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T he Dallas Independent School District
board of trustees needs to back off its
meddling in classroom issues.

Board members are not steeped in the nitty-
gritty of instruction. That’s why they hire an edu-
cation expert as superintendent.

In 2012, they put Mike Miles in that job, and
for the sake of the district’s students, they should
give him the space to implement, and modify as
needed, his academic plans.

Yet the agenda for Thursday’s board meeting
foreshadows the latest unnecessary — and un-
helpful — intervention by trustees.

Bernadette Nutall and Lew Blackburn, with
an assist from Eric Cowan among others, plan to
discuss adjustments in student testing proce-
dures put into place just this school year as part
of a new teacher evaluation system.

The trustees find this necessary despite Miles’
pledge in early December to look into parents’
concerns about the testing. The superintendent
made the same promise again, with more de-
tails, at the Dec. 18 board meeting.

The anti-testing blowback mostly concerns
Dallas’ youngest students, particularly in the ar-
eas of art, music and physical education.

The complaints come out of Rosemont Ele-
mentary in North Oak Cliff and Dealey Montes-
sori in North Dallas. Parents question whether
the tests are overly stressful and take more time
than necessary.

In response, Miles said a group of parents,
teachers and principals will meet in January to
look into improvements. Among the options:
better ways to administer the tests in early
grades, content changes or elimination, and par-
ents opting their children out of testing.

So what purpose does it serve for the board to
dig into this issue before the task force even con-
venes? One thing’s for sure: It will give some
trustees another opportunity to subtly or not-so-
subtly beat up on the superintendent, whom
many board members stay irritated with be-
cause of his “my way or the highway” approach.

We’re glad Miles telegraphed that the admin-
istration will listen carefully to parents’ con-
cerns. The new assessment system, which trust-
ees approved in May, should run at least a year
before facing any overhaul. 

It’s the superintendent’s job to balance con-
cerns from parents at two schools with how best
to educate all the 160,000-plus students in the
district. Only by testing them on state curriculum
requirements — art and music count — can the
district know where the children stand.

If you are still asking, “OK, but what’s the harm
in trustees kicking this issue around again?” you
haven’t been paying attention to the last couple of
decadesofDISDshenanigans. 

This district is like the movie Groundhog Day
on steroids. The board hires a superintendent
who it believes can lift the district over the bar of
academic excellence. Foundational reforms be-
gin. Parents, teachers or behind-the-scenes play-
ers squawk. Alliances are made. Tinkering and
criticism grow. Finally, the superintendent gives
up—orgets run off.

Is that plotline, created time and time again by
feuding adults, what is best for the kids in DISD
classrooms? The time has come for trustees to
have the courage to write a different ending.

DISD Trustees, Back Off
Latest classroom meddling poorly serves students 

■ Goal: End practice of paying teachers based on
years of service and college degrees; instead, tie
pay to effectiveness as measured by performance,
student achievement and student surveys.

■ The DISD board of trustees approved the new
pay-for-performance model by a 7-2 vote May 24.
Bernadette Nutall and Carla Ranger cast the two
no votes.

■ Teachers are being evaluated under the new
system for the first time this school year.
Evaluation scores from 2014-15 will “inform
compensation” beginning in 2015-16.

■ For most teachers, 50 percent of the evaluation
is based on performance, 35 percent on student
achievement results and 15 percent on student
survey results.

■ Student surveys are not used in most
kindergarten to second grade classrooms. Those
teachers’ evaluations are based 65 percent on
performance and 35 percent on student
achievement results.

■ Among the achievement measures are
Assessment of Course Performance tests,
developed with input from DISD teachers. These
are administered in core content areas and other
subject areas not assessed with STAAR. 

TeacherExcellence Initiative

M onday was a grim day for animal lovers
after word broke that Dallas euthan-
ized four dogs while their unsuspect-

ing rescuers continued to seek homes for them. 
Deborah Whittington says Dallas Animal

Services had agreed to provide safe harbor for
the four Australian Shepherds after they were
removed Dec. 30 from a sketchy existence in
southeast Dallas. She says contact info was pro-
vided to make certain that the volunteers, who
had worked relentlessly to get dozens of neglect-
ed animals out of the frigid weather, would have
an opportunity to retrieve the dogs if a problem
ensued.

But at some point after Animal Services took
custody, a terrible miscommunication occurred.
Just two days after they entered the shelter, the
four Aussies were euthanized on New Year’s
Day. The city promises a full investigation.

This tragedy is an awful one for so many rea-
sons, beginning with the deaths of the dogs, who
deserved a second chance in a loving home.

Additionally, DAS head Jody Jones and Dr.
Cate McManus have worked hard with volun-
teers, fosters and rescue groups to gain their
trust and re-establish the shelter’s credibility. 

City Hall needs to quickly provide the basic
facts of what happened. By now, interviews with
the animal cruelty officer involved in the Aus-
sies’ capture and the DAS staffer who handled
the dogs’ intake must have occurred. What did
the city learn and what does the paperwork
show?

The city also needs to immediately clarify
why, even if no special protected status was in
place for these four dogs, they were put down
within two days of their arrival. 

Even on its best days, DAS faces insurmount-
able odds: An average of 500 animals are sur-
rendered or picked up every week. While the
city increased DAS funding in the last budget, it
didn’t add money for more staff. There are sim-
ply not enough people in the field or in the shel-
ter to manage the number of animals.

As long as that’s the reality, tragedies such as
the story of the four Aussies can — and will —
happen again.

The number of abandoned dogs within the
city limits is astounding. Some become danger-
ous strays. People who willfully dump unwanted
animals, particularly in the southeastern part of
Dallas, have to be stopped. 

Perhaps these irresponsible pet ownerswould
behave differently if they saw patrols in the popu-
lar dumping grounds — for instance, the Inter-
state 20-Dowdy Ferry and Crawford Park areas
— or faced code officers knocking on doors to
check whether animals are properly registered.

Is it possible for DAS to organize a staff-volun-
teer sweep through the worst dumping sites?

As we wrote last month, the best long-term so-
lution may be educating our youngest residents
on responsible pet ownership. Likewise, the Dal-
las Companion Animal Project, at dallasanimals
.org, offers good ideas about how all residents can
help reduce the number of unwanted animals
entering the shelter and rescue system.

The four Aussies were to be named Love,
Hope, Faith and Grace. Let’s all move forward in
that compassionate spirit to find solutions to
help the city’s abandoned and neglected dogs.

A Terrible Mistake
Dog tragedy should spark action by Dallas 

Deborah Whittington/Special Contributor

Faith was one of the four euthanized dogs.

BRIDGING DALLAS’ NORTH-SOUTH GAP

Moore’s attitude is disturbing
Re: “Police: Assistant DA used racial

terms in arrest,” Tuesday Metro brief.
The recent news of an assistant district

attorney, Justin A. Moore, brings to light a
real issue that has been held by people all
through the metroplex. The type of venom-
filled vitriol reported to have been uttered by
Moore during his arrest uncovers the dis-
crimination held by many toward authority
and economic influence. 

No wonder the negotiations between rep-
resentatives of the development between
North and South Dallas cannot create new
opportunities. Moore’s position of trust and
authority not only questions his integrity,
but those who have been in the city govern-
ment before the recent elections. I pray jus-
tice and diligence in efforts to erase this atti-
tude.

Gary Sawyer, Garland

Burns delivers a wake-up call ...
Re: “Cost of buying politicians soars” by

Scott Burns, Sunday Business column.
How refreshing to read an accurate wake-

up column as composed by the talented
Burns. My question is: How long will it take
for the American people to wake up and real-
ize there is a for-sale sign on our entire politi-
cal system? In my opinion, there is only one
way we can restore our government and po-
litical system to its constitutional heritage —
and that is with the power of the media to
continue to clearly show John and Jane Doe
what they have blindly ceded to the dollar.

The facade of Republican-Democrat con-
troversy is merely a means to generate more
cash.

History has taught us that we are unable
to learn from history. The wonderful USA
can follow ancient Greece, Rome, et al. into
the annals of history as a former great and
wonderful power.

W. Paul Radman, Dallas

... All Americans should heed
Every American voter should read this

column by Scott Burns. His simple explana-
tion of who really is running this country was
great reading. This is another reason (be-
sides gridlock) people have such a low opin-
ion of our leaders in Washington.

Frank Goley, Denton

Teachers earn every cent
Re: “Teachers carry the load — Reform

ultimately happens in the classroom, says
Anna Norkett,” Saturday Viewpoints.

We need more people like Norkett who
are willing to invest in our youth. Another
organization making strides in this regard is
Teach for America, recruiting the best and
brightest from all college majors to teach our
youth.

One thing we must focus on is how to ap-
propriately compensate those who want to
teach. It saddened me when my TFA-re-
cruited daughter brought her first teaching
paycheck home and asked me if it looked
correct — and after replying yes, she said,
“Well, I guess I will be poor all my life.” 

When are we going to stand up and pay
the teachers of our future leaders what they
deserve? Hmm, a potential platform idea for
a political candidate? Let’s start paying our
teachers what they deserve.

Rick Lee, Carrollton

@RickLeeAviation

Sibling rivalry is manufactured
Re: “Richer sibling, poorer sibling,” Fri-

day Business story.
The article on sibling wealth could proba-

bly just be considered an extension of rival-
ries (and alleged parental favoritism) and
envy that also may have occurred during
school years. We should add two things
when evaluating this.

First, an entitlement mentality: the belief
that we have the same genes, grew up in the
same house, went to the same schools K-12
and, regardless of choices and luck, there

should be an equality of outcomes. 
The second issue is our obsession with

the exceptions. I went to two reunions this
year, and many of my classmates have done
much cooler things and have a lot more
money than myself. Someone I went to high
school with (not my year) has been a billion-
aire for more than a decade and owns an
NFL team. We tend to focus on these people
as the starting point in assessing our own
success, or creating an internal perception
of failure, rather than on those who couldn’t
attend because they were unable to afford
child care or couldn’t get off their shift from
the restaurant where they wait tables. 

Lack of recognition of the two things
above is what creates a manufactured rival-
ry between siblings.

Jay Martin, Dallas/Uptown

My water bill doubled
Re: “A Fair Price for Water — The cost

from Lake Fork is too high,” Sunday Editori-
als.

I know that a $4 average monthly in-
crease on monthly water bills for Dallas Wa-
ter Utilities customers seems like a lot of
money, but my water bill doubled to a mini-
mum of $75 per month to live in a town very
near Lake Fork. Imagine doing all you can
to decrease your usage, but your monthly
bill still doubles! And, the rate increases are
even worse for businesses. Pardon me if I
don’t feel your pain.

Belinda Prihoda, Quitman

Bag tax doesn’t reduce litter
I generally appreciate the efforts of

Dwaine Caraway at Dallas City Hall. He is
engaged and knowledgeable about most
city issues. However, even the best strike out
sometimes. Caraway fostered a new bag or-
dinance that accomplishes the following:

1. He has increased the operating costs
for retailers that will, most assuredly, be
passed on to me, the consumer.

2. He has added a nickel-a-bag tax to my
grocery bill. I am retired and on a fixed in-
come, so this tax is not something I appreci-
ate.

3. He has encouraged me to find the clos-
est non-Dallas grocery store to my home.

4. He has shown me that shopping at
that non-Dallas grocery store is cheaper
than the bag fee at my most convenient gro-
cery store.

5. More importantly, Caraway has not re-
moved one single bag from the litter in his
district. Nor will he in the future.

6. I have recycled my single-use bags for
years and will continue to do so. Everything
will just cost more without adding anything
to the economy or removing any litter.

Sorry this poorly framed ordinance was
passed.

John Threadgill, Dallas/Lake Highlands

Why apply fee to old bags?
I recently went to Wal-Mart to get some

groceries. Being as this was after Jan. 1, I
was prepared with my reusable bags. When
I got to the self-checkout, I was excited to
discover that inside my cloth bags I had a
few plastic bags from previous grocery trips.
As I went to reuse them, the manager told
me she would be charging me 5 cents for us-
ing any plastic bags, including those I had
brought from home. 

WHAT? I thought this ordinance was
designed to reduce our use of new bags, and
to encourage people to reuse existing bags.
Why should it matter to anyone what my re-
usable bags are made of? Does anyone care
what my cloth bags are made of? What if
they’re made of toxic chemicals? And does
anyone know for sure that I actually reuse
my cloth bags? Maybe I throw them away
after each grocery trip.

Eliminating single-use bags, regardless
of material, should be the aim of this ordi-
nance. After all, once my current plastic
bags are all used up, I don’t plan to get more,
but I would like to get as many uses as possi-
ble out of them without being charged.

Molly Setnick, Dallas/Lakewood
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