
Substitute School

Almost every reform, from data analysis to pre-scripted curriculum takeover, created an 
additional reason to push large groups of teachers together at yet more massively orchestrated 
meetings.  For the district, thoughtfully offering educators this obligatory “gift” of release from 
the unhappy labor of teaching was the easy part.  What reformers tended to forget – ah, now, who 
could blame them in all of the excitement swirling so dizzyingly around each impetuously 
deregulated innovation – was that, while it was not really all that complicated to force paycheck-
dependent employees out of a building?
	
 The students (problematic little things) kept showing up for classes.

You had to give these deep-thinking reformers credit.  They did catch on; it took only a 
few spectacularly chaotic days when a targeted subset of teachers ordered into yet another 
abruptly mandated training didn’t show up for work.  Peers and administrators left in the 
building scrambled to cover suddenly instructorless classes.  

With any luck?  	

Students wouldn’t be left entirely on their own, unsupervised, for more than one class.  

Maybe two. 
When, very surprisingly, it came to light that teachers actually, gosh, every single day, 

interacted directly with students, deductive reasoning helped excitement-blindered reformers 
parse out the fact that – oh, well, apparently?  Substitute teachers would be necessitated.  It was 
just too bad that the these now obligated teachers-hired-to-replace-teachers would expect to be 
paid.   

Initiating yet another phenomenally heavy expense.  
The careful retention of a limited corps of backup personnel (a protected supply of 

dependable substitute teachers) was, for any responsible educational system, indispensable.  
Although this essential reserve of veteran substitutes existed, in days of an ever more ruthlessly 
forced accountability it was becoming increasingly difficult to not only locate, but additionally 
retain, the escalating number of qualified stand-ins now required to cover a sudden surge in 
obligatory bad teacher retrainings.

Fortunately, however, years before?
An innovation-friendly substitute policy had taken root in our financially strapped inner-

city district: a cost-effective policy which suggested that pretty much any person – well, any 
person who happened to be breathing – could surely jump on in and take over public school 
classrooms.  To show support for this budget-favorable conjecture, the district, in fact, had been 
working hard to ensure that each year a substitute teacher pay continued to shrink.  Therefore, 
when, in response to the aggressive call for an increasing innovation, the demand for substitute 
educators leapt substantially higher: 

Locating qualified personnel?
Quickly and conveniently converted into simply finding personnel. 
Anxious to cover classrooms increasingly left unsupervised by the ever larger and ever 

more frequent teacher retrainings, administrators began to circulate flyers via the students, 
begging parents to step up.  To come on in; to volunteer.  To take over a classroom.  Please.  A 
living, breathing body – well, that would do it.  Evidently, that was all that low-income, inner-
city students required.  In extra-benevolent years now inflexibly dedicated to a no-excuses 
liability, well surely this made more sense than allowing these unsuspecting students a direct, 



daily contact with their regular long-term-licensed and highly experienced – but, oh my now so 
disgracefully school-score-identified – bad teachers.*

On a day when, due to yet another mandatory retraining, over a third of the teachers in 
our building had been consigned elsewhere, I set out to locate a missing sixth-period student.  
Stopping a girl in the hallway outside the gymnasium, I asked: 

“Have you seen Gennine?”
“I think she’s in there,” the young lady pointed me to the door of the dance room.  
As I drew near, through the thinly constructed partitions I began to hear the dull driving 

beat of a rhythmic bass; when I opened the door, however, the sheer intensity of top-volume 
music caught me off guard.  Involuntarily, I took a step backwards.  Overrun, the room utterly 
swarmed with girls.  Girls were everywhere, dancing, jumping, running, scrambling over one 
another, falling over chairs, climbing, impossibly, up the walls.

 Compressed into a corner, a tiny, white-haired lady sat almost invisibly on a folding 
chair; defensively she huddled over her official class roster: the student roll sheet which had been 
handed out along with her substitute teacher folder.  Oblivious to not only me but to the room in 
general, protectively she kept her head down.  

Hesitating; feeling unsure in how to respond – I paused.
Shake that ass, girl the music advised me deafeningly as I stood irresolute in the 

doorway.  Shake that ass.

*When latest statistics suggest that after more than a decade bent to a denigrating, teacher-blaming, no-excuses 
testing, each year fewer and fewer citizens are willing to sign-up for a career in education (the numbers in both 
teacher-training colleges and teacher-production factories falling off dramatically), it may well be that one day soon 
it will only be desperation-located volunteers running out public schools.


