RNESU: Yes, schools are stressed, but they're dealing

BY ANGELO LYNN

BRANDON — To say schools
across the state are stressed is an
understatement. That they are in
crisis is a more accurate descrip-
tion, and one that school officials
don’t shy away from. But it doing
so, it’s not to say that academic
progress is not being made for a
vast majority of the students.

In a 90-minute conversation
this Monday with RNeSU Super-
intendent Jeanné Collins, Lothrop
Elementary Principal Debbie Al-
exander and Lothrop Guidance
counselor Jed Pauls we discussed
what difficulties the schools are
facing, student dysregutation, and
other issues of student misbehav-
jor — as well as student successes.

The take-away is that the Co-
vid pandemic has amplified a lot
of stresses that are typical in any
year and in any school system, but
it’s the staff shortages that have
caused the student-teacher support
system to break down and cause

GET READY:
VT minimium
wage jumps 10
$12.55in 2022

Montpelier, Vt. — The Ver-
mont Department of Labor has
announced an increase to the
State’s minimum Wwage. Be-
ginning January 1, 2022, the
State’s minimum wage will
become $12.55 per hour. This
is an increase of $0.80 from
the current minimum wage of
$11.75.

This annual adjustment also
impacts the minimum wage for
tipped employees. The , Basic
Tipped Wage Rate for service,
or “tipped employees,” equals
50% of the full minimum wage.
On January 1, 2022, the tipped
minimum wage will increase
from $5.88 to $6.28 per hour.

(See Minimum wage, Page 16)

L

moments of havoc at area schools.

“Right now, we are very, very,
very — how many very’s can I
say — short-staffed,” said Col-
lins. “Right now we’re having
problems finding substitutes. We
have no back-up to come on when

teachers or support personnel are
out and that has caused a great
deal of stress on the faculty and

administration. We have a short-

age of bus drivers. Right now the
system is very stressed.”
On that particular Monday, 17
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staff at the Otter Valley Union
high school were out on various
forms of leave, sickness or quar-
antines. What that does is limit
the ability of the rest of the staff to
address individual student needs
when dysregulation occurs.
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Collins explained schools typi-
cally identify about 5-7 % of the
student body in any school that
has a particular need to more fully
develop at any given time. Those
needs could be academic — say, a

(See Schools’ dealing, Page 6)
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Trash-talk’ allegedly used r

BRANDON — RNESU
Superintendent J eanné Collins
released a statement on Monday,
Nov. 1 referring to an alleged
incident at the OVUHS-Mill
River High School football
game in which players may
have used racial shurs in an €s-
calated instance of trash-talking
among the players, Collins said.
In a statement posted on the
school’s website, Collins wrote;
“On Saturday, October 30, 2021
it was reported to Otter Valley
and Mill River school officials

that there were allegations of ra-
cial sturs being used by athletes
during a playoff football game. -
Athletes reported escalating
“trash talk” during the game,
and the allegations of racial
slurs were brought to school
leaders’ attention after the game
was completed.

“The Vermont Principals’ As-
sociation’s Third Party Investi-
gative resources will be utilized
immediately and an investiga-
tion will commence as quickly
as possible to determine if there

acial slur at OV/MR game

were any violations of school

district Hazing, Harassment, and

Bullying policies. .
(See ‘Trash-talk’, Page 1 6)

Statewide policy to address sports incidents

Editor s note: This story was filed in mid-October, establishing a
school policy to address verbal abuse during athletic events.
BY PETER D’AURIA, VTDIGGER

Vermont school officials are strengthening procedures for report-

sexist abuse during sporting events

ing and investigating racist and

afier a series of incidents around the state caused alarm.
La early October, allegations of hate speech at high school sports
games have shed light on the widespread harassment that Vermont

student-athletes face during games.

(See Statewide policy, Page 167
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Schools’ dealing

(Continued from Page 1)
little extra help in math, reading or
writing — or it could be develop-
ment in an emotional context.

“We work with kids ages 3 and
up,” Alexander said. “And part of
our job is to teach kids academics
and part of it is to teach kids how
to cope with various situations
and emotions.” Teachers can’t get
to the academics, she said, “if the
kids don’t know how to cope with
their emotions and stressful situa-
tions.”

It’s typical, Alexander and
Pauls said, especially for younger
kids in elementary schools, to act
out their emotions and not yet
have the skills to articulate their
feelings or to control their emo-
tions in a satisfactory way. To ad-
dress those inevitable situations,
schools develop work plans for
each student with their teachers
— most of which are successful at

Adding pumpkin usually
makes everything taste better

J It's never too early to knock out your

i holiday shopping

Shop early this season - in-person, over the phone,
online - we've got you covered!

preventing outbreaks or what Col-
lins said used to be called “temper
tantrums.”

“These are often kids that just
need a break before something
escalates into a problem,” Col-
lins explained, noting that teach-
ers are trained to notice when a
student might be getting agitated
and to shift their focus in a differ-
ent direction to defuse the prob-
lem. Sometimes a teacher might
ask that student to take a break by
doing an errand to get them out of
the classroom, or a member of the
support staff may come in to en-
gage one-on-one with the student,
or in rarer cases, the classroom
might adjourn to a different area
of the school for a task or different

“focus to let that student chill and

Tegroup.

Support staff is also critical in
keeping a check on students, par-
ticularly para-educators and spe-
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cial needs educators, and when
that support staff is short-handed,
it means teachers (or their sub-
stitutes) have that much more to
handte.

When schools are fully staffed,
substitutes are lined up, and sup-
port staff are able to address stu-
dent needs throughout the week,
student behavior is typically not
an issue, That’s not to say, students
don’t misbehave or are, in today’s
parlance, dysregulated, but that it
is handled quickly by support staff
and others.

But when the back-up system is
broken, it does present substantial
problems.

Today, Collins said, “that back-
up system is broken.”

ELEMENTARY  SCHOOL

CHALLENGES

At Lothrop Elementary School
rumors of a recent incident has
spread throughout the commu-
nity that a dysregulated student
“trashed a classroom” and struck
out at a teacher or administrator.

In today’s climate, it’s the type
of incident that is likely to make
headlines as an example of the
dire state of affairs facing the
state’s schools.

But talk to the teachers, princi-
pals and administrators involved
and the outlook is completely dif-
ferent.

“Every kid that we serve is
going through a developmental
change,” said Pauls, . Lothrop’s
guidance counselor. “Add those
normal stresses of change onto
staff shortages, changes at home
with parents who may not be at
work or working remotely from
home, and the stress is magnified.
Then add a global pandemic on
top of that and it amplifies every-
ﬂling.”

“Tantrums are a good descrip-
tion of what we’re seeing right
now,” Pauls said. “Everything is
just a little shakier, right now. (The
pandemic) adds to the uncertainty
and the instability.”

That said, Pauls added, ...“most
kids are doing a good job” of han-
dling those stresses. “They’re de-
veloping resilience, they’re help-

Birth Annoucement

BRANDON — A baby
girl, Hazel June Casey-
Martin, was born Oct. 28,
2021, to parents Emily
Casey and Joshua Martin,
residents of Brandon. The
baby was born at Porter
Medical Center.

ing each other, they’re learning
new skills, developing patience
and understanding of each other.”

Alexander made a slightly dif-
ferent observation.

“A small number of kids come
to us with emotional issues to re-
solve,” Alexander said, “as well
as reading and writing challenges.
And with all kids their skills de-
velop at different speeds.” Some
kids pick it right up, she said,
while “others take a few years to
overcome what could be lagging
emotional skills.” But such dys-
regulation, she said, usually re-
solves itself by the middle grades,
which is S5th and 6th grade stu-
dents.

The key to such development
among students is the work plan
developed by administrators,
the teacher and the support staff.
The students are gauged by how
much progress they are making,
and how well they are leaming to
channel their emotions in produc-
tive ways. Teachers and support
staff meet as much as weekly to
make sure students are progress-
ing, and if not, they might need to
adjust their work plans.

In today’s schooling, it’s one of
the three pillars of a school’s edu-
cational plan for each student: that
is, measuring academic perfor-
mance, engagement, and social-
emotional assessment,

That’s why, as Collins noted,
school budgets have been on the
increase throughout the past de-
cade. Not only are schools being
asked to provide more social-
emotional support for reasons
outside the school, but it’s also
because educators have discov-
ered a child’s emotional stability
and strength is a key part of insur-
ing students are prepared to learn.
And that was years prior to the
pandemic.

In the pandemic, that need has
only become more apparent.
SOLUTIONS?

Despite the fact that the fa-
tigue from the pandemic is higher
even than last year, the RNeSU
school administrators we talked
with aren’t pessimistic looking
forward. That’s for two reasons:

“staffing problems will eventually

be resolved, and the community

‘support, they say, has been grati-

fying.

“I have to say that our families
in Pittsford have been incredibly
supportive, compassionate and
understanding that we all have to
tackle these issues and challenges
together,” Alexander said. “I feel
very fortunate to be able to say
that.”

Added Collins: “We’re asking
way more of our parents than they
are asking of us.”

Collins and Alexander also
praised the role school nurses

have played during the pandemic.

“Our school nurses have re-
ally stepped up,” Collins said.
“They’ve been these hubs of cre-
ativity and clarity.” That’s impor-
tant when determining whether
students or staff are sick, or con-
tagious, and what that might mean
for quarantining an individual,
class or entire school. Recently,
for example, Neshobe Elementary
had to close for three days because
of a Covid outbreak, a decision
that was made in concert with the
school nurse, principal and super-
intendent. Such Covid outbreaks
also consume added hours in the
day. Each instance, Alexander
said, requires an additional 4-7
hours to work through.

And those incidents have hap-
pened more frequently than most
of us kmow.

“T’d say, on average, we have
one or more incidents of Covid
every day within the district,” Col-
lins said, adding that the schools
are determined to keep students in
class as much as they can, while
also being safe.

Throughout all the challenges,
the practice of restorative work is
the principle that seems to keep
teachers, counselors and admin-
istrators hopeful. The principle is
simple enough: if a student acts
out, the solution is not punitive,
but to work with that student so he
or she learns from that behavior.

That very practice often takes
one-op-one work with support
staff and/or the teacher. But it’s
also the difference between de-
veloping a student’s emotional
growth or perhaps stunting it. In
the old days, Collins said, students
were disciplined in ways that
more recent research suggests was
more harmful than helpful. But it’s
also why when the support system
breaks down, havoc can spike.

The question, Collins said, is
to ask what is discipline. Today,
she said, discipline means holding
students accountable and teaching
them how to learn from incidents
in which they didn’t behave well.

With that acknowledged, Col-
lins, Alexander and Pauls all em-

phasized that the majority of stu- -

dents in the school district were
doing well. The occasional inci-
dent will continue to happen, they
acknowledged, and will be mag-
nified because the student support
system is understaffed. And while
beefing up staff is a straightfor-
ward solution, it’s still not easily
resolved.

“For the first time in my profes-

.sional career as a school admin-

istrator,” Collins said, “having
money to hire people is not the
problem. We have the money. We
just can’t find the people. That’s
our biggest challenge.”
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