. But each of us 
has our own struggles. What is the lesser 
of the two evils? Take that route because 
that is what is going to keep you sane. I 
am telling you because that is how I have 
made it through the years regardless of 
who has been my supervisor or manager 
- I keep it real with me. 

I learned not to charge the other 
person who may not understand who 
I am. I can’t look at you and size you 
up. That happens too often in life. I am 
stereotyping. Oh, you don’t look like 

you are going to do such and such or be such and 
such.

I had a granddaughter that dropped out of school 
because the teacher said, “Oh I already know you 
are going to fail. So I am going to fail you right 
now.” She planted that in that child's head. I plant 
holistically: “You are a leader. You are courageous. 
You are strong! Get all that you can get! And 
whatever capacity God gave you, don’t stop at zero 
because you may be the next one with a cure! You 
may be the next one who stands at the podium on 
January 15th and you don’t even know!”...

When I get stressed out, I get up, and take a walk. 
I get my head together. I come back. I cannot 
fight City Hall. But I can push every stone I can 
to build some type of fortress. I met this young 
lady. She was fighting me tooth and nail. I said we 
can do one of two things. We can throw stones at 
each other. Or we can take those stones and we 
can build something. She took the wisdom that 
God gave me to give to her and we are friends ‘til 
today-over 40 years later!...

I will not compromise. If I have to compromise, 
I don’t want to be there. This day is not done 
overnight. Character is something that is 
structured and built by the fires of life and by the 
ritual learnings of life. 

It's not in the sunny meadows. It's not sipping 
lemonade while sitting on a beach. It's when you 
got to get down there and push. Because greatness 
is in everyone’s womb. You have got to push it. It’s 
got to be developed and then you birth it.

By Chris Bilal, PSRP Member Engagement Team 
Associate

I am excited to share this conversation I enjoyed 
with August PSRP of the Month and Retirement 
Coordinator Joyce Cooper. Mrs. Cooper 
has devoted 20 years to BCPSS. 

JOYCE: I don’t like favoritism. I respect 
the ones who sweep the floor and 
wipe out the dirty toilets just as much 
as someone who has their doctorate. 
Everybody can’t be an educator but 
there is a gem in every last one of us. 
We just have to bring it forward. We 
are all oysters!

The irritation makes the pearl. But 
a lot of folks don’t want to accept 
the irritation. They don’t want to 
be a jewel. To allow the irritation of 
whatever in my environment continues to make 
this jewel. One day, when the jewel is finished 
being made, I am gone.

Because that is life. I don’t want to die at Baltimore 
City Schools. Pressure can do that. I have 
inadvertently said goodbye to a whole lot of people 
that I found out died later. They talked about 
retiring and two months or a week later they’re 
gone.

And then I also say it’s important how you treat 
folk. There was one woman who came to me. She 
was about to commit suicide. That woman said, 
“I came to you because I was going through the 
process. But you took the time to tell me that my 
life was important.” 

I didn’t know what was going on. But I sensed 
something was wrong. As we did the retirement 
papers, I spoke to her spirit. I said, “Hey, I 
congratulate you. I commend you for giving it your 
all – your all may be 80% Your all may be 50%. But 
that is your all and I commend you for that.”

So when she came back the next day I said, “Hey, 
is it something I did wrong? She says, “No. I just 
want to tell you thank you.” “Thank you for what? 
I am just doing my job.” She says, “No. Let me tell 
you the real reason I came back. I already wrote 
a letter to my family that I was going to commit 
suicide. But because you cared enough to talk to 
me…” 

I said, “One person just cared.” That is all people 
are looking for – someone to care. They just need 

Interview With Joyce Cooper
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Flynn Harne started working 
full time as main office staff 
at the Baltimore Leadership 
School for Young Women 
right before the pandemic 
started in March 2020. 
During that time, a big part 
of his job entailed supporting 
staff and students with 
technology rollouts and 
building logistics. 

What was it like to start 
your job in the main office 
right as the pandemic was 
beginning? How did you 
manage to weather all 
the constant changes and 
uncertainty without having 
had much time to get 
acclimated to the job?

My hire date was twelve days before the first 
wave of shutdowns began for Baltimore City 
Schools. It was a challenging introductory 
period - not long after I learned the basics of 
the position, the school's logistics team changed 
focus to technology distribution for the 400+ 
students who attend our school! We were able 
to complete that particular project in a matter of 
days, and I owe our success to the phenomenal 
logistics team I worked alongside. Learning the 
systems and procedures for BCPSS in the middle 
of a once-in-a-century pandemic is hard enough; 
the most challenging aspect of my start date 
was introduction to our school's community 
- learning the nuances of Zoom meeting 
etiquette took some time getting used to. In 
spite of all the new technology, new vocabulary, 
and the unpredictable pandemic news cycle, 
I found it hard to get discouraged. I thrive on 
communication, learning, and by helping others 
in tangible ways. Even while working virtually for 
the end of the 19-20 school year, I had chances to 
do these things with students and staff. A majority 
of the 20-21 school year was spent doing that as 
well! Now, as we look to reopening school, I'm 
excited to meet the students and staff I've spent 
the past 17 months getting to know from behind a 
screen.

What did you do before your current position?

Before I worked for BCPSS, I had a slew of jobs: I 

was the Delivery/Warehouse 
Manager for Baltimore-
based food company HEX 
Ferments. I also worked part 
time in the Good Harvest 
offices, a Baltimore-based 
nonprofit combating food 
insecurity. I also gave (and 
still give) cooking lessons at 
the Baltimore Chef Shop in 
Hampden. 

What motivated you to 
join BTU? What does being 
a union member mean to 
you?

I joined the BTU as soon as I 
was officially onboarded. I've 
worked many jobs that had 

no standards for training, working conditions, 
or wages, and this led to a poorer quality of life 
for both myself and my coworkers. I'm proud to 
be a union member, although I do wish PSRPs 
had more opportunities to interact. I am the only 
PSRP assigned to my building, and I would relish 
the chance to connect with my counterparts in a 
capacity beyond my work responsibilities. 

What challenges do you anticipate during this 
new school year? How do you plan to meet 
those challenges?

I feel that there will be several challenges this 
year, the largest among them being the ongoing 
pandemic. I approach my job with a healthy dose 
of optimism, but there is no hiding my fears that 
in the coming school year we will face similar, 
if not identical or even magnified, versions of 
the problems we faced last year. With the added 
difficulty of returning in person this school year, 
I hope that we can as a community keep our 
health and safety as the highest priority.

What do you do in your spare time?

In my spare time, I am a teaching chef and a 
performing artist - this winter I will be making 
my directorial debut in the Baltimore arts 
community. Scale model assembly & painting is 
another favorite of mine, especially sci-fi themed 
pieces. I also have an elderly chihuahua named 
Django who is to thank for maintaining my sanity 
during the pandemic.

PSRP Spotlight: Flynn Harne
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As a BR, how have 
you supported BTU 
members at your 
school during the 
pandemic?
 
The 2020-2021 school 
year has been the 
busiest year I’ve ever 
had. At Liberty, we 
had a new principal 
and we were trying 
to navigate through 
virtual learning. The 
staff was on edge 
and rightfully so. I 
supported my staff in 
many ways. I did things 
like send monthly 
video messages with 
updates, I shared parts 
of the BR meetings 
with staff, and I 

helped solve issues with leave and other issues. 
I also helped to make sure that our start date 
was pushed back due to the construction in our 
school. The main thing I did was listen to every 
staff member that reached out to me. This was a 
different and difficult year for all.

What was it like being a BTU Youthworks 
Supervisor this summer?
 
This summer was absolutely amazing. I LOVED 
every aspect of it. As an elementary school 
teacher, the majority of my work is centered 
around the younger population. This summer I 
was blessed to work with young adults who live 
in Baltimore City, ages 16-19. The young adults 
attended a variety of schools including private 
schools. The Youthworkers learned about the 
power of youth voices, financial literacy, resume 
writing and the workings of the union. We also 
learned about and investigated the health and 
safety measures that the BTU is currently fighting 
for.

Tamika Peters is a 3rd 
grade ELA teacher at 
Liberty Elementary 
School and the Academic 
Coordinator for Liberty’s 
OST program with 
ChildFirst Authority. 
She has worked at 
Liberty since 2005 
when she first joined 
the district as a long-
term substitute before 
becoming a paraeducator. 
In 2016, Tamika became a 
certified teacher.
 
How long have you been 
a building rep?
 
I have been a Building 
Rep for over 7 years. I 
was the PSRP Rep before 
becoming the Teacher 
Rep 3 years ago.
 
What motivates you to keep teaching in BCPSS?
 
The community motivates me. The fact that I know 
that our youth need to see teachers that look like 
them keeps me motivated. I always said that once 
I leave BCPSS, I do not plan to teach in any other 
district. I love Baltimore City and its students!
 
What inspired you to become a building rep?
 
One of my mentors, Sharon Forrest, told me she 
saw leadership qualities in me. She was the BR for 
the teacher unit and I became the BR for the PSRP 
unit. Under her guidance, I learned what the union 
did and the great benefit of being a part of the 
union. As I attended meetings, I wanted to share 
the mission with the staff at Liberty. When my 
mentor passed away, I knew I had to continue her 
work.

 

Teacher Spotlight: Tamika Peters
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You co-facilitated an anti-racism AU course that 
was a collaboration between BTU and Teachers 
Democracy Project and supported teachers in 
doing anti-racism work in our schools. What were 
some of your takeaways from that experience? In 
your opinion, how can BTU best assist in helping 
to break down structural racism in our schools/
workplaces and communities? 
 
This course is needed to better educate our 
student population and ourselves. Race, equity 
and anti-racism are difficult but necessary 
topics that need to be discussed, especially in 
the education setting. From experience, it is 
recognized that this topic can and will bring 
about some heated discussions that can affect the 
workplace relationships in a negative or positive 
manner. Creating a supportive space is needed and 
necessary.

In organizing this collaboration, I learned that 
many educators saw the need for this and were 
ready to do the work. I also learned that many 
teachers of all races were not aware of how their 
biases show up daily at work and in the classroom. 
This collaboration really allowed uncensored 
conversations to happen that are needed in all 
school systems, especially ours. 

In my opinion, the BTU can best assist by 
organizing more of these conversations and 
collaborations. This is a topic that is gaining 
momentum due to the visuals of racism being 
shown during primetime. People are starting to 
become aware of the world we are living in. It is 
time to make them aware of the environments that 
help form these beliefs. Not everyone will agree 
but the seeds can be planted to help navigate this 
growth.
 
What challenges do you anticipate during this 
new school year? How do you plan to meet those 
challenges?
 
We now have a 2nd year principal, and this will 
be his first year in person at our school, as well 
as a new assistant principal. One of the biggest 
challenges I am preparing for is the staff (myself 
included) feeling overwhelmed. Returning during 

a pandemic with new leadership will be a major 
change for us all. I am focusing on the wellbeing of 
ALL Liberty staff! I will continue to reach out to the 
staff I serve but also build a bridge for admin and 
the staff. This year will have a lot of changes but we 
MUST work together. 
 
What is your favorite thing about being a BTU 
member?
 
The freedom of knowing I am protected and I have 
someone that is always willing to listen to me and 
help. It is a great feeling. 
 
Is there anything else you'd like to add? 

To everyone reading this, PLEASE take the time 
to take care of yourself. That can mean mentally, 
spiritually, physically, socially and financially (to 
name a few). You are at your best when you are in 
a great place. This school year will be challenging 
but continue to show up for you and it will help 
you be able to show up for others.
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Floating Holiday Schedule

By Tishea Lester, PSRP Member Engagement Specialist on External Assignment for BTU

Do you know how floating holidays work? It’s ok if you don’t. Unfortunately, many of our Union 
members are unsure. My goal this year is to educate everyone so there won’t be any challenges with 
using your floating holidays. 

PSRPs that are 12-month employees receive 7 floating holidays each year. The first year a PSRP works 
for the the district, the number of floating holidays changes according to when they were hired: 

• Hired before school starts up to winter break or Dec 1st: Receive full 7 days
•  Hired after Dec 1st but before Spring break: Receive 3 days
• Hired after Spring Break: 0 days

Floating holidays have to be used by June 30th and you have to keep your own record of how many 
days you have left once you use them. Floating holidays must be scheduled in advance.

During school year 2020-2021, I received an email a week before the end of the fiscal year from 
several PSRPs who were unable to use their floating holidays for the year. I was able to make 
arrangements to make sure the union members received their days. 

This year I will be educating all of the 12-month PSRPs I meet to let them know about all of their 
benefits and how to claim them in a timely manner. Please stay tuned to my monthly segments: 
“News You Can Use.” 
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PSRP Update
Last month, President Brown sent the district a 
formal letter that requested dates for the wage 
reopener on the PSRP Contract. She is currently 
waiting for the district to respond with dates 
when negotiations can be scheduled. The wage 
reopener for the PSRPs comes at a critical time, 
because many BTU PSRPs gathered in the spring 
at Living Wage Campaign events, including two 
Living Wage Happy Hours, where PSRPs shared 
their stories, and brainstormed areas where they 
want to know more about how they can increase 
their wages. 

One way PSRPs are taking action on this and 
other topics is by joining committees. PSRPs are 
needed on all BTU committees, but there are 
several committees that are specifically in need 
of PSRP voices. Mark your calendars and come 
spend time with your sisters and brothers in the 
union at the following committees:

• Clerical Committee: 3rd Wednesdays 5:15pm
• PSRP Committee: 1st Wednesdays 4:30pm
• Communications Committee: 4th Thursdays 

5pm

• Shout-out to Mrs. Nakia Waters... an 
AMAZING teacher, union representative and 
friend! We are connected at the HIP! LOL! 
(From Mrs. Estelle)

• Shout-out to Dora Cooper (PSRP)! Thank 
you for always having positive words of 
inspiration and uplifting covenant!

• Shout-out to Ms. Joyce Venable from Dr. 
Angela Y. Davis Leadership Academy!

• Shout-out to Alisa Carter (Wholeness 
Specialist at ConneXions)! She is super 
creative and is very involved in making 
community connections for our school 
and organizing great experiences for our 
students. (From Melissa McDonald)

• Shout-out to Makeda Heard for raising her 
voice to look out for new teachers at her 
school and helping them connect with BTU 
Buddies!

• Shout-out to Building Representative Alisa 
Jessee for keeping her colleagues informed 
about ever changing situations at her school!

• Shout-out to ELainia Ross-Jones for 
stepping up to lead anti-racist professional 
development for teachers across the district!

• Shout-out to all the BTU Buddies across the 
district welcoming in our new teachers, and 
providing them with the mentorship and 
support they need!

• Shout-out to Tarita McCallum for being a 
terrific leader of REACH Partnership School's 
9th Grade Academy all while upholding her 
own responsibiltiies and teaching her own 
classroom (From Ryan Fan). 

• Shout-out to Jada Byron for being a terrific, 
realistic, and supportive English team lead at 
the REACH Partnership School (From Marina 
Fazio).
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By Melissa McDonald

Twice every year, teachers in the state 
of Maryland earn and renew their teaching 
certification and this process is overseen by the 
Maryland State Department of Education. There 
are over one thousand certificates renewed and 
reissued every year in Baltimore City alone and 
this job is performed by a district Certification 
Specialist, known as a CAP, who has Certified 
Authorized Partner status. The Certification 
Specialist in our district office is supported by 
two Certification Authorized Partner Associates, 
known as CAPAs.

For years the BCPSS Office of Certification has 
been plagued by complaints of unresponsiveness 
and failure. Often, members complain of not 
receiving a response from the Certification 
Specialist until their certifications have been 
dropped. It does not have to be this way. In 
neighboring Anne Arundel County and Prince 
George’s County, there are multiple Certification 
Analysts who are responsive and proactive with 
their educators’ certification needs. However, our 
Office of Human Capital in Baltimore City Public 
Schools continues to fail to meet their duty even at 
the most basic level--to issue certificates to those 
who submit everything correctly and to respond 
to basic, straightforward questions. 

On December 8th, 2020, BTU representatives 
submitted a certification petition to the Baltimore 
City Board of School Commissioners, signed now 
by 372 educators, demanding that the Office of 
Human Capital be held accountable for ensuring 
all BTU members’ certification questions be 
answered within 10 days. In January 2021, Jeremy 
Grant-Skinner, the Chief Human Capital Officer, 
agreed in writing to a 10-day response time to all 
certification questions.  In subsequent discussions 
with the district, BTU representatives have been 
promised access to a tracking system, designed 
to show the progress on individual certification 
requests.  

More recently, the Certification Office has 
committed to hiring a new CAP employee as 

an attempt on the part of BCPSS leadership 
to remedy their failure to properly staff and 
adequately run the Office of Human Capital. The 
CAP training process is extensive and it takes 
between six months and one year before the new 
hire is able to process and address certification 
requests and inquiries. This remedy does not 
address the teachers who need certification 
support and information now. 

Many teachers are struggling today with 
certification. New teacher hires, those on 
conditional certifications and those from out of 
state are being told by the district they will have 
to wait up to four months to receive a transcript 
evaluation.  Conditionally certified teachers 
only have a two-year window to complete their 
certification requirements. These new hires are 
left without direction about what coursework to 
take this Fall.  

At the time of writing this article, Dr. Sonja 
Santelises has yet to comment or respond to the 
BTU petition. Linda Chinnia, the former Chair of 
the Board of School Commissioners has assured 
BTU that the “CEO and her appropriate staff 
will review and respond to the concerns in a 
timely manner,” but this has failed to occur. BTU 
representatives have been promised access to a 
certification tracking system, but this has yet to 
happen. 

Certification is a high-stakes process which 
can lead to either teacher tenure or termination. 
BTU knows the situation is dire and is actively 
fighting to improve this process in our district 
and to support educators who want to submit or 
renew their certifications.  

If you are struggling to get answers to your 
certification questions, be sure to direct your 
questions to humancapital@bcps.k12.md.us 
and to copy certificationpetition@gmail.com as 
well as your Field Representative and Building 
Representative so that your union can support 
you through this process. Please consider signing 
our petition and adding your own testimony.

Certification Update: BTU and the 
Certification Crisis

mailto:humancapital@bcps.k12.md.us
mailto:certificationpetition@gmail.com
https://sites.google.com/view/certificationpetition/sign-the-petition?authuser=0
https://sites.google.com/view/certificationpetition/sign-the-petition?authuser=0
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APPLY NOW FOR SCHOLARSHIP CONSIDERATION
LOYOLA.EDU/SOE‑COHORTS

Loyola University Maryland’s School of Education 
offers the following master’s and certificate cohort programs:
• M.Ed. in Educational Leadership (Admin I)
• M.Ed. in Educational Technology *
• M.Ed. in Literacy ‑ Reading Specialist *
• M.Ed. in Literacy ‑ Literacy Teacher for Culturally and 

Linguistically Diverse Populations *

• M.A. in Curriculum and Instruction for Social Justice
• Certificate in Teaching English Language Learners (TELL) *
• Certificate in Administration and Supervision (Post‑Master’s)
 *programs are offered online

To learn more about our program 
offerings, locations, and upcoming 
information sessions, visit:  
www.loyola.edu/soe‑cohorts 
or call 410‑617‑2990.

15% TUITION DISCOUNT FOR EDUCATORS
CLASSES MEET ONE NIGHT PER WEEK

DIRECT BILLING OPTIONS (certain counties)
ACCREDITED PROGRAMS APPROVED BY THE MARYLAND 

STATE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION (MSDE)
USE LINK TO APPLY AND HAVE YOUR $60  

APPLICATION FEE WAIVED:  
grad.loyola.edu/register/cohorts

Join our next cohort 
in Spring 2022 and 
DISCOVER THE 
LOYOLA DIFFERENCE! 

LEARN TODAY.  
LEAD TOMORROW.
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By Michael Donaldson, PhD

Over the past year and a half, issues within 
the educational realm have been brought to the 
forefront as educators and society at large dealt 
with a once-in-a-lifetime global pandemic. As many 
teachers were concerned for the safety of their 
families, their students, and themselves, the idea of 
“learning loss” penetrated and permeated through 
American consciousness.

Some students in Baltimore City, especially 
those deemed most at-risk, were able to attend 
in-person classes during the 2020-2021 school year. 
Many students, however, did not set foot inside a 
school building at all. To further exacerbate the 
situation, many students did not log on to virtual 
class regularly and missed the material they were 
entitled to. 

Unfortunately, no matter what teachers 
attempted, they found themselves limited in what 
they could do to assist children. It was impossible 
for many teachers to corral students into their 
classes or cajole them into working hard like they 
often do when in person. For these reasons, many 
teachers and other educational leaders have agreed 
that a lack of student attendance, participation, 
and submission of work characterized the virtual/
hybrid learning approach that dominated last year. 

It was under this inauspicious and turbulent time 
that teachers and their push against the physical 
reopening of schools caught the ire of politicians 
and educational decision-makers. Locally, in early 
2021, teachers fought against a rushed reopening, 
urging for a plan that placed an emphasis on 
adequate safety policies and protocols, most of 
which were diminished by the start of the current 
school year. 

City Schools CEO Dr. Sonja Santelises, who 
fervently pushed for a quick reopening, adamantly 
argued that learning loss had proven “more 
dramatic and widespread than we had originally 
feared.” These comments were made before any 
substantial data could be generated to give validity 
to her claim. 

One could argue, though, that while the 
pandemic did put a spotlight on issues of missed 
learning opportunities, this is something that 
politicians, educational decision makers, and 
others – including Dr. Santelises - should have 
discussed long before the pandemic. 

While away from schools last year, some 
students missed out on an opportunity for 
learning due to factors that could be related 
to equity. There may have been a lack of 
technology, a lack of familial support, or outside 
environmental factors which hindered access to 
education. We also cannot ignore the possibility 
of a lack of intrinsic motivation. While these 
issues manifested themselves in ways typically not 
seen (evidenced by the record number of students 
who would have earned a failing grade for the 
school year), these issues have been concerns for 
years, yet teachers have shouldered the burden to 
mask the damning reality. 

One can assume that the “learning loss” that is 
being discussed is grossly experienced by those 
students that, for whatever reason, did not take 
advantage of the opportunities to learn in the 
virtual space. Though it will take some time to 
realize just how much “learning loss” occurred 
with these students, it would also be wise for 
individuals to acknowledge the growth made by 
the students who did attend and participate in all 
their virtual classes, for they undoubtedly learned 
a great deal. 

Although it is justifiable to consider what 
learning loss is and what the precursors to such 
phenomena are, it is also important to note what 
it is not. In an informal roundtable discussion 
with several Baltimore City teachers this summer 
(including veteran teachers Katelyn D., Shanice 
K., Diana P. and Joel W.), one theme emerged 
when talking about “learning loss.” It is obvious 
that some students missed instruction focused 
on academic topics that they would have received 
inside of a classroom; however, many students 
learned things that are not quantifiable. 

Tackling "Learning Loss" in 
Baltimore City Public Schools
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Shanice K., for one, commented that many 
children learned how to be self-sufficient, 
persevering in the face of enormous obstacles 
and adversity. Diane P. argued that many students 
became much more aware of the importance – and 
lifesaving qualities – of proper hygiene. Others 
agreed that students with access to technology 
learned many critical skills that will do them good 
as they continue experiencing the 21st century. 

As we head into a new school year, full of hope 
and vigor (as well as caution and concern), we need 
to acknowledge what students went through, how 
some students missed opportunities for academic 
advancement, and how some overcame daunting 
obstacles. We need to do what is necessary to fill 
in the gaps (academically and socially) and limit the 
negative effects of a year away from the classroom. 
We must also, however, keep in mind the issues 
of inequity and lower social standards that have 
further affected our students if we are to change 
the narrative around the impact of COVID-19 on 
the education of students in Baltimore. 

Although one can argue that something which is 
truly learned cannot be unlearned, it is important 
for educators – as well as those charged with 
making educational decisions – to acknowledge 
that “learning loss” may have taken place, by 
looking extensively into what it is and how it 
can impact students for years to come. It cannot 
be examined, however, from a superficial level 
that merely provides sound bites used to push 
an agenda that does not fully address the real 
problems at hand.

Dr. Michael Donaldson has been an ELA teacher for 
the Baltimore City Public School System for a dozen 
years. In addition to being a classroom teacher, Dr. 
Donaldson also serves as an Academic Planning 
Facilitator for the school system and is an adjunct 
professor at Harford Community College. He earned 
his doctorate in education from the University of 
Delaware. 
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When Will BCPSS Get Smart About 
COVID-19?

By J. Depner
 

Editor’s note: We are aware that the COVID 
situation and the District’s actions and 
statements are prone to change at any time. 
Some of the specific details in this article might 
be out of date by the time this issue is published. 
Please check the BTU website and the email blast 
for the latest updates. We urge all members to 
report any and all violations of the Health and 
Safety Memorandum of Understanding and the 
updated Health and Safety Guide by filling out 
this form and contacting your Field Rep.

The beginning of every school year is an 
opportunity to return to the basics: revisit 
familiar objectives, analyze the units that 
start our curricula, and build new goals for 
our students. SMART goals are a good place 
to start. When we talk about the academic 
progress of our students, we want something 
specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, and 
time-bound.

When it comes to Baltimore City’s COVID 
response, we’re missing key elements that 
enable us to make smart choices as individuals 
and as schools. The district’s actions to keep 
students and staff safe doesn’t stand up to the 
SMART framework.

 
SPECIFIC
• The information on continuity of learning 

plans and how they are going to work is 
limited and inconsistent.

• There is no clarity on what additional 
mitigation will protect the health of 
students who did not opt-in to in-person 
COVID testing and the students and staff 
that interact with them

• One of our most important mitigation 
strategies, mask wearing, does not 
include practices for correct and 
consistent mask wearing (breakfast and 
lunch, recess, mistakes, incorrectly-sized 
masks, etc.).

 

MEASURABLE
• The COVID dashboard only keeps track of 

positive cases on a rolling 10-day basis and 
still doesn’t take into account all cases. 
Does this mean on day 11, cases on the 
dashboard disappear?

• There are no publicly known thresholds or 
standards to determine how decisions are 
made, so how can anyone know what the 
plan is at all? 

• The air exchange rate is extremely 
important with airborne viruses, but we 
aren’t investing in CO2 measuring devices 
to analyze air exchange rate. There is 
no publicly available document that lists 
the school buildings that were evaluated, 
room by room, and were determined 
to meet air quality standards from the 
American Society of Heating Refrigeration 
and Air-Conditioning Engineers. The 
negotiated agreement between the BTU 
and the district says that spaces that don’t 
meet ASHRAE guidance will not be used, 
but how do we know which spaces were 
inspected and approved?

 
 
ACHIEVABLE
• Social distancing guidelines from page 

6 of the District’s Standard Operating 
Procedures (SOP) acknowledge that 
social distancing is not always possible. 
The phrase three feet appears only once 
in the whole document and is critically 
weakened by the phrase “to the extent 
possible." In practice, social distancing is 
being completely ignored in many schools.

• Seating charts are not being tracked or 
used in lunch rooms in many schools 
across the district, according to numerous 
staff members. Are teachers really keeping 
track of who plays with whom at outdoor 
recess? 

• The SOP stipulates that common surfaces 
like doorknobs need to be disinfected 
several times a day and also after school. 

https://www.baltimoreteachers.org/reopening-mou/
https://www.baltimoreteachers.org/reopening-mou/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/144u_36VT89UvYxiNrnd731T_HwPIhRZU/view
https://www.baltimoreteachers.org/use-the-btu-form-for-reporting-violations/
https://www.baltimoreteachers.org/list-of-btu-field-representatives/
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For a complete list of committee meetings please 
visit the calendar on the BTU website

September 2021
Sep 6 - Labor Day
Sep 9 @ 6:30pm - Executive Board Meeting 
Sep 10 @ 6:10pm - LisTEN
Sep 14 @ 5:00pm - School Board Meeting
Sep 22 @ 4:30pm - BR Meeting
Sep 24 - Teacher/PSRP Professional Day
Sep 27 @ 5:30pm - General Membership Meeting
Sep 28 @ 5:00pm - School Board Meeting

October 2021
Oct 6 - Half Day PD
Oct 10 @ 6:10pm - LisTEN
Oct 12 @ 5:00pm - School Board Meeting
Oct 14 @ 6:00pm - Executive Board Meeting
Oct 15 - Teacher/PSRP Professional Day, BTU 
QUEST Conference
Oct 26 @ 5:00pm - School Board Meeting
Oct 27 @ 4:30pm - BR Meeting

November 2021
Nov 5 - Teacher/PSRP Professional Day
Nov 9 @ 5:00pm - School Board Meeting
Nov 10 @ 6:10pm - LisTEN
Nov 11 @ 6:00pm Executive Board Meeting
Nov 22 @ 4:30pm - BR Meeting
Nov 25-26 Thanksgiving Break

December 2021
Dec 6 @ 5:30pm - General Membership Meeting
Dec 9 @ 6:00pm - Executive Board Meeting
Dec 10 @ 6:10pm - LisTEN
Dec 14 @ 5:00pm - School Board Meeting
Dec 20 @ 4:30pm - BR Meeting
Dec 24-31 Winter Break

Yet the district is not providing any extra 
staff members to assist with this added 
workload. Many teachers are not even 
being provided with cleaning supplies 
for this purpose. In fact, some teachers 
and staff members have reported that 
their schools did not even have soap or 
paper towels in the bathrooms in the 
first week of school.

 
RELEVANT
• The district’s SOP is based on outdated 

data from before the full extent of the 
Delta variant was known.

• The district’s SOPs are based on CDC 
data that does not track breakthrough 
infections in vaccinated individuals that 
do not result in hospitalization.

• Staff members across the district report 
hearing from colleagues and families of 
COVID infections days before they are 
contacted by Human Capital's contact 
tracers.

• There are unclear procedures for how 
RSPs who work across multiple schools 
and classrooms will be included in a 
close contact circle, and how they will 
access regular testing.

 
TIME-BOUND
• There’s no time limit or deadline for 

when the district must notify close 
contacts or the school community of a 
positive COVID case

• There’s no regular schedule for when 
the Health and Safety Guidelines will 
be updated, so people can anticipate 
changes at regular intervals.

• The district has not made a written 
commitment to continue asymptomatic 
COVID testing for the entire duration of 
the school year. 

 
SMART goals help guide many teachers' 

classrooms for a simple reason: they are more 
effective than vague goals and the misaligned 
actions that derive from them. It’s true that 
conditions are changing rapidly, and that’s 
why we need information from the district 
that gives us details and is realistic about our 
challenges and context. Without this clarity, 
we are in danger of another year of missed 
opportunities to learn, grow, and stay safe.

Upcoming BTU 
Events and 
Meetings

https://www.baltimoreteachers.org/calendar/
https://aft.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_GsCEXqQ8QgiFPAukEbP1cQ
https://www.facebook.com/groups/BTUPrivateGroup
https://www.baltimorecityschools.org/board-meetings
https://aft.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_ir2rw7ovTYm0hxqT5dSJfw
https://www.baltimorecityschools.org/board-meetings
https://www.facebook.com/groups/BTUPrivateGroup
https://www.baltimorecityschools.org/board-meetings
https://aft.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_h4EsQk78Tbi7mzMhySf3aA
https://www.baltimorecityschools.org/board-meetings
https://www.baltimorecityschools.org/board-meetings
https://www.facebook.com/groups/BTUPrivateGroup
https://aft.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_V8zSwqEwS4O6gAZeUcxalw
https://aft.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_PEJ0HptUT-WPlMJou8qovg
https://aft.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_aMQYVCj4R5S0BxmKJgGEuw
https://www.facebook.com/groups/BTUPrivateGroup
https://www.baltimorecityschools.org/board-meetings
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An Open Letter to Mayor Brandon 
Scott From a Recent BCPSS Graduate

Editor’s note: As a 2021 BCPSS graduate, DeAsya 
Dawson looked to the Baltimore Educator as 
a place where her voice could be heard. In the 
interest of empowering the youth of Baltimore, 
we are publishing this open letter from DeAsya 
to Mayor Brandon Scott. BTU does not have an 
official position on the specific policy proposals 
in this letter.

Dear Mayor Scott,

My name is DeAsya Dawson. I'm a 21-year-
old African American female with two young 
kids that I'm trying to raise in this city. When I 
started back at Excel Academy this past April, I 
had nine classes remaining for me to graduate 
and they were trying to deny me coming back. 
I had just spent the pandemic raising my now 
2-year-old son and my now 6-month-old 
daughter. The future that awaits me is daunting 
because I'm scared to leave out my front door 

because of the crime in my community and 
city. But I will not let anything hold me back 
because I want to make a change in my city 
so that when we walk out our front door, we 
can feel safe.

When you were first elected, I was 
excited by hearing about your story and 
knowing that you were for the youth and 
for the people. I felt that we finally got the 
right person in office to get the job done. I 
rewatched your inauguration speech and it 
gave me a little hope for the future. During 
your inauguration speech you said that you 
were trying to change a “one size fits all 
strategy” to an “all hands on deck strategy” 
and that you will work tirelessly day in and 
day out to stop the violence and get the city 
back to a safer place.

After your first 100 days you said that you 
were proud to say that we were moving in 
the right direction. Honestly, that is hard 
for me to hear when the crime rate has 
increased. I'm a young mother raising two 
kids in this city and because one of them is 
a young African American male, I don't want 
him to be looked at as a statistic. I haven't 
seen much of a change. I feel like you need 
to help young people see you working with 
the youth so that young people will want to 
do their part and be a part of the change. 
I feel like a lot of things are handed to our 
youth rather than them working hard for 
it. As a young mother in Baltimore City, I 
need to be able to see the changes that are 
being made. For the sake of my kids and my 
community, I feel as though we can’t trust 
the system to protect us, so we have to 
protect ourselves.
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 Here are some of the promises that you made 
on December 8, 2020: 
• Youth being able to have a seat in 

government if they want to be involved
• Reliable trash and recycling collection
• Clean and affordable water
• Dependable public transit 
• Focus on the root of crime and invest in 

communities

I would like to know what you have done so 
far to fulfill those promises? I would also like to 
know what I can do as a young female to help 
you make this change in Baltimore City. 

Some questions I have for you are: 
• What are the public dollars being invested 

in? How do you determine what is most 
important?

• Why is BPD getting more weapons without 
proper training?

• What has been done for the Youth Works 
process?

• How will you be holding each of the people 
in your offices accountable? How often do 
you all evaluate their progress?

• Are law enforcement employees/officers 
receiving mental health check-ins/
screenings or training?

Some potential solutions I have are: 
• You visit alternative schools; learn about 

the needs of alternative schools, not just 
traditional schools (ex: Poly, Western, 
Dunbar, etc.)

• Improve and maintain the city’s surveillance 
cameras

• Stop making it hard for youth to get a job. 
Youth need to make a decent wage - This 
can be tied to education as an incentive for 
students to graduate.

• Teach youth about business and financial 
literacy in public schools

• Expand Big Sister/Big Brother programs in 
Baltimore City, mentoring programs

• More youth centers
• Job opportunities for convicted felons
• More vocational/trade schools to teach 

students a skill that will afford them the 
opportunity to make money after high 

school. Not every student is interested in 
going to college or has the money to pay for 
college.

• Repeat offenders of violent crimes - Don’t let 
them off easy

• Look at other YouthWorks programs and see 
what we can do to improve ours  

• Get the homeless rate down
• Clear out the vacant houses and turn them 

into homeless shelters
• Get more programs for teen parents 

In conclusion, I'm writing this letter to you 
because this epidemic of gun violence has hit 
too close to home.  Back on June 19th, 2020, 
my 3-year-old little cousin Shaniya Gilmore 
and her pregnant mother Shiand Miller were 
found dead in a car due to being shot on the 
200 block of Boswell Street. Also, my father, 
Marcus Bentley, was killed on February 10th, 
2021, in Highlandtown. This whole city has 
gone through a heartbreak. Either they have 
lost a loved one or lost their house due to the 
pandemic. As we cry out for help, I’m ready for 
change, not only for myself but for the whole 
city. I hope as you read this letter, you feel 
my frustration and my passion to help make a 
change in our city and our community. Also, 
I would like to help you with this big change 
because this is not just your job; this is all of our 
job. This is a job for the community. I would love 
to meet you in person so that we can talk more 
about this. 

Sincerely,

DeAsya Dawson

Author Bio:

DeAsya Dawson is a 2021 summer graduate and 
she lives on the east side of Baltimore. When 
she is not with her mother, sister and her two 
beautiful baby blessings, she loves to go out 
and enjoy herself. She is passionate about her 
education and would like to study anesthesiology 
in the future so that she can make a better life for 
her kids. 
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Critical Race Theory:
What We Are Not Teaching To Your Kids 

By Jelytza Padro

In the past year you may have heard the 
term “Critical Race Theory” in relation to K-12 
education. Politicians and school boards have 
been throwing this buzzword word around 
under the farce that it will teach kids that 
they will hate America or themselves. State 
and district education committees have been 
working non-stop to quickly change their 
curriculums to exclude any mention of race. 

I spent four years studying Critical Race 
Theory and in 2015 I graduated with a degree 
in African Diaspora Studies. I have spent 
numerous hours debating and researching 
Critical Race Theory under some of the best 
academics and authors on race. Here’s the 
honest truth: K-12 educators have never taught 
children Critical Race Theory. 

What Critical Race Theory is: 

Critical Race Theory is a domain of study and 
ideology that race is a social construct that has 
created laws, societal norms, and institutions 
that still have everyday effects, from the way 
we treat each other in society, all the way up to 
laws and bills that are passed. 

A person who studies Critical Race Theory 
may study the movement of people and the 
effects of that movement on culture, like I did 
when studying Diaspora Studies, (diaspora 
meaning the movement of a group of people). 
As a scholar studying the African Diaspora 
and its contribution to North American, 
Caribbean, and South American cultures I 
spent a year executing anthropological studies 
in the Bahamas, Virgin Islands, and the Gullah-
Geechee Nation of South Carolina. My final 
undergraduate project consisted of scholarly 
reviewed arguments in favor of the increase of 
Black Studies in United States universities.

 Critical Race Theorists may specifically 
study the laws and legal institutions that 
still favor one racial group over the other. 
Critical Race Theory is an in-depth look at 
history; in America specifically, we look at the 
treatment of the indigenous people of North 
America, slavery, segregation, Jim Crow, and 
the contemporary public murder of Black and 
Brown men and women at the hands of police 
officers. The purpose of Critical Race Theory is 
to get down to the very core of how the social 
concept of race has affected people. One topic 
or one moment of time in history may take 
an academic years of research to completely 
decipher under a Critical Race lens. 

What Critical Race Theory is not:

Critical Race Theory is not a school 
hosting a diversity training for teachers and 
staff. Nor is it a teacher educating their class 
on the enslavement of Africans that were 
brought to the United States as chattel. 
Jim Crow and the Civil Rights Movement 
also do not fall under CRT. A shallow 
acknowledgment that systemically racist 
institutions still exist in today's society is not 
CRT. Teaching children that the Europeans 
came to the Americas and mistreated the 
Indigenous people who cultivated and lived 
on this land prior to colonization is also not 
CRT. 

Each one of these subjects, while taught 
in public schools, do not even scratch the 
surface of the institutions and underlying 
causes of race’s impact and its importance 
as a field of study. At most, a student gets 
a week or two of education on the topic, 
and maybe in the higher grades a semester 
is dedicated to subjects of race. Some 
teachers still plan units dependent on 
Hispanic Heritage Month, Black History 
Month, etc. but these lessons are also not 
part of Critical Race Theory and in some 
cases are inauthentic. Most importantly, 
Critical Race Theory is definitely not about 
making children feel bad about themselves 
due to their ancestors being oppressed or 
oppressors. 

Teaching history from a non-Eurocentric 
point of view is not Critical Race Theory. 
Teaching your child about the successes 
of People of the Global Majority as well as 
seeing an honest depiction of colonization 
and slavery is not Critical Race Theory-
-it’s teachers doing their jobs. Stripping 
children of this history will not create a 
future copacetic world; if anything, erasing 
all conversations of race in the classroom 
will create future generations without the 
ability to acknowledge and empathize with 
differences among their peers.

The term Critical Race Theory does not 
encompass every conversation on race that 
happens in the classroom. Conversations 
about race will continue to take place 
in school, whether it's two students 
sharing their experiences at the lunch 
table or whether it's a teacher conducting 
a classroom discussion. Critical Race 
Theory as a topic of study in public school 
education is to be determined or “TBD” as 
the kids would say.


