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Every Thursday, Friday, Saturday and
Sunday, for a year, Andrew Roberts would get
off work at his job as an intern in the Learning
Center at Clayton High School and go to St.
Louis Lambert International Airport — but not
to catch a flight. Instead, he would clock in at
about 5pm to start a shift at his second job at
Avis Car Rental, and would clock off at about
11pm.

“So for about a year, I didn’t have
weekends or evenings,” Roberts said in
an interview. “Social life was really an
impossibility” Roberts teaches human-
ities and general support classes in the
Learning Center.

Now, Roberts drives for Lyft on his
time off, but he says it's awkward when
he picks up a student. When that hap-
pens, Roberts said, “It’s like, ‘Oh, Mr.
Roberts, you're also driving for Lyft?”

He said he doesn't think that students
understand that, in his job at the high
school, he doesn’t earn a liveable wage.

Even still, Roberts borrows
money from his parents. “Usually,
every month, it’s often $200 to $300.
Sometimes it’s been as high as $700,”
said Roberts. “Going to your parents
as a 30-plus-year-old for money, even
if they do give it to you and say, ‘We
support you and everything, it makes
you feel like you've made really bad
decisions”

Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy’s Living Wage Calculator estimates
that a single St. Louis County adult
with no children has annual expenses of over
$29,500 — $3,500 more than the Learning Cen-
ter staff makes this school year. A single adult
without children has the least expenses of any
category on the calculator.

Tony Arnold, the districts assistant superin-

tendent of human resources, said the concept of
a liveable wage was subjective because the wage
depends on location and the number of adults
and children in a household.

For a working couple with three children,
those expenses top $110,000. Brenton Jamison,
another Learning Center intern, is married
with three kids, and he also works a second job
“because of the salary I earn here,” he said.

production teacher, teacher’s union represen-
tative and speech and debate coach, worked in
the Learning Center 11 years ago, he struggled,
even though he earned more than his counter-
parts. Seiwell worked half-time in the Learning
Center, spending the other half teaching En-
glish classes for a teacher who suddenly needed
a long-term substitute, and earned half of an
intern’s salary plus half of a teacher’s salary.
Seiwell said when his car was stolen
while working in the Learning Center,

“I spent approximately a semester
doing a one hour commute each way
on the Metrolink because I couldn’t
afford a car” Seiwell noted, “I think the
current interns that we have have it far
worse than I did”

The Learning Center serves as an
instructional resource for students,
mostly by providing individual
and small group support and what
its director, Carroll Lehnhoff-Bell,
describes as “individualized support
in a positive, academic environment
where students feel at home,” through
its classes.

English Department Chair Deana
Tennill said that the program helps
students generate ideas and plan essays
for their English classes, which would
otherwise take several conferences —
time that English teachers with packed
schedules don’t necessarily have.

“I should be able to leave here and then
spend that quality time with my family. ’'m not
able to do that,” Jamison said. “The fact that I
can't spend time with my family because of the
lack of pay is really what I struggle with most.”

When Justin Seiwell, now CHS’s video

Seiwell said that while the Learning
Center interns are full-time employ-
ees of the school district, “[their] job
objective can change depending on the needs
of a day, a week, a month, a semester, a school
year ... That provides a real luxury to the school
district to address acute needs as they come up.”

“They’re teaching executive functioning.

It’s the hardest thing in the world to teach,
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how to have a kid figure out how to think for
themselves,” Seiwell said of the Learning Center
staff. “They’re doing the hardest teaching in the
building”

Students and parents concurred with teach-
ers: “The Learning Center teachers have been
pivotal in helping my children who are student
athletes to learn time management, staying on
track and [staying] focused,” said one parent,
Kerry Vetter. “The Learning Center teachers
have been essential in helping the freshman
class that were not familiar with the rigorous
expectation of CHS. The program continues
to be extremely helpful for students who need
the in-person and hands-on help to excel in
school and participate with sports activities
after school”

“The Learning Center helped me with all
my classes through the four years I've been in
high school,” said Gabriella Broussard, a senior
at CHS and her class’ president. “I built a very
good relationship with Mrs. [Lehnhoff-Bell]
and Mr. Jamison, who helped me battle tough
college prep classes such as Algebra, Chemistry
and English. Now that I am in my senior year, I
still spend a lot of time in the Learning Center
to get work done, such as college applications.
Ms. Richards has been a big help with college
essays, applying for scholarships or just being
there for a hug on a rough day”

Safari Sanders, another parent, said the
Learning Center “has gone to great lengths to
make sure all the students are learning, building

M Two Adults (Both working)

Two Children

Three Children

strategies and communicating effectively, and
they inform the parents of what works best for
the students. Without the staff in the Learning
Center department, many students would be
suffering”

Sanders, referring to district leadership,
said, “I challenge you to make the necessary
adjustments to our Learning Center teachers’
salaries, so we can keep the qualified and cre-
dentialed teachers that love their jobs and our
students”

In a district where almost 90 percent of
teachers are paid over $60,000 a year, it’s
anomalous that the Learning Center’s staff, who
have an average of nine years’ service with the
district, are paid only $26,000.

Learning Center intern Nino
LaMadrid works with a
student. LaMadrid has been
with the Clayton School
District for 14 years. Prior to
working at CHS, LaMadrid
was an actuary and a college
math instructor. During

his 14 years in the school
district, LaMadrid’s $26,000
salary has remained largely
unchanged.
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Lehnhoff-Bell outlined a number of issues
she identified with the interns’ current position:
first, that the title of intern itself “doesn’t clearly
define what it is that the Learning Center staff
does”” She explained that the intern title in
education typically refers to what the position
originated as: a way for new teachers to “get
their feet wet,” but that the position “definitely
isn't that anymore”

“The ... problematic thing with the title is,
it keeps being compared to other positions in
other districts when we talk about like, ‘Well,
we pay our interns more than other districts,”
said Lehnhoff-Bell. “I have reached out to some
of the surrounding districts who have intern/
aide positions and the interns or aides in those
districts do not have comparable responsibili-
ties. We are proposing that we do away with in-
terns to staff the Learning Center. The support
students, families and teachers are looking for
from the Learning Center is more of a coach or
advisor type position, and I would love to see
the Learning Center staff be paid a salary that
matches their value and role”

Arnold explained that when the district
looks to change the pay for a position, they look
to market districts — nearby school districts
with similar socioeconomic statuses — to get

an idea of the pay for comparable positions. In
this case, Arnold said, Clayton’s interns earn
more than the ceiling pay — the highest in a
range of starting salaries — for interns in other
districts.

Arnold added that the role that interns play
in the Learning Center “has shifted,” but he
said, “I think the title needs to shift along with
that” He said the district is “definitely reviewing
the possibilities of renaming the position for
the future”

Lehnhoff-Bell said that the administrators
offered another justification for the pay: if
they were 12-month employees, they would be
making a living wage. “But they’re not,” Lehn-
hoft-Bell said. “It feels like we don’t use that
rationale for other positions such as teachers,
reading specialists, library aides, and depart-
mental assistants,” Lehnhoff-Bell said. “But we
do use that rationale for this position.”

As 9-month employees, Learning Center
staff have to find jobs over the summer, while
maintaining the same expenses they would
have during the school year. The staff said that
it is difficult to find jobs for only three months.
SummerQuest, the school districts summer day
camp program, only hired certificated teach-
ers — and Roberts is the only Learning Center

intern with a teaching certificate.

Arnold said some teachers get jobs over
the summer, working at summer school or
tutoring. He said when he was a teacher and
an assistant principal, he worked over the
summer, too. He said that for programs like
SummerQuest, teachers must have a teaching
certificate for the program to comply with state
requirements.

“Mr. Poole — he’s the director of diversity
and inclusion for our district — has shone a
light on the need to humanize marginalized
members of our school community so that we
can better understand people which can, in
turn, lead to a more equitable experience for
these groups of people;” Lehnhoff-Bell said. “So,
this group of people in our community who
don’t make a living wage, we have to under-
stand them and humanize their experiences
more so that we truly understand the impact
the intern salary has on the Learning Center
staff;” she said.

Lehnhoff-Bell wondered “why we as a dis-
trict have not made the move to give employ-
ees, who work with so many of our learners,

a living wage,” and “what [she] might need to
do to help administrators and the Board of
Education better understand what it’s like to,

Learning Support Director Carroll Lehnhoft-Bell works with a Learning Center student in her office.
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for this extended period of time, not make a
living wage.”

Like classroom teachers, Learning Center
interns do have benefits including health and
leave benefits that other districts do not offer
interns.

Unlike the typical salaried teacher posi-
tion, interns are required to clock in and out,
Lehnhoff-Bell said. Lehnhoft-Bell explained
that the decision for interns to become hourly
was in compliance with employment regula-
tions under the Obama administration aimed at
protecting workers.

The Learning Center does receive a yearly
pay increase of $500, or about 2 percent, ac-
cording to Board of Education documents from
2019, 2020 and 2021. An intern listed as a new
employee in the document from 2019, would

have earned $25,000 when their salary is adjust-
ed for a full-time intern position. Documents
suggest the intern only worked part-time in the
Learning Center. Unlike teachers, the docu-
ments suggest that Learning Center interns do
not move up a step on their salary schedule for
each additional year in the district.

Learning Center interns are classed as
“instructional interns,” according to Board doc-
uments, however the salary schedule for interns
is not publicly available on the district’s website.
Despite serving for 14 years, Learning Center
intern Nino La Madrid earns the same as Brian-
na Richards, who is in her second year in the
district. “T just got out of school in 2019; there’s
no way I should be getting paid anything near
any of them,” Richards said of her colleagues.

32K

According to MIT, in
2020, $32,000 was
considered a living

wage in the
United States.

Andrew

Roberts

Roberts started working at CHS
in 2017 after working as a substitute
teacher in the Clayton and University
City School Districts. He grew up in
University City and graduated from
University City High School in 2005;
with the exception of a semester at
Truman State University in Kirks-
ville, he has lived in the St. Louis area
his whole life.

Roberts received a bachelor’s
degree in psychology from Webster
University in 2009. After getting his
undergraduate degree, Roberts said,
he had a hard time finding work and
aspired to be a professor, so he vol-
unteered in a psychological research
lab at Washington University in St.
Louis to network and get experience.

“We were studying how people
conjugate verbs, which involved me
sitting at a monitor with a participant
for three hours as they spoke the
past-tense of a present-tense verb on
a screen,” Roberts said of his time at
Washington University. “Turns out I
don’t like doing research. And since
that’s most of the job of a professor,

I went back to school to become a
high school teacher”He received

a Master of Arts in Teaching from
Webster and a subsequent teaching
certificate in 2014, and started sub-
stitute teaching in the University City
School District, then later moved

to Clayton, where he worked as a
substitute teacher, then to his current
position as a Learning Center intern.
Across 7 colleges in St. Louis and the
surrounding area, Roberts has stud-
ied philosophy, religion, psychology,
history and education. He said he is
proud to have a long list of institu-
tions he has attended.



Brianna

Richards

St. Louis native Brianna Richards grew up in North
County and attended the Ferguson-Florissant school
district, where her mom was a teacher. In 8th grade, she
moved schools to Westminster Christian Academy, which
she described as a “culture shock” to go from a predom-
inantly Black school district to a predominantly white,
Christian private school. Richards went on to study psy-
chology at Fisk University in Nashville, TN.

“It felt great to be back in an environment where I felt
I would thrive,” she said. However, while at college she re-
alized psychology was not her passion and changed course
after graduating.

“In search of a new beginning, fresh out of college
(2019), I came across a position I was interested in,” said
Richards. “I became a paraprofessional through the Miri-
am Learning Center of St. Louis. I was contracted to Con-
fluence Academy South City. I worked one-on-one with a
third grade boy who has autism. He was wonderful! I loved
my job. That job made me realize that a school setting was
where I belonged. I hadn’t come up with the role I wanted
to play yet, but I knew I had to be a part of a school”

But in March 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic derailed
Richards’ paraprofessional career and left her in search of
a job again. She took the opportunity to go back to school
and obtain her Masters of Teaching in Middle School Math
(grades 5-9) at Lindenwood University.

In November 2020, she received a job offer from the
School District of Clayton. She was a campus supervisor
for the remainder of the 2020-2021 school year, until she
was offered the position of a learning center instructor.

“I knew I wanted more classroom experience and I also
was aware that I would be able to build even more rela-
tionships with students,” said Richards. “One of the best
decisions I've ever made! I was so excited to become a part
of what Carroll and crew were doing before I got here and
everyone embraced me as family”

Richards is continuing work on her degree while at
Clayton, and is looking forward to see where it takes her.




place of “intern,” it suggests “coach,” or “instructor,” or “specialist”
or “advisor.” Although the Learning Center is the physical space, it
recommended calling the classes something different.

At the end of April, there had been no agreement on the pro-
posed pay increase, but the interns were told to sign their employ-
ment contracts. The interns were told at that time that if their posi-
tion was changed, they would provide a new letter of employment.

Ultimately, however, the changes still have not come.

At some point after the first meeting with administrators, Lehn-
hoff-Bell said she ran into Doherty in the hallway of CHS. “I asked
him, like, ‘What do we think?’ ... And he’s like, ‘You're not going to
get everything, but I promise you guys will get something,” Lehn-
hoft-Bell said. “And so we waited. But we didn’t see any change.

On May 5, a letter signed by the chairs of every department at
CHS was sent to Doherty, Arnold and Gutchewsky, endorsing the
proposal.

“The district’s commitment to the Learning Center staff should
match the commitment the Learning Center staff has for our
students. And they are fully committed to our students; let’s fully
commit to them in return,” the letter said. “Minimally our Learn-
ing Center staff deserves a living wage, but we believe that they are
worth more than that”

Tennill said that “we have several people in [the English] depart-
ment who have taught in the Learning Center at different points in
time. And those who have that first hand experience know very well
how difficult the position is and how difficult it is to make ends meet
with the compensation for that role”

Following the receipt of the Department Chair letter, the district
administration indicated that things were looking positive for the
future of the proposal, but as the school year came to a close, that
momentum hit a dead end.

“And so we
waited.
But we didn’t

see any change.”

Doherty was on his way out, having announced his plans to retire
in September of 2020, and the Learning Center interns remained in
limbo. With a new incoming superintendent, the process would have
to be reevaluated.

Arnold explained that, oftentimes, a decision like this one would
be left for a new superintendent because, “the new leader is the one
that will need to own the responsibility of that decision.”

Nino

La Madrid

Serving the district since September
2007, La Madrid has worked as a college
mathematics instructor and an actuary.

In addition to Learning Center classes,
La Madrid gathers data and tracks stuents’
grades for school administrators and coun-
selors. He also manages the school’s Edgenu-
ity system, a virtual learning alternative.



Patel said in an interview that she needed
to delay the implementation of the proposal
because she had just arrived in the district.
“My thoughts on it were, being the new super-
intendent, I understand a process has already
started, but I just asked that we kind of put a
pause on it for now and use this year to really

research other learning centers and other
school districts”

In Lehnhoff-Bell's eyes, the proposal was
put on pause for this school year.

“What I do feel like happened in these
meetings is that the level of understanding
about what we do grew;” Lehnhoft-Bell said.
“There’s a piece of me that needs to own that

Brenton

more. I need to be making sure 'm commu-
nicating our roles and purpose more as the
director of learning support.”

Patel said that moving forward, “the
proposal itself may change over the course
of the year and that new proposal would
have input from the building level leadership
first” She said, ultimately, “We will collec-
tively make the decision with input from all
parties”

While the interns wait for administrators
to lay down the final decision, Roberts will
continue to drive for Lyft after he finishes
his day job supporting students at Clayton
High School. He said that when he gets a

Jamison

Brenton Jamison and his son, Jayden. (Photo by Lily Kleinhenz)

better-paying teaching job, he wants to pursue
a Ph.D. in environmental and educational
psychology. He said wants his research to

help schools improve their physical spaces, by
coming up with “simple, cheap tweaks ... that
will have a subtle impact on the entire student
body”

Roberts said he also wants to continue
learning: he wants to remain a student at
community colleges to learn all their “weird
things,” he said. “I still want to learn about
physics, abstract math, international diploma-
cy and the history and methods of espionage,
to name a few.” @

Jamison received his Bachelor’s in En-
glish at Rockhurst University in 2008 with an
emphasis on creative writing. Hoping to get his
foot in the door as a writer, he then went on to
work at a publishing company, where he real-
ized that rather than actually writing he was
primarily selling scientific books and journals
over the phone.

From there, Jamison went on to earn his
first teaching job as an English intern at Park-
way Central High School in 2011. He discov-
ered his love for working with students more
closely. Unfortunately with budget cuts, PCH’s
version of a learning center was put on the
chopping block and again he found himself on
the hunt for a new job. At the time, Jamison’s
brother-in-law was working for the Special
School District and suggested that he should
apply to be a paraeducator, which he did and
“was absolutely blown away by the direction of
education which was much more individual-
ized and focused on the learner as opposed to
curriculum”

From 2013 to 2016, Jamison worked at
Meramec Elementary School as an applied
behavior analysis paraeducator and earned
the Building Block award, an award given out
each year to a select few paraeducators for their
excellence in support of students. Also during
that time, he began his Masters in Education
with an emphasis on special education and
continued his educational career with the
School District of Clayton as an instructional
intern.

Jamison took his own learning seriously,
as well. He obtained his master’s in 2018 with
an extra certification in autism studies and
in 2019 earned another graduate degree in
applied behavior analysis. Currently, Jamison is
studying to take his licensure exam to become
a Board-Certified Behavior Analyst.





