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Perth Amboy Educators rally for strong public schools; celebrate teacher excellence
Call for progress to move past district leadership crisis
PERTH AMBOY… Perth Amboy community members, parents and teachers, along with elected leaders, are joining in a call to focus attention in the city’s school system back on students’ educational progress and away from political battles. “Our members—the teachers, classroom aides, paraprofessionals, coaches, school secretaries, nurses and custodian—have called for a high-quality traditional public school system that identifies, addresses and meets the needs of every child in our community,“ said Perth Amboy Federation-American Federation of Teachers (PAF-AFT) President Donna M. Chiera at a rally today
Chiera’s local union has endorsed an American Federation of Teachers national campaign protesting an overreliance on testing to assess student progress. “As educators, we have seen that ‘teaching to the test’ deprives students of other necessary elements of education, including physical fitness and art, which cannot be easily quantified,” said Chiera who recently retired from a 30-plus year classroom career. “We need to prepare students to score well in the test called life, not just standardized tests.” The union has posted a petition on its web site www.paf-aft.org and is collecting signatures at events like today’s rally against testing-driving educational policy. 
New Jersey 19th District legislators Sen. Joe F. Vitale, Assembly representatives John Wisniewski and Craig Coughlin along with Christine Rampolla from Save our Schools New Jersey are joining the rally. 
“I am happy to join the Perth Amboy Federation-American Federation of Teachers today to celebrate teacher excellence and to call attention to our common goal, which is to provide our children with the greatest opportunity for public education,” said Senator Vitale.  “I would like to thank Donna Chiera, the President of the PAF-AFT, for her friendship and for her steadfast advocacy on behalf of our children.  Perth Amboy has much to be proud of when it comes to education.”  

Assemblyman John Wisniewski characterizes the public education system and public school teachers as the great equalizers in American society. "Through their work students, regardless of background, can dream of and achieve a better future and we are continually building a better America,” Assemblyman Wisniewski said. “Teachers deserve our support and our gratitude."

 

Assemblyman Coughlin called public education “nothing less than the backbone of the middle class.” He said, “It provides a level playing field that allows every student to succeed and realize the American dream.”
At the state level, Chiera worked with legislators in crafting legislation designed to provide professional development and peer mentoring to teachers as well as making is easier to remove poor teachers. Critical seniority provisions and tenure protections remain in place, but legislative threats to educators loom as politicians vie to claim the reform mantle. “True education reform takes research and best practices into account,” said Chiera. “In this legislative district, we are fortunate to have strong leadership like our friends who are here today to counter those who seek to attack teachers for political gain.”
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Locally, a political struggle between the Board of Education and Superintendent Dr. Janine Caffrey has embroiled the district in long-running controversy, with the superintendent being removed by the Board then reinstated by the state. Dr. Caffrey struck an unfortunate negative note about teachers while attempting to illustrate her political support for weakening tenure laws, which alienated many educators while animosity with the Board remains, according to Chiera. 

However, there is a lot to celebrate on the educational front, according to Chiera. Perth Amboy is home to 11 National Board Certified Teachers. National Board Certification is an advanced teaching credential, recognizing effective and accomplished teachers who meet high standards based on what teachers should know and be able to do, according to the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards. Being a part of a cohort of her peers achieving National Board Certification is an “amazing accomplishment,” according to 2012-13 New Jersey Teacher of the Year Lauren Marrocco, a fourth-grade educator at EJ Patten School, who has taught in the district since 2003.
Perth Amboy boasts the most National Board Certified teachers in New Jersey. “Though the process is rigorous and challenging it was one of the most rewarding experiences of my teaching career,” said Marrocco. “On behalf of the National Board Certified Teachers within the Perth Amboy School District, I know it has had a profound impact on our ability to truly self reflect on our instruction, implementation of curriculum and use of assessments.”    
Sen. Vitale previously participated in a school assembly lauding Marrocco’s achievements. “While Lauren deservedly achieved this great recognition, she became the teacher she is today because of the work and support she receives from her fellow teachers,” said Sen. Vitale. “She shares the commitment that you all share to your students.  Most of all, she recognized that it takes a community to educate our children and this is a wonderful opportunity for every member of the Perth Amboy community to stand together for the common cause of raising well-educated, successful children.”
Chiera said that Marrocco and the other Nationally Board Certified teachers represent the commitment Perth Amboy educators have to providing excellent educational opportunities for students. “District leadership should support more teachers in applying and studying to achieve the criteria for the prestigious program, which recognizes outstanding teachers,” she said. “Instead of looking for individuals to blame, we have to recognize that improving the school district takes a community effort including everyone from the superintendent to parents and educators.” 
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The Perth Amboy Federation—American Federation of Teachers is a strong, progressive union of more than 1,400 educators including teachers, teaching aides, paraprofessionals, coaches, school secretaries and custodians.  
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