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Education
and activism
— a fine line
CHICAGO—We are now a nation of ac-

tivists living in a “movement” society. If
something upsets enough of us, we try

to get the situation recti-
fied through online or ac-
tual take-to-the-streets
protests.
Is it any wonder that the

new Occupy-anything-you-
can-think-of ethos has
made its way into public
school classrooms?
Last week, Brooke Har-

ris, an English and journal-
ism teacher at a Pontiac,
Mich., charter school, said
she’d been wrongly fired for encouraging her
students to organize a fundraiser for Trayvon
Martin, the hoodie-wearing Florida teen who
was shot while making his way home from a con-
venience store.
Harris told The Detroit Free Press that her

students wanted to donate to the Martin family
the proceeds from a day when students would
pay to wear hoodies to school, with the hoods
covering their heads, in order to show solidarity
with the slain teen.
She had gotten permission for the fundraiser

from her principal but the superintendent,
Jacqueline Cassell, forbade Harris from moving
forward because students flouting the no-head-
coverings policy would disrupt the entire school.
Cassell told the Free Press that though she ob-
jected to the fundraiser, “I certainly would not
use this issue as a reason to terminate anybody.”
But Harris claims this is exactly what hap-

pened. “I was told I was a bad teacher, that I
was being unprofessional,” Harris said, “that I’m
being paid to teach, not to be an activist.”
OK. Raise your hand if you believe whole-

heartedly that public school teachers are em-
ployed by taxpayers to educate students in the
academic subjects required for high school
graduation — and not to feed students their
personal political or social-issue opinions and
encourage protests.
The problem is that it can be tough to spot a

difference between a teacher who appropriately
supports student efforts to exercise citizenship
responsibilities taught in civics classes from one
who serves as the impetus for an act of advo-
cacy.
And it’s not like teacher preparation pro-

grams routinely train new educators on how to
teach critical thinking by addressing controver-
sial current events and other touchy topics rele-
vant to academic subject matter, with unbiased
facts that present all sides of an argument. Such
guidance usually isn’t a staple of teacher orien-
tation at schools, either.
Given that, for the most part, teachers mold

young minds behind closed doors, you have to
wonder how any lesson can be slanted when
presented by an activist teacher who feels it is
part of his or her mission as an educator to pass
their politics on to students.
Yes, I said “activist” teachers. They believe

that part of their job involves teaching students
about the injustices of the world and how to
challenge them— which is fine, I suppose, if
you happen to see eye-to-eye and heart-to-heart
with a teacher’s social and political beliefs.
Go ahead, residents of New York City, Milwau-

kee, Chicago, San Francisco, Boston and At-
lanta, check out www.teacheractivistgroups.org
and learn the missions of organizations such as
“Teachers 4 Social Justice,” “The Education for
Liberation Network,” and the “Collective of Rad-
ical Educators.” All perfectly lovely organiza-
tions, I’m sure, if you don’t mind a little anarchy
with your algebra.
I called Kyle Olson, the founder of the reform

organization Education Action Group, which
routinely details examples of teachers who
preach pro-union, anti-establishment political
beliefs in their classrooms, and the author of
“Indoctrination: How ‘Useful Idiots’ Are Using
Our Schools to Subvert American Exceptional-
ism.” He offered an effective, nonpartisan tip for
how all parents can navigate school situations
that sometimes send kids home saying the
darnedest things.
“Parents need to be engaged in the learning

process,” Olson said. “They need to ask their
kids: ‘What happened at school today?’ ‘What’s
your homework?’ ‘What videos did you watch
today?’ If you’re concerned, you need to find out
more — nothing will change until parents com-
plain.”
That works for teachers as well. Protesters

are demanding Harris’ reinstatement and have
staged a rally for her. If she wasn’t out of line
and was wrongly terminated for merely enabling
her pupils to support a cause that they believed
in, her students’ families are correct to exercise
their right to complain online and on the streets
to anyone who will listen. Advocacy for your
children is a lesson more parents need to put
into practice.

Esther Cepeda’s email address is estherj-
cepeda@washpost.com.

Esther Cepeda

What was the GSA’s Jeffrey Neely thinking?
WASHINGTON— You knew gov-

ernment bureaucrats were living
large when they hired a medium.

And this mind
reader who helped
government workers
communicate with
the dead was just the
beginning of the
scandal involving the
General Services Ad-
ministration’s
$823,000 spending
spree in Las Vegas.
There was also the

$75,000 bicycle-
building exercise, the clown show, 1,000
sushi rolls at $7 a pop, $6,325 spent on
commemorative coins, $8,130 for souvenir
books and 300 helpings of “Boursin Scal-
loped Potato with Barolo Wine Braised
Short Ribs” at $5 each.
The official responsible for the 2010

soiree — Jeffrey Neely — said he wanted
his conference to be “over the top.” By all
accounts, he achieved his goal — and now
the party’s over.
Neely was hauled before the House

Oversight and Government Reform Com-
mittee on Monday afternoon for the first of
several congressional hearings about the
GSA scandal. He listened as lawmakers
and former colleagues denounced his ac-
tivities — and then answered by taking
the Fifth.
“Mr. Neely, what is your title at GSA?”

asked Chairman Darrell Issa, R-Calif.
Neely, who had demanded “theatrical

talent” at his conference, got to demon-
strate his own. “Mr. Chairman, on the ad-
vice of counsel, I respectfully decline to
answer based upon my Fifth Amendment
constitutional privilege.”
“Mr. Neely, did you attend the 2010 West-

ern Regional Conference in Las Vegas?”

“Mr. Chairman, on the advice of counsel,
I respectfully decline to answer based
upon my Fifth Amendment constitutional
privilege,” repeated the witness.
Issa continued to press, assuring Neely

“just a few more” questions, as though he
were a dentist completing drilling on a pa-
tient. He finally excused the witness and
asked him to “remain for the remainder of
the hearing” in a back room. But Neely
had no interest.
Instead, the witness slipped out a back

door, and reporters and camera crews gave
chase. A CBS soundman, tangled in wires,
fell and was taken to a hospital with a
head injury. Fox News’ Chad Pergram and
other reporters followed Neely into an ele-
vator and, ignoring his lawyer’s demands
that they disperse, continued to pepper
him with questions. Among them: “Will
you apologize?”
“No comment” was all Neely said.
He had rather more to say when plan-

ning the conference. According to emails
discussed at the hearing, Neely had of-
fered to pay for personal friends to come
have a “blast” on the government’s dime.
“I know. I am bad,” he wrote. “But as Deb
(his wife) and I say often, why not enjoy it
while we have it and while we can. Ain’t
going to last forever.”
He had that right. “Well, Mr. Neely, it

stops now,” thundered Rep. Elijah Cum-
mings of Maryland, the committee’s rank-
ing Democrat, who was particularly
offended that Neely’s wife, a private citi-
zen, “ordered thousands of dollars’ worth
of food at taxpayer expense.”
Committee Democrats and GSA officials

portrayed Neely as a bad apple (albeit one
who received a $9,000 bonus after his con-
ference contretemps).
Meanwhile, Republicans labored to turn

what happened in Vegas into an adminis-
tration-wide scandal. They distributed

documents with titles such as “GSA spend-
ing skyrockets under Obama administra-
tion” and GSA “convention spending soars
under Democrat control.”
“As I look through this, there’s no won-

der that the American people have lost
faith in their government,” harrumphed
Pennsylvania Rep. Mike Kelly.
“I want indictments!” bellowed Rep.

Trey Gowdy of South Carolina. With a
preacher’s fervor, he compared the bu-
reaucrats unfavorably with their biblical
forbears. “The tribes of Israel sent 12
scouts into the Promised Land before they
decided to invade, and GSA has to send 15
to Las Vegas to check out a hotel? Do you
not see the outrage?”
This outrage was undercut by a fellow

Republican, Rep. James Lankford of Okla-
homa, who argued that “there was some-
thing that was happening that was very
unique” at the Las Vegas event.
Indeed, it is not every government event

where the “artisanal cheese” is $19 per
person and the commemorative coins cost
$20 apiece. Or where they make a rap
video joking about what their congres-
sional overseers would have to say about
their excess (the rapper, summoned be-
fore the committee, apologized profusely).
Why did they do this? Neely, who once

boasted that he “wanted to make a state-
ment” with his soiree, wasn’t talking. And
none of his GSA colleagues wished to
speak for him.
“I have no idea what Mr. Neely was

thinking,” said one witness.
“I don’t know what Mr. Neely was think-

ing,” said another.
“I do not know what he was thinking,”

said a third.
Maybe they should hire a mind reader.

Dana Milbank’s email address is
danamilbank@washpost.com.
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G U E S T E D I T O R I A L

The two-part, $10 billion, six-year
road plan approved by the General As-
sembly calls for $2.6 billion to be spent
on two bridges across the Ohio River in
Louisville. Those are two bridges that
nearly everyone agrees are absolutely
essential and should no longer be de-
layed.
However, the Louisville projects are

not the only extremely costly bridge
projects Kentucky is facing. Yet to be
funded is the replacement of the aging
Brent Spence Bridge that carries Inter-
state 75 traffic over the Ohio River be-
tween Cincinnati and Covington. That
project is expected to cost a whopping
$2.4 billion.
Ohio will share the cost of the Cincin-

nati project while Indiana will share the
cost in Louisville.
While we live many miles from either

Louisville or Cincinnati, we consider

both projects of equal importance not
only to Louisville and northern Ken-
tucky but to the entire state.
Much of the commercial and personal

traffic that travels through this commu-
nity also goes through either Louisville
or Cincinnati and many of us have used
the bridges that will be replaced in the
two metropolitan areas many times.
While the $10 billion road plan the

General Assembly has approved calls for
design work on the two Louisville
bridges during the next two years, legis-
lators have yet to approve funding for
that work.
That’s a major reason the General As-

sembly will be meeting in a special ses-
sion.
However, work on replacing the Brent

Spence bridge is not included in the six-
year plan. Planners are still considering
three plans for the new bridge, which

will be built just west of the one it will
replace.
The project is eight years into the

planning stage and still at least three
years away from the beginning of con-
struction. ...
The estimated $2.48 billion price tag

for the entire project includes the inter-
state overhaul in both states, work
planned for the existing bridge and con-
struction of a new bridge.
It likely will be at least 10 years be-

fore the Brent Spence bridge is re-
placed and combined with the bridges
in Louisville, the total cost is likely to be
more than $5 billion.
Costly? You bet. Essential? Absolutely.

The question is not if the project will be
funded, but how.

The Independent,
Ashland, April 16

Bridge projects must move forward


