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THE FUNDING DILEMMA
Public funding for education, health
services, and the sciences is being targeted at the local, state and federal levels. The 2% cap on school district budgets is already having a negative effect on
staffing as teaching positions are cut,
class size is rising, electives are limited
and services terminated. School districts
are limiting their participation in BOCES programs,
thereby denying opportunities for students to take tech
and career-oriented courses that their own districts are
unable to offer; and, cutting “non-essential” personnel,
which is aimed at clerical and non-professional employees, but could include teachers, guidance counselors,
and/or administrators.
Some may argue it’s about time that school districts “tightened their belts,” eliminated waste and frills,
and concentrated on the “basics.” They cite studies that
dispute the value of smaller class sizes as well as the use
of such innovative technology as SMART Boards, tablets
and laptops that allow students individual access to the
Internet and collaborative learning. Getting by with less
is the mantra of the cost cutters, who ignore the implications that reduced funds have on educating children effectively.
Similarly, the runaway cost of health services has
impacted the economy and seems to threaten the recovery even though the stock market has been achieving
new highs this year. The “Grand Bargain” that President
Obama and congressional leaders would like to achieve
would include entitlement reform (read Medicare and
Social Security). Never mind that these programs are
well run and provide for their constituents in an efficient
and effective manner. Both are under attack from the
Right and will constitute major elements of the “Grand
Bargain.”
The sciences have also been hit by cutbacks. Programs such as the NASA space program as well as Brookhaven Labs ion collider are receiving fewer public dollars
and have had to limit their research and exploration capabilities. NASA ended its space shuttle program and is
“piggy-backing” on other countries’ efforts, while the ion
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collider at Brookhaven, which has been involved with the
work at CERN’s large Hadron Collider in Switzerland and
the discovery of the Higgs boson particle, may have to
shut down. Both of these programs have provided leadership in space exploration and nuclear research respectively, but that leadership may now move to the private
sector or overseas if funding is not made available. Similarly, it is essential for the Center for Disease Control
(CDC) to have the necessary funds to do its work effectively and to protect American lives; and for OSHA to
protect workers and others from occupational hazards.
Public funding on the local, state and national levels is essential to maintain the programs mentioned
above as well as those in the nascent stages and still others yet to be conceived. When funding is cut or limited,
when inspectors, air traffic controllers, nurses, social
workers, government employees and teachers are eliminated, everyone suffers – maybe not immediately, but in
the long run, all will feel the impact.

WHAT IS THE CHAIN WEIGHTED
CONSUMER PRICE INDEX ?
Stu Mortman
We are familiar with the Consumer Price Index (CPI
-W). This is the index used to calculate most cost-ofliving adjustments (COLA) that we receive on our pensions and Social Security benefits. The government currently calculates cost-of-living adjustments each year
based on how inflation affects urban wage earners. This
index measures changes in the prices of a fixed basket of
goods that are deemed to be representative of regular
purchases by wage earners. As of late, we hear talk of a
new measure; the Chain Weighted CPI. Exactly what is it
and how might it affect us if it were adopted?
An alternative measure for calculating our cost of
living created by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the
chained CPI has been touted as a more accurate way of
factoring in changes in the cost of living. It would also
reduce the government’s costs because it does not rise
as quickly as the measure of inflation currently in use in
(continued on page 4)
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MEMBERSHIP BENEFITS
Jack Zamek

EXECUTIVE BOARD

Sterling Optical.
Sure Sight eye care plan at
800-Eyes-789
(800-393-7789)

Eugene Goldwasser, President
Joseph Quinn, 1st Vice President
Elliott Kigner, 2nd Vice President
Jack Zamek, Treasurer, Benefits
Pat Galaskas, Recording Secretary

MVCP pre-negotiated new and used autos, at 800345-0990. Decide on the make and model as well as
features you want and then call MVCP . They’ll contact a dealer and negotiate the
lowest possible price for you.

COMMITTEE CHAIRS
Martin Mandelker, Education
Stewart Mortman, Legislation
Jeff Hollander, Membership
Corine Lipset-Huberman, Newsletter
David Long & Stan Opas, Publicity

Car Rentals.
Avis at 800-831-8000,
Rate code AWD5061700.

MEMBERS AT LARGE
Vincent Deland
Ken Forman
Mel Lantz
George Pincus
Bill Sigelakis
Francesca Ciolino-Volano
John Wallace

Alamo at 800-354-2322,.
Rate code 706768.

Southwest Airlines
at 800-435-9792
(20-50% discounts to
travelers over age 65)

We welcome your comments on articles or current issues.
To start a discussion, contact us at

Eastern Dental Plan [EDP]
This is a discounted dental program.
Phone 631-272-5230 or
toll free @ 877-327-8376
for fee schedules and lists of
participating providers.

NYSRSAS@optonline.net

Results of
Our Member Survey
The Executive Board held a special meeting in
March to review the results of the surveys included with
the 2013 membership renewal packet. Our thanks to all
who responded.
In the returns from 141 of our members, the overwhelming majority supported taking positions on topics
such as Social Security, Medicare and gun control. (You
will notice three articles concerned with gun violence in
the following pages.) We also learned more about your
interests in terms of newsletter topics. In addition, survey responses vividly illustrated how far-flung our membership is. In upcoming meetings the Executive Board
will be discussing how to best serve the needs of ALL
members, including those living at a distance.
As always, we invite your input. You can reach us
via e-mail at NYSRSAS@optonline.net.

United Health Programs of America –
Dental and chiropractic. (Hugh Marasa
-member and agent) Rates: $64 for
individuals, $112 for couples, and $136 for families.
Phone UHP @ 800-238-3884
Family Assist Net provides 10-15% discounts for nursing home care or assisted living care. Phone 518-4823509.

Always identify yourself as a NYSRSAS Member
whenever using the above benefits.
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FROM THE DESK OF: The Reflective Retiree
THOSE WERE

THE

DAYS, MY FRIENDS…
Corine Lipset-Huberman

It’s 1942 and Dick and Jane are outdoors playing with Baby Sally. There are
few toys in sight. That is, there are few
commercial toys in sight. Instead, the
three children are inside a large cardboard
carton turned upside down on the grass,
into which someone (presumably an
adult) has cut a square on either side to resemble a window. On one of the wider sides, an opening simulating a
doorway has been cut, large enough for the children to
crawl through. Peals of laughter can be heard as the
three youngsters crawl in and out of the carton, now
dubbed their house. Spot, the dog, has now joined
them, and barks happily in tune with their
childish giggles. In the background of this
small, neatly manicured lawn, the quintessential little red wagon, plus a doll and a ball
can be seen.
Mother, in a checkered dress covered
with a ruffled apron, appears at the front
door to wave to Father, who is coming up
the walk wearing a suit and tie, carrying a
briefcase. The children see him coming and run to him,
arms outstretched, ready with bountiful hugs and dutiful
kisses. He scoops Sally up in his arms and pats Dick and
Jane on the head and the four of them, Sally in his arms
and Dick and Jane hugging his legs, make their way toward Mother, who gets a chaste peck on the cheek from
Father. Spot, the dog, trails after them, barking a welcoming hello. Shortly, the family is sitting down together
in the small dining room of their Cape Cod cottage, eating meat loaf, mashed potatoes and buttered string
beans. Over dinner they talk about the visit they will pay
to Grandma and Grandpa on the weekend. This will entail a two hour drive to “the country” where the grandparents have a small farm. Spot, the dog, eats his dinner
from a bowl in the kitchen and then rests on the living
room rug. Following dinner, Jane helps Mother by drying
some of the non-breakable dishes, and then the family
gathers in the living room where Father reads the newspaper, Mother plays Dominoes with Dick and Jane, and
Sally plays with a toy— a little duck on wheels which she
pushes around the room again and again. Soon all three
children are in bed, after saying their prayers and listening to a bedtime story. What Mother and Father do afterwards, we are never told.
Flash forward to the year 2013 – Sally, Dick and
Jane are no longer children. As a matter of fact, they’re

pretty old. Sally lives in a condo in Boca Raton, Florida.
She’s divorced and living with an octogenarian she recently met in Las Vegas. She laughingly tells her two children that she lost her money but won him at the roulette table. They don’t think it’s funny. Dick is deceased,
having suffered from Alzheimer’s Disease for years before dying of pneumonia at the age of 80. His final years
were happy ones, however, for he spent his days once
again on the little patch of grass in front of the Cape Cod
cottage, frolicking with Jane, Sally and Spot.
Jane lives on Long Island in an assisted living facility, where she has her own room and takes her meals in
a communal dining room with 250 “friends” whom she
“likes” on Facebook. She is a widow but
she is fortunate for her children live close
by and even one of her grandchildren –
her granddaughter Suzanna is close by.
Suzanna is married to Zachary and they
have two children – Arabella, 13 and
Carter, 10.
Let’s look in on this nuclear family of four
and see how they’re doing. Arabella (whose friends call
her Ari) has just come home on the school bus and
unlocks the front door and turns off the alarm. She
drops her coat on the hallway steps, her backpack on the
floor and runs upstairs to her room. Soon we hear the
most ungodly sounds of what some call music emanating
from her doorway. Shortly after Arabella’s arrival, Carter
comes tearing through the front hallway, also dropping
things as he heads for the kitchen and for the refrigerator. Rummaging around, he pulls out a package of processed bologna and a Coke from the fridge, a frozen individual size pizza from the freezer which he pops into the
microwave, and a couple of fruit and nut bars from the
pantry closet. The granite countertop, which had been
neat and clean a few minutes ago, now looks like vandals
had been visiting. Arabella comes downstairs, music still
resounding throughout the house, and she and Carter
begin arguing about who is going to get the 50 inch TV
set in the den, the other four TV’s in the house not
suited to either of their desires.
Several hours later, Suzanna arrives to find the
lower level of their two story house a disaster, things all
over the floor, the kitchen a mess and popcorn strewn
across the carpet and the sofa in the den. She starts to
berate both children but gives up when she realizes that
(continued on page 4)
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What is the Chain Weighted Consumer Price Index?
(cont’d from page 1)
Washington. Thus, benefits would increase more slowly
over time.
Applying the chained-CPI to the tax code also has
negative consequences. Inflation can be measured in
various ways. The tax code uses CPI-U which measures
prices in urban areas to adjust income cutoffs for different tax brackets. Social Security uses CPI-W, which is like
CPI-U but only counts prices paid by urban wage-earners.
If the cost of living adjustment was smaller using a
chained CPI, more of your income would be counted and
you would seem richer, potentially placing you in a
higher tax bracket. Slowing the rate at which tax brackets are adjusted for inflation could also mean that taxpayers with an increase in income (for instance from required minimum distributions from tax-sheltered retirement accounts) would move into higher brackets faster.
The Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that for
the past decade, the chained-CPI increased at an annual
rate that was about 0.33 percent lower than the current
CPI-W. The Congressional Budget Office estimates that in
future years, using the chained-CPI would result in cost
of living increases that were 0.25 percent lower each
year than projected increases in the CPI-W.
It is the assumptions on which the chained CPI is
based that create this change. Let’s take a look at these
new assumptions about how people spend money. The
chained-CPI hinges on the idea that when the price of
one good rises, people are more likely to buy a similar,
cheaper alternative. For example if the price of apples
goes up you might purchase bananas or oranges instead.
Today’s calculation of the CPI-W assumes that you continue to purchase apples, therefore raising your cost of
living faster.
The chained-CPI “chains” together groups of
goods assuming that they are interchangeable. Chaining
together a group such as “meat” instead of looking at the
price increases for a specific product can potentially save
a great deal of money. Of course, these savings are at
the expense of COLA recipients. With these new assumptions the government stands to save $200 – 300 billion
over the next decade. This is accomplished by slowing
the cost of living adjustments, trimming social security
benefits and increasing taxes.
This chain-weighted CPI would have a very detrimental effect on many seniors who rely on social security
income. Another point to consider is that you may be
able to substitute your produce easily, but will find it
more difficult to substitute necessities such as medical
care, heating or electricity.
The National Journal’s Sophie Quinton asserts

that the chained-CPI “is an idea that almost everyone
supports in theory but hardly anyone is willing to risk in
practice.” The elderly poor, singles, widows, widowers,
and non-whites will be most negatively affected by shifting to a chained-CPI approach to calculating Social Security cost-of-living adjustments. To demonstrate just how
significant this is, let’s only count those retirees whose
Social Security benefits represent 90 percent of their
total income. That group alone is over 13 million Americans. If adopted, the chained-CPI will negatively impact
us all, but to a much greater extent those least able to
absorb its impact.

THOSE WERE THE DAYS (cont’d from page 3)
Arabella needs to get to her dance class and Carter to
the tutoring center, where he will perhaps get his homework done, although his tutor keeps telling her that she
can’t work on remediating his reading difficulties and do
his homework with him at the same time.
“Arabella, be sure to take your iPhone with you so
you can call me to pick you up when you’re done, and be
sure to keep it in your backpack so you don’t lose this
one.”
“Carter, get your books together. No, you don’t
have soccer practice today. You have a tutoring session.
C’mon, c’mon, enough of the Wii. It’s time to go.” Suzanna holds her hand to her head as if she could will the
oncoming headache to go away.
Suzanna drives Arabella and Carter to their respective destinations, stops at the Chinese restaurant for
take-out dinner, gets the dog from the vet where he has
been recovering from an injury, picks up the children,
drives home, dishes out dinner for the kids and for her,
and then again later when her husband, Russell, walks in
dead tired from a day on Wall Street. She greets him
with a perfunctory kiss, the kids never welcoming him as
they are locked in their rooms with the music blaring,
both on their respective iPhones. Arabella comes downstairs later to ask her father for some money but by now
he is asleep in the recliner, the dog nearby on the sofa.
Suzanna is doing laundry and then cleans up the kitchen
as Anderson Cooper fills her in on the major events of
the day. Eventually the music from the children’s rooms
ceases. Are they asleep? No, they’re now off the phone
and just using their ear buds. Suzanna sits down to work
at her laptop for an hour or two. Finally, she rouses Russell and the two go upstairs to get ready for bed. Suzanna sets the alarm and prays for an easier tomorrow.
Her prayers go unanswered.
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Howard Pierson

IN

ing, and supervision. In Newtown, CT, a parent of a
schoolchild objected to bringing more guns into schools.
A California man stated that a security guard would not
be able to stop an intruder who was wearing armor and
carrying an assault rifle. An Illinois high school principal
observed that, while guards can provide an illusion of
safety, they can’t be everywhere in a school.
The gun lobby insists that the Second Amendment
of the US Constitution protects the right of citizens to
have guns. The Amendment says, “A well-regulated militia being necessary to the security of a free state, the
right of the people to keep and bear arms shall not be
infringed.” In the 2008 District of Columbia v. Heller case,
the Supreme Court held that the Amendment allows
people to use firearms “for traditionally lawful purposes,
such as self-defense within the home,” but added that
this is not an unlimited right. States may prohibit concealed weapons, may prevent felons and the insane from
owning them, may forbid guns in schools and government buildings, and may regulate the sale of arms.
President Obama has asked Congress to require
criminal background checks on all gun sales, including
sales by private vendors; to ban assault weapons again;
to limit bullet magazines to 10 shots; to add to penalties
for buying guns illegally for ineligible persons; and to increase funding for mental health programs.
Americans believe that schools must be safe for
children and their teachers. Congress should enact the
President’s agenda.

Charles Dickens toured America in 1842 and didn’t
like what he saw, particularly in newspaper ads that offered rewards to catch runaway slaves wearing irons on
their arms and legs, branded like cattle, and missing
teeth or parts of ears or toes. Reports of duels and
shootings also appalled him. In his ensuing book American Notes, he asked, “Do we not know that he is a coward in his domestic life, stalking among his shrinking men
and women slaves armed with his heavy whip, so he will
be a coward out of doors and, carrying coward’s weapons hidden in his breast, will shoot men down and stab
them when he quarrels?”
Almost two centuries later, shootings persist. In
2012 the American death rate from gun violence was
10.2 for each 100,000 citizens, while in most countries
like Great Britain it was 0.25. We also own more such
weapons than any other nation; i.e., we have 89 for each
100 persons, while Britons possess six. About 30,000
Americans die annually from gunshot wounds, the next most frequent reason for death
through injury after car
accidents.
NYSRSAS members have
heard with alarm the news
of shootings in schools. In 2012 there were gun-caused
deaths, mainly in high schools but also in an elementary
school, a junior high, and a college, in Ohio, California,
Tennessee, Georgia, Illinois, Oklahoma, and Connecticut;
during January 2013 in Kentucky, Texas, Georgia, and
Alabama, in a high school, three colleges, a middle
school, and on an elementary school bus.
After the December 2012 shooting deaths of 20
schoolchildren, four teachers, the principal, and the
school psychologist at the Sandy Hook Elementary
School in Newtown, CT, the National Rifle Association
vice-president Wayne LaPierre called for armed guards in
all schools. (Nationally, there are about 100,000 schools.)
To this end, he said that the NRA would fund and develop the “National Model School Shield Program” to
help schools arm and train school guards, including Army
reservists, retired police and volunteers.
LaPierre’s idea did not arouse enthusiasm. School
persons, legislators, and criminologists called his plan
foolish and risky. Law-enforcement officials and others
pointed out that the need for personnel and the ensuing
costs would be enormous; education budgets would
have to fund training guards, their benefits, equipment,
vacations, sick leave, replacements, mental health test-

Dr. Howard Pierson was Syosset English chair, dean, JHS
principal and also served early and long as newsletter editor
for both CAS and NYSRSAS.

R EMINDER
Membership packets were mailed in January. If you
have not yet renewed your membership, please forward
your contact information and $20 dues check to:
NYSRSAS
490 Wheeler Road, Suite 280
Hauppauge, NY 11788
Lifetime membership is also available at $150.
We are always eager to welcome new members to
our ranks. If you are aware of individuals who have recently retired or who will be retiring in June, please encourage them to join us at our luncheon and other activities. (New members attend the luncheon as our
guests, free of charge.) Please forward names and contact information for potential new members to the address indicated above.
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Ken Forman

Here’s a question for your consideration: Should educational leadership programs include preparation for dealing
with violent catastrophes? Or handling
firearms? Or how to overpower a potential attacker? The mood of a portion of
our citizenry suggests that schools of education modify educational leadership
preparation programs to include coursework in firearms
training and safety, martial arts, and unnatural disaster
management. Since the governor of Texas, Rick Perry,
would like to arm principals, should we at the university
level be prepared to train prospective principals in handling of firearms, including how to safely carry and use a
concealed weapon? Coursework could include target prac-

. . . . Should we be training prospective
educational leaders to deal with
hostage situations?
tice using a variety of handguns or rifles, learning how to
identify potential targets from friendlies, and how to disarm an attacker. Then principals would have to get regularly recertified in the use of weapons as part of their state
mandated professional development.
Should we be training prospective educational leaders to deal with hostage situations? You never know when
you have to deal with a student taking the lunch server
hostage because he/she didn’t get a hot dog for lunch!
Could abuse of this responsibility result in frustrated principals possibly shooting an abusive teacher labeled as
“ineffective” or a superintendent that cut the school’s
budget too much? Does that also imply that principals
could use their firearms on disruptive parents or disruptive
students? (How many times have we principals thought
about that during a dysfunctional and/or confrontational
parent meeting?) A computerized licensing examination
might include a virtual reality scenario in which principal
candidates make “rounds” in the building and come across
a variety of unforeseen circumstances. Candidates could
score points for taking appropriate actions, e.g. negotiating with a disruptive parent or shooting a terrorist entering
the building (just like Call of Duty!)
Although these scenarios are absurd, it brings to mind
the overwhelming responsibilities educational leaders assume when they are called to duty. With the responsibilities of implementing common core curricula, APPR, rating
more teachers “ineffective” and assuming a greater role
“in loco parentis,” educational leadership programs must
6

likewise take on a new perspective. The current
thought… complete 24 credits of educational leadership
courework and the candidate is ready for principalship…
is out of date.We need to provide educational leadership
candidates with more field-based experiences, perhaps
with a more substantial internship spanning the entire
school year to hone leadership capacity. We should draw
on the medical profession’s preparation programs.
Would you select a personal physician or surgeon who
did not successfully complete his/her internship?
Let’s rethink educational leadership internship programs. If the governor can propose funding master
teachers to mentor newer teachers, why can’t educational leaders have master principals sharing their expertise with new principal candidates? These interns could
be compensated by their supporting district which would
be reimbursed by the state. Instead of the public donating $1 each on income tax returns towards support of
the political election process (which in no way makes a
difference in the electoral process because of superpacs), perhaps the public could donate $1 each towards
supporting stellar teaching-learning-leadership programs.
In the on-line publication Gotham Schools, the chief
education officer for the NYC Department of Education,
Shael Polakow-Suransky, proposed a process to develop
potential principals from among the teacher ranks by
developing a Teacher Leadership Program that would
morph into a Principals’ Leadership Academy which
trains teacher leaders and extends their developed expertise into becoming aspiring principals. The concept is
noble; however, the practical results have not been stellar (but that’s not for discussion in this article). With the
assistance of the state, private foundations, and partnerships with universities across our state, such an effort
could be successful.
So, in developing leadership capacity in times of
crisis, the opportunity arises to create leadership training
programs attuned with the ever increasing expectations
for school leaders. Unfortunately, school leadership always takes a back seat to more headline-filled legislation!
Dr. Ken Forman served the NYC public schools as a middle
school science teacher and in various building and district-level
administrative positions for 27 years as well as working as an
elementary school principal in Lawrence, NY for 12 years. He
currently serves as adjunct professor in the Educational Leadership program at StonyBrook University and as an educational
consultant.
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A PISTOL-PACKIN’ PRINCIPAL ISN’T THE ANSWER
Martin Mandelker
I spent 12 years as
the unarmed principal of
an elementary school in
Syosset before retiring in
2006. After the Connecticut school massacre, I
asked myself what I would
have done if I’d heard a
loud bang in the hall that I
believed to be gunfire.
I envisioned myself
unlocking a drawer or
metal box containing a
loaded gun, quickly announcing a school lockdown via the loudspeaker, yelling
at the office staff to call 911, releasing the gun’s safety
and dashing into the hallway to engage a crazed intruder
in a firefight.
Although not a gambler, I’d put my money on
the crazed guy with a semiautomatic to win this fight. If I
had won, the incident would be over quickly. However,
if I had been outgunned or missed my shot, surely another armed person in the school would back me up. If
more staff members had access to firearms, they would
emerge from the classrooms to join the fray.
As absurd as this scenario sounds, some individuals and elected officials say we must train and arm
school staff. I assume this would include a visit to a local
shooting range. Perhaps this would eliminate the “target
-rich environment” a school presents to a killer.
Wayne LaPierre of the National Rifle Association
said, “The only thing that stops a bad guy with a gun is a
good guy with a gun.” This statement was rather shocking. In time, such a battle cry might become as famous
as John Paul Jones’ “I have not yet begun to fight” or Andrew Jackson urging soldiers in the Battle of New Orleans to “Fire when you see the whites of their eyes.”
Some other stories come to mind.
In the 1970s sitcom “All in the Family,” the political views of Carroll O’Connor’s Archie Bunker were so far
to the right that even the most ardent of today’s tea
party members might laugh. In one episode, Archie contended in his Queens (N.Y.) English that you could “stop
dem dere” airline hijackings by giving each passenger a
loaded gun as he boarded the plane, and then collect the
guns if unused upon landing.
Then there was the famous 1881 gunfight at the
OK Corral, which came about when lawmen Wyatt and
Virgil Earp defied the Second Amendment by enforcing

an ordinance in Tombstone, AZ that prohibited anyone
from carrying a firearm. The Tombstone town fathers
believed that the way to keep the town safe was to control the means of the violence. Legend says a member of
an outlaw gang refused to give up his sidearm during a
confrontation near the corral. Gunfire rang out and two
factions blazed away for about 30 seconds, leaving three
outlaws dead. Virgil Earp, his brother Morgan and their
ally, Doc Holiday, were all injured. Wyatt was unhurt.
An old Western-style shootout at a school would
certainly lead to a bloodbath, and if won by the deranged intruder would not prevent injury to any child. It
would guarantee injured or dead school personnel, including an armed guard. Perhaps better solutions, although also absurd, would be to require students to
wear school uniforms make from bulletproof Kevlar and
buy backpacks lined with body armor.
In truth, neither Kevlar nor arming school personnel
is the answer. Thoughtful study of reasonable alternatives is needed.
Martin Mandelker served as the principal of the Berry Hill Elementary School in Syosset until 2006. This piece appeared in
the February 8, 2013 issue of Newsday.
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The topic of “The Impact of Changes in
Social Security, Medicare and Pensions”
elicited the greatest interest among
those who responded to our member survey.
We expect to have a knowledgeable expert,
or possibly a panel of speakers,
to address these issues on June 19.
A separate announcement
with further details will be forthcoming.
Watch for the mail.
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PORT CITY PONDERINGS
Joe Marchese
great fiction. A good short story or novel does not merely
tell a story. It presents deeper concepts to ponder and
analyze. O. Henry’s “The Gift of the Magi” is not merely
about two people buying the wrong Christmas gifts. Melville’s Moby Dick is not just a treatise on whaling, and
Alan Paton’s Cry, The Beloved Country is more than a
story about a black pastor in South Africa searching for
his son. When I taught English at Carle Place High School
in the 1950s we used an anthology entitled Thicker than
Water, a collection of short stories which had the theme
of relationships among friends and family that afforded
the opportunity to analyze and discuss some meaningful
issues both orally and in writing.
I do not mean to decry the value of good nonfiction. Indeed, I recently discovered an anthology I used as
a high school sophomore. It contains essays by John
James Audubon, Christopher Morley, Hilaire Belloc,
Jerome K. Jerome, and William Lyon Phelps. I do, however, feel that the 30/70 ratio of fiction to nonfiction is ill
-advised, especially regarding which type of literature is
more conducive to effective writing. Joel Stein remarks
that when he starts to write in a new format, he reads
various examples of that format, but when he looks to
improve his writing he reads something that helps him to
think differently, like a novel. A 50/50 ratio would seem
to be more helpful. As the Los Angeles Times maintains,
“Most high school English courses should, of course, explore quality literature broadly, not just fiction — and
many of these courses already do. But the 70% rule
seems arbitrary, especially in the absence of a welldesigned curriculum for all courses that insures most of
the nonfiction reading and writing occurs in other
classes.”

.
“Teaching language through
nonfiction is like teaching history by
playing Billy Joel’s ‘We Didn’t Start
the Fire’ . . . .” This is just one unenthusiastic comment by Time magazine columnist Joel Stein about the
Common Core Standards’ emphasis
toward nonfiction which stipulates
that high school reading lists should
consist of 30% fiction and 70% nonfiction. The standards’ creators, which included representatives from the Council of Chief State School Officers
and the National Governors Association, believe that this
greater emphasis on nonfiction will help students analyze and write about what they read more effectively,
thus better preparing them for college and the workplace. Moreover, most additional reading of nonfiction is
supposed to occur in classes other than English. There is
little doubt, however, that there will no longer be room
for some classic works of fiction.
Although there is little controversy about the need
and importance of improving students‘ reading and writing skills, I would pose some caveats. Teaching reading
across the curriculum is hardly a new concept. It was
prominent when I started teaching 60 years ago, nice in
theory but rarely carried out. English teachers then
shouldered most of the responsibility. A recent Los Angeles Times editorial about the new standards puts it this
way: “The only subjects tested under the common core
are English and math; teachers in other subjects have
little incentive to add new material. English teachers, not
science or history instructors, will take the brunt of criticism if students don’t do well on the reading tests, even
if in theory other teachers were supposed to teach
broader reading skills.”
It also seems to me that those who have promulgated the new standards are missing the point about

A former editor of the NYSRSAS Newsletter, Joe Marchese received his Ph.D degree from St. John's University. He retired as
Assistant Principal of Half Hollow Hills H.S East.
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