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SCHOOLING

How a good teacher

got fired

By Alan Hirvela

On December 4, 1979, a first grade
student at Garfield Elementary School
was struggling with a classroom reading
assignment. He'd encountered the word
balloon, and he wasn’t sure how to
pronounce it. So he left his desk and
went to the reading group his teacher
was working with. The teacher, Jayne
Stephenson, interrupted the group
briefly to help him.

On paper, that minor incident—and a
similar one on January 18th—cost
Stephenson her job this year as an
elementary school teacher in the Flint
school system.

According to Garfield principal
Bernadine Duckett, who was observing
Stephenson’s class both times when
students interrupted group work ses-
sions to seek individual help, such
incidents represented a ‘‘classroom
control’’ problem on her part. A teacher
who allowed such interruptions to take
place wasn't exercising the proper
amount of authority, and that constitut-
ed a serious professional deficiency by
principal Duckett’s standards.

The result? She recommended—and
the Flint Board of Education support-
ed—the dismissal of Jayne Stephenson,
despite the fact that these two incidents
were the worst examples they could find
of her *‘poor teaching.”’

Since the original recommendation
for Stephenson’s dismissal on February
29 of this year, the Stephenson case has
been an extremely controversial one.
Thorough investigations by James
Granberry, ombudsmar for the Flint
school system, and the Flint Voice have
failed to reveal any serious flaws in
Stephenson’s performance at Garfield.

Furthermore, students, parents, staff
members, and the United Teachers of
Flint (UTF) have taken a strong stance
in support of Stephenson and their
belief in her as a teacher. They charge,
and the Voice investigation indicates
that, in the final analysis, job perform-
ance was not the central issue in the
Stephenson case. Their contention is
that the school board which voted on
June 28 to uphold’ the principal's
recommendation, viewed the situation
only in the larger context of supporting
an administrator over a teacher. As
Pattie Gardner, the mother of one of
Stephenson’s students said, ‘It was
more of an administrative thing. They
didn’t want to tell the administrator that
she was wrong."’

Stephenson’s assessment of her bad
recommendation is that **It’s got to be a
personal thing. I've gone over and over
it, and that’s all I can come up with.””

Duckett politely but firmly refused to
discuss the case with the Voice.

The essential facts in the situation are
these: L

After spending a year as a substitute

teacher in the Flint school system,
Jayne Stephenson was hired two years
ago as a full-time elementary teacher.
She was assigned to Martin Luther King
Elementary, an open classroom school
where she had been a frequent substi-
tute the year before.

During her year at King, Stephenson
did a ‘‘fantastic job,"" according to King
principal Sandra Epps.

““When she was at King we had
absolutely no problem whatsoever. Her
performance was always highly accept-
able. She was flexible, and she was very
open and sensitive to the needs of the
children,”” said Epps. ‘‘Jayne is crea-
tive, talented, well prepared, and very
well organized. She established excel-
lent rapport with parents, students, and
the staff.”’

Epps also told the Voice that *'I'd take
her back here without reservation.”’

Jetty Chick, a counselor at King,
added that ‘‘the children in her class-
room were always in control, and it's
tougher at King because it's an open
school.”

Last year Stephenson was assigned to
Garfield, a more traditionally oriented
elementary school, where she taught
first and second grade students.

While she was at Garfield, Stephen-
son was evaluated five times by the
principal. These evaluations contained
only a few criticisms of Stephenson, of
which the group interruptions were the
worst.

These minor criticisms were Duck-
ett’s basis for recommending Stephen-
son's dismissal. Stephenson, in turn,
requested a second opinion on her work
that the master contract calls for. The
request was denied by Duckett. That
denial has become a key issue in the
case, because it raises the central
question of whether Stephenson receiv-
ed due process according to contracted
standards.

Since the February 29 recommenda-
tion by Duckett, the Stephenson case
has travelled through various admini-
strative channels, leading to the board’s
decision on June 28 to not have any
further involvement in the case. That
decision meant that Jayne Stephenson
was finished as a teacher in the Flint
school system.

The Board made that decision inspite
of the extremely positive recommenda-
tion Stephenson received at King
Elementary and her apparent unani-
mous support from the parents of her
students (including 13 parents who
wrote letters to the Board protesting her
dismissal). Both investigations into the
situation have failed to find any parents
who disapproved of her teaching.

Union representative Phyllis McCoy
says that ‘‘she was sandbagged, which
means that there's no indication given
that there’s a serious problem, and then
when there’s no alternative or recourse
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“It came down to protecting the

system or the individual.”
— Patrick Manley, Flint School Board member

left to the teacher, they're fired.”’

Ombudsman James Granberry's
report, which was made at the request
of former Board President Reginald
Richardson, recommended that
Stephenson be granted a third year of
probationary teaching, since she had
received such a positive rating for her
first year, and because her second year
evaluations were, in the ombudsman’s
view, inconclusive.

Granberry said that he ‘‘was not
surprised that the Board decided not to
touch it.""

““They would have set a very serious
precedent—that an employee could
demand and get due process directly
from the Board.”’

Board member Patrick Manley seems
to have identified the crux of the issue
when he told the Voice that *‘the whole
arrangement was very difficult, because
if you reverse a principal’s recommend-
ation, you reduce their role.”” Manley
added that, ‘‘I suspect that behind some
of those votes to dismiss her there was a
strong possibility of voting for the
principle of supporting the principal
rather than voting on the case itself.
That was the key."

Manley, who voted in favor of the
Board having further involvement in the
case, concluded that, “‘what it came
down to for me was that the system was
wrong. It came down to protecting the
system or the individual. I'll always vote
for the individual. A system can always
be changed.”’

Board member Reginald Richardson,
who did not vote on the matter, said,
“‘there are some serious questions
about the situation, and perhaps we
should have taken a closer look at it."’
Richardson added that, ‘‘in effect, they
were voting for the principle of the
thing."”’

During the controversy, Stephenson
invited all the Board members and
everyone else in the administration to
come to her classroom at any time and
see her work for themselves, but, she
said, ““No one ever came. Instead,
they're taking one person’s opinion.”’

“*They're willing to ruin my career,
but they're not willing to go 2 miles
from the administration building,”’ she
added. ‘I think they really feel deep
down that a mistake was made, but they
think they have to save face.”’

With the next school year approach-
ing, Jayne Stephenson has run out of
channels to travel through within the
school system. The union is seriously
considering taking the case to court,
however, and in the meantime she will
study for her masters degree and hope
that her teaching career hasn’'t been
ruined by the Board’'s unwillingness to
probe deeper into the situation. Still,
with her future uncertain and a possible
injustice behind her, she can’'t help
sorting through all that's happened.
She’s still deeply hurt by the incident,
and says, *‘a lot of people are telling me
that everything’s done for a reason. I'm
still waiting for a reason.”’
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