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"You Can Run, But You Can't Hide" by Thomas S. Poetter 
Sunday April 7, 2013 
LBJ Plaza, Occupy DOE 2.0 sponsored by United Opt Out National 
 
Many thanks to everyone who showed up for this final day of rally.  I want to let you 
know how honored I am to be included on this program, and how much I appreciate the 
organizers of Occupy 2.0 and United Opt Out National: Tim Slekar, Celesta Smith, 
Peggy Robertson, Laurie Murphy, Shaun Johnson, and Morna McDermott.  I learned so 
much here this year, and as a speaker/participant at last year's Occupy, and hope that the 
work makes a real difference in public school policy in the near future.  Last year the 
organizers invited me to speak about my novel The Education of Sam Sanders.  This 
year, even more so than even one year ago, the horrors I predicted in this work that 
wouldn't be upon us until 2029 are even more real than I imagined, and taking shape 
today.  Thank goodness the world has a few Sam Sanders in our midst, some of them 
here today, to ward off the attackers and at least to reclaim lost ground. 
 
And many things are being done to attack public schooling, teachers, students, parents, 
and citizens including: 1) standardizing the curriculum; 2) forcing teachers to teach to 
high stakes tests; 3) holding teachers "accountable" with new evaluation schemes that tie 
test scores to "merit"; and 4) punishing "failing" schools by shutting them down or 
handing them over to private, corporate interests who claim to be capable of saving them 
from their own seeming demise.  For me, these are the top four among many more 
debilitating approaches that are crippling public schools, teachers, and students.  Add to it 
now the sudden and bruising closures of many urban schools, with the resulting, tragic 
loss of community, livelihood, safety, and hope in those places.  Also add the loss of 
public school funding across the board, forcing public schools to cut services, and operate 
on a shoestring budget that can't possibly deliver the best services to students and parents.  
AND, we have numerous punishing mandates to deal with on the local level, like Ohio's 
"new" third grade guarantee, which stands to retain thousands of Ohio third graders for 
"supposedly" not reading on grade level, this while everyone knows that repeating the 
third grade is a school completion death sentence for many students. 
 
All the while in the process surveilling, and punishing public schools and the teachers 
that serve them and the students, parents, and communities that need them, the powers 
that be – mainly politicians and wealthy pundits with their corporate backers – are 
weakening public schools quickly.  Essentially, they are stealing from them their primary 
purpose and beating heart, that is the project of strengthening our democratic society in 
part through the building of thriving, intellectual public schools – funded and staffed by 
us all – that offer real educational opportunities for the development of a learned citizenry 
capable of doing life-fulfilling work in society and pursuing the good life brimming with 
liberty and happiness. 
 
As a public school parent and supporter of the public education enterprise writ large as 
well as a college professor of education in a highly respected public university, I watched 
in horror on the sidelines as my sons' public schooling experiences over the years, 
especially through the past decade, drifted steadily toward standardized, canned 
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assignments, worksheets, and rote tasks, all with the goal of getting students ready for 
standardized tests and to pass them with high scores.  But since my boys had the cultural 
capital that comes with middle-class socio-economic status as well as in part from the 
relatively high, formal educations attained by their parents, they did fine and were never 
threatened by the educational system with failure.  They passed all the tests, graduated, 
and went on to college.  They just stomached the quiet, deep, and boring creep of less 
than rich curriculum and learning experiences in their classrooms.  In many ways I'm 
ashamed about this, and I do not stand alone among peers in this regard; many parents 
regret their silence, their complicity, their lack of response to the brute forces of guilt, 
shame, and so-called "common sense" when it came to fighting the machine, or taking it 
all in stride with so little, seemingly, to lose by playing along.  Sure I wrote books, and 
gave talks, and encouraged, but my own children never opted out. 
 
With some notable exceptions of teachers and pockets of action in their schools where the 
curriculum was enriched, vital, meaningful, and connective, for the most part the schools 
and the teachers my sons experienced felt they had to operationalize the reform 
approaches as interpreted in the law and new "best practices" in order to insure that 
everyone capable of passing the all mighty tests got what they "needed," irony of all 
ironies.  Nearly no school administrator would deny this is the case, and they wouldn't 
have any hard feelings if criticized for it.  They would simply reply, while moving to the 
next inane challenge, "We had no choice." 
 
But people do have choices.  I make them.  You make them.  I choose to Occupy today 
because classrooms should be rich places for intellectual activity, creativity, imagination, 
and wonder. I choose to Occupy today to support those who would make choices to opt 
out of mandated testing regimes that add nothing to the life of a school or to the lives of 
students.  I salute their bravery, and their mission to strengthen public schools, and fight 
for what they deserve as citizens of this great nation.  I choose to Occupy today because 
choice is a critical aspect of a democratic life, whose pursuit has all but been completely 
removed from most classrooms for students and teachers.  So often teachers can't help but 
do what they're told to do, and often regress in their work, taking the path of least 
resistance to satisfy the boss and the other powers that be.  If test scores are going to be 
the one and only judge of educational worth, why jeopardize any stake you have in the 
enterprise?  Right?  Teach to the test, students will score, and all will be well.  Right? 
 
But we know that none of this is right, that teaching isn't about meeting incentives, it 
surely isn't completely about "content delivery," "performance objectives," or 
"standards."  Instead, great teaching is about creating meaning, it's about connecting with 
children, building relationships, passing on the intellectual, emotional, and practical 
lessons about the dimensions of a democracy fit for life, for living together productively, 
for drawing students "out," not merely "filling" them up.  It's about cultivating a life 
focused on the public good, not the private good, what Philip Phenix in the 1960s would 
call the democracy of worth, as opposed to the democracy of desire, what progressives 
throughout the 20th century would call our democratic destiny, that is cultivating a life of 
the mind in schools that privileges experience, mutual regard, respect, tolerance, and 
social action for the good of all, not just a select few, not just for ourselves, but for 
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everyone.  How do we live together responsibly, learn from each other, and develop the 
habits of mind and heart that will sustain us as a people?  To do these things, we have 
choices to make.  And they are getting harder and harder to make. 
 
To illustrate, I want to talk for a few minutes about Calvin, a close friend and high school 
teacher.  He is a 25-year veteran of teaching, an award-winning, decorated classroom 
teacher; he is a person who has dedicated himself to the project of public education his 
entire career, and has been especially committed to his students, their particular needs 
and interests, hopes and dreams as young adults, as those things are expressed in and out 
of the classroom as members of the wider community. 
 
Calvin had been complaining privately to me that he was having trouble escaping the 
ravages of surveillance, accountability, and control in his long-time teaching position.  So 
I invited Calvin to meet with me over dinner to discuss how teaching was drastically 
changing for him.  The very first thing Calvin said, after taking a deep breath, is: "No one 
has ever pinned me down before."  Saying this sentence out loud hurt him, I could tell.  I 
could see the pain in his face and especially in his eyes behind the remaining faint glint of 
a champion competitor, someone difficult to drag to the mat, who would take any loss 
with difficulty.  He had spent the past 10 years ducking for cover and dodging, basically 
ignoring the state standards since he basically covered all of them anyway, teaching 
students instead, covering the curriculum but not being a slave to it, helping students pass 
his course, graduate, and go on to have productive lives.   He is the embodiment of the 
quintessential, well-known, community-oriented, and beloved high school teacher who 
changes children's lives for the better year in and year out.  He would say, "I am the 
professional teacher.  I know how to teach US History.  No one should script the daily 
objectives for me.  The students and I will figure that out." 
 
His former principal had told the master teachers in Calvin's school for many years:  "The 
classroom, teaching, and curriculum are your territories, not mine.  You do whatever you 
need to do to the get the academic and social jobs of teaching done.  We hired you to 
teach, and you will teach well.  I trust you."  Calvin had lived by that mantra, and enjoyed 
his work, and felt successful because his students were successful.  Now the message is 
completely different. 
 
"They finally got me," he said. 
 
The reality for him was that his new principal had told him that he would have to submit 
a final exam for approval at the beginning of each semester, aligned to the standards, and 
meeting certain "rigorous" criteria as assigned to potential questions through a 
complicated rubric.  A certain percentage of students had to pass a certain percentage of 
the test items each semester and these numbers would be used to calculate "merit" as well 
as to calculate a teacher evaluation score for him at the end of the academic year.  He had 
protested, saying that creating a test would make him, by default, teach to the test and he 
couldn't do it "ethically."  "That's not what professional teachers do," he argued.  But the 
principal said she didn't care about his ethics, that the end of semester exam was due on 



 4 

her desk by 4:00 pm Friday afternoon, and that there was no way around it.  Her hands 
were tied.  The time had come for him to be a "team player." 
 
The irony of it all, he said, is "that I am a team player.  I have professional integrity.  I 
serve the public, even when the public is wrong, or school policy is wrong.  But it hurts, 
and while it is a professional commitment we all make contractually to follow the rules, it 
feels unprofessional to violate strong, time-tested educational principles that have been 
embedded in my teaching for so long."  He continued. 
 
"For example," now clearly animated about the work at hand and what was at stake while 
simultaneously, and clearly compromised, "I have always taught students and the 
curriculum first.  Never to the test.  My routine would be to engage the students in the 
content of the unit Monday through Wednesday, review on Thursday, create the test 
Thursday night, and give an exam each Friday.  But I never knew what would be on the 
exam before I taught the unit.  I never, ever created an exam in my whole career before 
Thursday night, and I never re-used an old exam.  Each year is different, each unit is 
different, each class is different, all the students different, I'm different every year.  How 
many of my colleagues do you think have just given up and merely use pre-made 
materials, ripping tests out of the back of the textbook, taking test items from those 
packaged items and creating an end of week, or end of unit, or end of grading period, or 
end of semester test that they will teach to the entire time?  Personally, I don't think that 
is teaching, and that is what has been lost in this whole debacle.  The things we are being 
told to do don't enhance teaching and learning.  They degrade them, don't improve things, 
demoralize teachers, and destroy public education.  They teacher-proof public schooling." 
 
"What's more, I realize that while I can try to keep my same routine, not teach to the test, 
keep working, the test items that I've pre-chosen to be measured at the end of the term are 
already there, constantly in my head, crowding out other things that are more important 
in the moment.  And I can't lock them out.  This is the tragedy of the entire enterprise.  
Scripting schooling ahead of time doesn't allow for curiosity, questions, new directions, 
creativity, and imagination.  These are the things, I would argue, that our society depends 
on in so many ways, and schools can have a hand in teaching them.  But we can't truly 
teach if we are slaves to the test, to the standards, to the actual questions and discrete 
little bits of content that are pre-planned.  It's destructive, and even I can't hide from it 
now" 
 
Of course, what Calvin is experiencing has been happening to elementary school teachers 
all over the country, and in many aspects in even more controlling ways during the past 
20 years.  Many elementary school teachers across the country are speaking from written 
scripts throughout the day, juggling different classes with different students and different 
needs so as to be on the same page as their colleagues for every lesson, following strict 
curriculum pacing guides and lesson plans/activity formats, giving pre-made formative 
assessments to every student in the same way, scoring students with meaningless 
summative tests and quizzes, ad nauseam.  This isn't teaching, no matter if children 
perform on tests, and are thought to be making so-called academic "progress." 
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The truth is that secondary teachers have mostly been able to avoid this trap even during 
the past 10 years.  I would contend that we are witnessing the destruction of one of the 
last frontiers of teaching;  that is quality high school teaching is slipping away from us as 
the powers that be publish more confining standards, pre-packaged materials, scripted 
assessments and lesson plans, pacing guides, and objectives at the secondary level.  It's 
all part of a mad race to nowhere and a land grab.  Teachers and students routinely feel a 
lack of passion and interest in what they are doing.  People in schools are losing sight of 
their own and students' interests and concerns, of the power of intellectual curiosity, of 
the important pursuit of meaning.  We are creating the schools that Sam Sanders, in his 
fictional, futuristic world, had to bring down by opting out. 
 
The great public good of a comprehensive public education system that provides 
individualized, quality, equitable, and accessible education to every student is a distant 
dream, currently lost in a sea of standardized drivel, the primacy of arbitrary and 
contextual-less standards and tests, and a massive movement to privatize education 
through voucher programs and for-profit charter schools.  Every single person on the 
inside knows it, and most feel absolutely powerless to stop it, though sometimes we take 
solace in what teachers and teacher advocates graciously would call "the in-between 
places," small nooks and crannies of possibility between the mandated tests and lessons. 
 
But the fact of the matter is that all of the lessons and evaluations are scripted ahead of 
time by the powers that be, leaving little room to maneuver, to engage, to teach.  These 
tiny in-between spaces, while perhaps providing a momentary glimmer of legitimate 
educational experiences and real teaching, are fleeting, and don't make for a satisfying 
professional career, or a morally defensible approach to the enterprise of educating each 
student in our society while also building substantive social and cultural experiences that 
yield the fabric of a democratic society, one populated by citizens who understand and 
value difference, service, experience, and sacrifice.  Now, even Calvin, model of 
mastering the art of the dodge, has been trapped.  There seemingly is no way out. 
 
Except, to his credit, Calvin hasn't given up.  He is a team player, and he is a competitor.  
He tries to resist, working to maintain his commitment to students.  He hopes for the tide 
to turn, perhaps politically.  Maybe society will see its errors, and stem the tide, 
delivering a turning that didn't exist while the flood ensued.  Maybe it will be teachers, 
resisting and becoming more and more civilly disobedient.  Maybe students and parents 
will opt out of the tests, saying enough is enough.  Maybe a crusader will reclaim the 
high ground, and put an end to the outside pressures that hurt schools through a new story 
that yields a new mandate.  You can run, but you can't hide, Calvin.  Truth is, he's tired of 
running, we're tired of running, I'm tired of running, so we stand here today and Occupy, 
because public education, and teaching, are worth saving.  Calvin is worth saving.  
Students are worth saving.  Our schools are worth saving. 
 
You can run, but you can't hide.  We can run, but we can't hide.  And truth be told, we're 
not hiding anymore.  We're not running anymore.  Because like Calvin, we're speaking 
out, and a new day must dawn, soon, before the terror oriented creeping of standardized 
curriculum, high stakes testing, corporate takeovers, supervisory surveillance, union 
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busting, and the privatization of our sacred, public enterprise of teaching every student 
well for a meaningful life, all fade into memory.  That must not happen. 
 
I'm Tom Poetter, from Ohio, one of our nation's great cradles of excellence and 
innovation.  I'm a teacher, a professor, a teacher educator, a scholar, a citizen, and I 
OCCUPY. 


