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Equal pay not OK

Bob Shelstrom

I certainly had my eyes opened by Lori Macek's letter regarding the education "funding gap" in Illinois.

Because 80 percent of school spending is for salaries and benefits, there can be no equity of opportunity without salary-and-benefit equity.

We could "equalize" salaries and benefits for all teachers, staff and administrators in Illinois.

The 2005 National Education Association rankings show that Illinois spends the ninth highest amount per student in the nation and our instructional-staff salaries rank third among the states, so we're well-funded overall.

It's just a matter of distributing funds "fairly."

This means the average salaries for teachers listed in the state report cards, about $55,000 a year, should be given to "all" teachers with "equal" student loads.

If you're a teacher making $20,000 for a class of 25, enjoy your $35,000 raise.

If you're among many teachers making more than $90,000 a year for the same class size, better plan for your $35,000 pay cut.

The teachers' unions, instead of districts, can provide "equal" health insurance as do other unions.

Seriously, funding "equity" is technically simple.

Getting the resources from the overpaid to the underpaid is hard.

Crains Chicago Business 2-2-06

End teacher strikes

Bob Shelstrom Southland Education Watch Palos Park
In his recent letter to Crain's, Arnold Aprill claimed it was "no secret" that Illinois "ranks at the bottom of the country in funding education." Of course it's "no secret" because even the latest rankings reported by the National Education Assn. (NEA), the union representing most teachers outside Chicago, show that it's patently false.

According to the NEA rankings for 2005, Illinois spends the ninth-highest amount per pupil among the states. The report also showed that our spending is about 20% higher than the national average.

The NEA report identified why our children are shortchanged in programs such as art and other educational enrichments: disproportionately high staff salaries and raises.

The study reported that instructional staff in Illinois have the third-highest salaries among the states. Perhaps more troubling is the revelation that average Illinois instructional staff salaries grew at the highest rate of any state last year at 5.5%. This level of salary increase is unsustainable from any state or local revenue stream.

The solution to this problem is technically simple, but politically difficult. The General Assembly needs to prohibit teacher strikes in suburban and Downstate schools as they are in Chicago and 41 other states. It also needs to prohibit school boards from approving labor contracts for which they do not have a secured funding source and eliminate tenure protection for poorly performing senior staff.

Northwest Herald 12/23/05

Bob Shelstrom

How bankrupt of ideas have the education-system apologists become?

In her letter, Klein attacked Peschke more for copyright infringement than for his stand on educational issues.

This is typical of those who defend a failing public-education system in Illinois. If they can't dispute the message, they attack the messenger.

Some of us have very different ideas of what it means to be "anti-education" than Klein.

We think teachers should be prohibited from striking in Illinois, as they are in 41 other states and Chicago. This would allow school boards to live within their current funding, but end raises for teachers that were among the highest in the country last year.

Union apologists consider such thinking as hateful and mean-spirited. We consider it pro-family.

Many of us believe that school boards should be legally prohibited from approving union contracts that they cannot afford.

This is considered "anti-education" by Klein. We consider it pro-taxpayer and pro-student.

People such as Klein, who are bankrupt of educational solutions themselves, apparently have decided to demonize rather than debate us. What a pity for our children and schools.

Chicago Sun-Times 12/.20/05

Bob Shelstorm

A recent letter ["Do the math and reform school funding," Nov. 29] gave the mistaken impression that public education in Illinois is "underfunded" and that any funding "reform" should include higher taxation.

Data from a 2005 study performed by the National Education Association, the union that represents suburban and Downstate Illinois teachers, clearly disputes this position. The NEA study shows that our financial support for public education in Illinois is among the strongest in the nation, spending about 20 percent above the national average.

Why, then, do we have a funding "crisis"? Growth in salaries for staff, unsustainable from any real estate, income or sales tax revenue stream, was identified in the study.

Annual increases in instructional staff salaries in Illinois, at a rate of 5.5 percent per year, were the highest of all 50 states in the last reporting period. The study also showed that instructional staff salaries in Illinois are the third-highest among the states. 

Since about 80 percent of public school operating expenses are spent on salaries and benefits, no "funding reform" could possibly sustain this rate of growth in our schools over the long term.

Clearly, salary and benefit cost control is vital for any effective funding reform in Illinois. Why is cost control legislation never proposed by reform "advocacy" groups? Perhaps it's because the real driving force in the funding "reform" movement is the unions, whose only interest is getting more tax dollars for their membership.
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Southland senators side with union, not students

Robert Shelstrom, of Palos Park, is a member of Southland Education Watch. He worked as a junior college instructor and high school teacher between 1997 and 2000.

Southland state Sens. Maggie Crotty (D-Oak Forest), Edward Maloney (D-Chicago), Debbie Halvorson (D-Crete) and Christine Radogno (R-LaGrange) have shown whose "side" they're on in education funding.

Apparently these "honorable" politicians are choosing the teachers union interests above those of the children and taxpayers.

Each of these senators is a co-sponsor of SB 2151, a bill designed by the union to circumvent the 6 percent cap on teacher raises applicable to pensions.

SB 2151 allows any "negotiated" salary increases to exceed the cap, and any teacher or administrator given "authority" over a clerk or teacher's aide could also apply 20 percent raises to their pensions, among many other loopholes.

Last year, the state Legislature enacted a bill that exempted "end-of-career" raises above 6 percent from applying toward teacher pensions. This was a fair and necessary move to slow the growth of the smothering obligation incurred by an excessive and underfunded pension system in Illinois.

There are several ways in which "end-of-career" raises hurt the children. These raises, often 40 percent over the final two of the four years used to calculate pension benefits, divert funds that could be used for programs such as after-school tutoring and the purchase of necessary educational materials.

It also worsens the unconscionable "salary gap" between senior and younger faculty with the same work load. This gap is a major factor in the high percentage of young faculty leaving teaching within their first five years in the profession.

The bill will also increase the state obligation to the teacher retirement pension fund, resulting in diversion of badly needed resources from state school support.

A 2005 study performed by the National Education Association (www.nea.org/edstats/images/05rankings.pdf) identified the real need for legislative reform for education in Illinois. It showed that although Illinois ranked ninth among states in spending per student, the rate of growth in instructional staff salaries, already third among the states, is growing at an unsustainable 5.5 percent per year. This is the highest rate among the states. Without restraining this growth by prohibiting strikes in suburban and downstate schools, and prohibiting school boards from approving union contracts they can't afford, no "funding reform" can possibly protect our schools from financial crisis.

Senators are now home on "break." I urge those of you living in these senators' districts to tell them they should make our children and taxpayers their priority, not the wealthy and politically powerful unions.

Daily Southtown Friday, November 4, 2005

Striking teachers break faith with village

By Bob Shelstrom, Palos Park

Five years ago the Chicago Ridge School District 127½ community worked tirelessly to increase the district's tax rate by about 25 percent to provide generous raises and benefits for their teachers.

Three years ago that same community passed a $14.9 million building expansion referendum to provide a better working environment for their faculty, staff and students.

Last week the district's teachers showed the parents and taxpayers how much they "appreciated" all the sacrifice and effort on their behalf.

They walked out on their children, causing tremendous problems for those who'd supported them so vigorously.

What were the conditions that were so "intolerable" that it justified breaking faith with the children and the teachers' supporters? It appears that the board was "only" offering a 21 percent raise over four years, expected the teachers to provide paid additional contact time with students comparable to other similar districts, and expected the teachers to share health coverage costs at a percentage far less than that of most private sector employees.

Of course, the union will win. Illinois is one of only nine states that allow the travesty of teacher strikes. School boards have no way to fight a strike, other than canceling teachers' health insurance in some instances.

The striking teachers may have unwittingly taught those supporting tax increases an important lesson, however.

Over 80 percent of education fund taxes go to salaries and benefits. Tax increases to that fund are for staff, not "the children."

If they really are for "the children," supporters of education fund referendums should demand the teachers union sign a legal waiver of the "right" to strike.

They should get an agreement with the unions regarding "fair" and affordable raises. If they don't, the increased taxes will likely be grabbed by staff without improving their childrens' education, and there's nothing to prevent the abuse of trust such as in Chicago Ridge.

Only parents and taxpayers working together can defend our children from the union selfishness exhibited by the Chicago Ridge strike.

That's why we're forming the Southland Education Watch, to stand up and help those seeking to protect students and taxpayers from abuse such as that from the Chicago Ridge teachers.

If we can help, contact us at southlandedwatch@yahoo.com.

Joilet Herald News 10-03-05

Valuing education

Bob Shelstrom

Southland Education Watch (southlandedwatch@yahoo.com)

I couldn't agree more with Mr. Parthun's assertion in his recent letter that "Americans don't value education." We value the educational bureaucracies and the unions that represent them, far more than students' education.

Mr. Parthun claims that teachers have "incredibly poor wages." What a shame Mr. Parthun's teachers never taught him basic research skills. If they had, he would have found that teachers in Illinois make an average salary of about $54,000 for 185 days of work per year. The U.S. Department of Labor shows that Chicago area civil engineers make about $66,000 for a 240-day year, about 5 percent less per day than public school teachers.

In Illinois, we clearly value the skills required to teach 5-year-olds primary colors more than those needed to design roads, bridges and skyscrapers.

If we truly valued education in Illinois, we wouldn't allow our children and communities to be held hostage by teacher's union strikes. Illinois is one of only nine states that allow this travesty.

Mr. Parthun criticizes us for not "heroizing" teachers protected from unemployment by tenure and given raises even if they fail miserably in educating their students. Excuse me if I reserve hero status for those who risk their lives and fortunes to make our nation safer and more prosperous, and are willing to be held accountable for what they accomplish instead of hiding behind "no-fault" entitlements!
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Why the silence over Ryan's deeds?

Bob Shelstrom

Southland Education Watch

Palos Park

Have you noticed the "deafening silence" from the school administration community regarding Sauk Village School Supt. Thomas Ryan's alleged misdeeds?

One would think such an "ethical" body would be outraged and vigorously condemn such actions as denying fee waivers for the poor, denying homeless children an opportunity for an education, "bid rigging" of school contracts and plundering hard-earned funds raised by volunteers to benefit administrators.

For example, District 230's Dr. Patrick McMahon, superintendent of the largest school district in southern Cook County, could publicly decry "gouging" of parents with student fees.

Oops, there's a problem there. You see, Dr. McMahon currently is charging each student in District 230 the unconscionable amount of $286 for "registration fees" despite the fact that he has a multi-million dollar revenue surplus this year.

Of course, he couldn't keep the fees so unnecessarily high without the support of board president Dennis Cook.

The Illinois Association of School Administrators could come out and condemn the alleged misdeeds by Dr. Ryan.

There's one big difficulty there. Dr. Ryan was the group's treasurer for funds used to influence politicians such as legislators and school board members.

Perhaps the problem is that abusing school fees, using volunteer raised funds to pay for "ordinary" expenses to free money for six figure administrator salaries and finding "loopholes" to allow no-bid contracts to be awarded to politically connected firms is commonplace in Cook County schools.

Jesus Christ once said, "Let he who is without sin cast the first stone."

Are there any Southland administrators "without sins" such as those allegedly perpetrated by Dr. Ryan?

Perhaps their silence answers that question.

Daily Southtown 8-18-04

Wants earlier forum on school plan

Bob Shelstrom

Palos Park

What should a parent do when he knows his school board is willing to sacrifice his children's safety to promote unnecessary "pet" projects? This is the dilemma in which I find myself concerning the Palos School District 118 omission of fire sprinkler systems for existing space in its $21 million life-safety and expansion project. I believe it is unconscionable that this necessary fire protection upgrade, which the architect estimates would cost less than 4 percent of the total project, is being omitted by the board in favor of a new administrative "wing," the addition of excessive gym space far beyond that needed for daily gym at Palos South, and an unnecessary new media center at Palos West.

As a professional engineer familiar with the National Fire Protection Association codes, I want my three children in the district to be protected by fire sprinklers. In fact, state law requires fire sprinklers in all new schools and major additions. The pumps, water connections and piping are already being added for the additions at each school. Only distribution piping to our children's existing classrooms and corridors would be needed. Adding this protection is simply a matter of the board choosing student safety over a "legacy" of an oversized gym and a "vanity" media center.

Perhaps my biggest disappointment in this matter is school board member Rick Nogal's failure to champion sprinklers in our schools. Mr. Nogal is also a fire protection district commissioner in Palos, a position of trust and responsibility for bringing the highest level of fire safety to our community. How can he not make fire safety a top priority for our schools?

The district has scheduled a "town hall" meeting on Sept. 21 to "update" the public on its plans. This will be the first public forum since the plans were released in March. Project priorities and plans could not be changed at that late date without causing severe delays and increased costs to the project.

It's time for the board to put politics aside and do what's best for our children. I request that the board move the forum to August, when changes due to parent input could still be made. Defend board priorities to the people. Debate those with other ideas, rather than dodging tough questions. It'll be good for the schools, and good for our community.

