
Moving Beyond the Status Quo - The Minneapolis Federation of Teachers Plan  
                     to Close the Opportunity Gap and Raise the Learning Bar 
 
The opportunity gap is a problem that has its roots in the racism, classism and white 
privilege of our city.  We know that we must accompany social and economic 
reforms with education change in order to solve it.  It is time for all of us to step up to 
the plate to wipe out the opportunity gap once and for all.  We have spent far too 
long as a city and a District admiring the problem, pointing fingers, and applying one 
silver-bullet solution after another.  It is our moral imperative to ensure all 
children/youth are successful in school and in life. 
 
Today, Minneapolis Public School Superintendent Bernadeia Johnson outlined a 
plan of action for educational reform. We are encouraged that the Superintendent 
has brought forward several ideas that the teachers union has championed for many 
years.   
 
We agree that we must: 
 
1)   Hire teachers earlier in the year. Waiting until the end of the school year or 
summer to hire teachers is not productive. In order to meet this goal, the District 
should pull its budget together earlier, determine what staffing positions are needed 
and then recruit accordingly.   
This will help us be more competitive.  
 
2)    Create collaborative partnership between the teachers, families, 
community (et al)  and the District.  We either are in this work together or we are 
not.  The Minneapolis Federation of Teachers (MFT) believes in collaboration and 
has a long history of working together with others.  We are happy to see the 
Superintendent wants the same.   
 
3)   Hire more teachers of color.   Minneapolis is a city full of beautiful diversity.  It is 
important that we reflect that diversity in our schools.  The Minneapolis Public 
Schools (MPS) Human Resources Department is responsible for the hiring of its 
teachers.  MFT agrees with and has long advocated for the hiring more teachers of 
color.  Students need to see themselves in our schools.  To this end, the MFT has 
had 14 programs over the past 20 years to recruit teachers of color.  We hope to see 
the District increase its recruiting efforts.   
 
4)   Maintain a quality, experienced teaching workforce. MPS educators are hard 
working, educated, caring professionals who believe in their students.  They want to 
do what is best for all students.  It is who we are and why we teach - to help children 
grow up to be successful and to help society be its best.  It is imperative that we 
increase our investment in, respect of, and support for educators by ensuring they 
get the resources needed, have adequate time for planning and teaming, and have 
manageable class and caseload sizes so every student can have the attention they 
need and deserve.  Many years ago, the MFT developed a program to ensure each 
teacher is continuously developing and improving and, for those that are not able or 
willing to be at their best, to help them move on from the profession.  MFT also 
created a set of Standards of Effective Instruction as well as a mentoring program to 



help our profession be the best it can be.  We believe in quality and ensuring best 
practices.   
 
5)   Develop a home-grown teachers program. For many years, the MFT helped 
create and sponsor a “Grow Your Own” teaching magnet at Edison High School.  It 
was a great way to expose youth to the opportunity of becoming a teacher.  Funding 
derailed the program so we are happy to hear District leadership would like to return 
to it.  There are many great students in our District who could become wonderful 
teachers of the future. 
               
While these are great ideas that we know can help make a difference, we do not 
believe that Superintendent Johnson goes far enough in her proposals to close the 
opportunity gap. In addition to the strategies outlined above, we call on District 
leadership to join us in a collaborative partnership to expand the dialogue around 
closing the opportunity gap.  
 
The following also need to be included in the discussions and collective 
actions: 
 
1)   Small Class Size 
It is critical to have class sizes small enough so that teachers can meet the needs of 
every student. The quintessential research done by Biddle and Berliner (1995) 
shows that students do better when class sizes are between 14 -17, especially within 
the first four years of a child’s educational career. The research (and common 
sense) tells us that having small class sizes will help close the gap.   
 
2)   Focusing on Teaching, Not Testing 
A student’s value should not be solely based on a one-time test that only covers a 
very small portion of the curriculum. We need to assess student learning but can do 
so using a wide variety of methods that are more meaningful and give a clearer 
description of what a student knows.  Let’s expand our thinking on how to assess 
and understand each of our students so that we will be sure to help them become 
self-actualized learners and grow into the productive and happy adults they were 
meant to be. Our current focus on high stakes testing is lowering the achievement 
bar and eliminating too many important areas of learning.   
 
3)    Time for Educators to Plan, Prepare, Gather Resources and Team with one 
another. 
Educators need time to prepare high quality, culturally relevant, and engaging work 
for students. Educators need consistent, built-in time to plan and prepare lessons 
that deeply connect with a diverse range of students. If educators are given the 
opportunity, we can engage students in ways that create life-long learners who are 
excited about their education.     
 
4)   Solutions, Not Suspensions 
First, it is critical that we make sure, as educators, we build strong and positive 
relationships with all students.  We know that is our responsibility.  We also ask for 
help when students show serious behaviors that continuously disrupt classroom 
learning.  We need mental health and behavior specialists in schools that can work 



with students to address behavior issues and get them back on track. We also need 
strong partnerships between schools, parents and community leaders that provide 
students with the influences, support structures and role models they need. 
Suspending students does little to improve behavior and hurts academic 
performance. We need to provide support for our students and teachers to help each 
understand why a student may be acting out and also teach them how to manage 
behavior issues in the future.  Suspensions should be reserved only for the most 
severe behavior infractions.   
 
5) Focus and align the work of the District.   
Currently, the District has too many programs and initiatives.  The PhI Delta Kappa 
curriculum audit completed on the MPS District indicates there are simply too many 
expectations and programs that have been created by the District over time and not 
enough knowledge about the return of investment on any of them.  While each of the 
initiatives and programs may be great, combined, there are simply too many to do 
well.  We must get focused. 
 
6)   Provide wrap-around services for students.  Too many MPS students do not 
have the resources in their lives to be at their best each day.  Teachers work hard to 
overcome the challenges but know that if we leveled the playing field, students 
would fair better in school. 
Making sure students have such basic things as glasses, asthma medication, mental 
health support, beds to sleep in, safe and affordable housing, nutritious meals, and 
exposure to real life enrichment activities is imperative.  When teachers speak of 
these things, they are not making excuses, they are advocating for their students 
because they see such things can make a positive difference in learning.  We cannot 
turn away from our most vulnerable children and expect teachers to do it all to make 
up the difference.    
 
7) Schools that Meet the Needs of Students 
Students should have access to a wide variety of services that create the foundation 
for learning. That means health care, housing, food, counseling, technology and 
other services that are for too many out of reach and unattainable at home. It is not a 
coincidence the majority of the students on the wrong side of the gap do not have 
consistent access to these vital services, while the majority of students who have 
access perform well in school. It is not an excuse to point out the fact that students in 
poverty do not have the same advantages that students from economically stable 
homes do. The solution is to create a partnership between the District, educators 
existing service providers, community organizations and families that can meet the 
foundational needs of every student in Minneapolis. 
 
8) Partnership Schools: Strong Partnership Between Families, the Community 
and Schools 
Schools are intertwined in the fabric of the surrounding community. Often times they 
are the last serious public investment left in neighborhoods affected by 
unemployment, poverty, homelessness and hunger. We need to create strong and 
intentional partnerships between teachers, students, parents, community leaders to 
create the kinds of schools that our students deserve.  Giving parents, students, 



teachers and community leaders more authority to shape their public school will 
foster a positive and collaborative learning environment. 
 
9) High-quality Teaching and Learning 
Because education is one of the most complex tasks in our society it requires 
talented professionals who care about their students and their work. Educators are 
skilled professionals who combine experience in the classroom, extensive 
knowledge of the content, and an understanding of how our students learn to create 
engaging lessons for students. MFT is committed to ensuring that every child has a 
high-quality, experienced teacher. We believe that teachers who are struggling 
should receive the training and support they need to improve their craft. And yes, we 
believe that teachers who continue to struggle after receiving training and support 
should be moved out of the classroom. 
 
10) Culturally Relevant Curriculum and Teaching 
The MPS curriculum should reflect a student’s culture and perspective. Students 
should see their culture and roots reflected in what they are learning. It is time to 
give teachers the leeway to plan culturally relevant lessons and experiences for their 
students. We need to make sure our curriculum and teaching strategies help each 
student feel welcome in our schools and classrooms.  Further, all educators in the 
District should be engaged in a high-quality and cultural competency training to 
ensure that we have a deep understanding of all our students.   
  
11) Using Our Collective Voice in the Fight for Social Justice 
Our union is a powerful voice for justice, change and democracy. We partner with 
community allies and engage in collective action to win fights that improve the 
environments our students come from. It is not a coincidence that most students who 
fall on the wrong of the opportunity gap come from historically oppressed 
communities. As a city we must decide that it is not okay for the plague of poverty, 
violence, discrimination, segregation, hunger, homelessness, racism, homophobia, 
sexism, and despair to linger in the streets of Minneapolis. We know that we must 
accompany social and economic reforms with in-school reforms, but we cannot 
simply blame educators for the opportunity gap while not addressing the broken 
social fabric which is a prime factor in creating the gap. 
 
We look forward to working with everyone to close the opportunity gap and 
raise the learning bar.  Our sleeves are pushed up and our hearts are wide 
open.   
 
 

  
 
 

	  


