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SPEAKINGOUT

CONNECT WITH US
To submit a letter or essay, please go to
www.DemocratandChronicle.com/Opi-
nion and click on “Submit Your Opinion.”
Letters are limited to 150 words. Essay
submissions are limited to 425 words. You
must provide a one-sentence bio and a
headshot when you submit your essay or
it may not be considered for publication.
Contributors are limited to one published
letter or essay every 30 days. All letters
and essays chosen for publication are
subject to editing for length, clarity and
accuracy. We are no longer accepting
submissions by email. Our “Submit Your
Opinion” form is the only way to submit
your opinion online. Due to the high
volume of submissions, we are unable to
publish all of them, and we cannot per-
sonally reply to all submissions. If you do
not see your submission published or
hear from us within two weeks, please
assume that we are not able to use your
submission. 

Each day we enter the driver’s side
door on our motor vehicles, we make
the decision to operate this heavy,
dangerous machine and trust that
our fellow drivers are following the
rules of the road and making safe
choices behind the wheel of a car.
Unfortunately, our numbers tell us
otherwise.

In 2023, our felony Vehicular
Crimes Bureau took in 302 cases and
our Local Courts Bureau took in an
additional 936 misdemeanor DWIs.
That means there were 1,238 vehicu-
lar-related arrests in 2023 alone, not
including speeding tickets and traffic
violations. The scariest part? These
are only the people who were caught. 

Our roads are not safe. In the state
of New York, there are loopholes in
the Vehicle and Traffic Law that un-
realistically limit drugged driving
charges to drugs on a list, making it
“legal” to drive high on everything
else. It is time for New York state leg-
islators to close these loopholes by
passing the Deadly Driving Bill.

The bill corrects many oversights
that currently exist in the Vehicle and
Traffic Law but primarily allows po-
lice to arrest obviously impaired
drugged drivers regardless of wheth-
er the impairing substance is named
or on a list. New York is one of the last
four states in the country using a list
that does not mirror new and emerg-
ing impairing substances and syn-
thetic drugs. 

Impaired is impaired. Dangerous
is dangerous. Because a drug is not
defined on a list does not make it
safe. I join traffic safety advocates,
criminal justice professionals, public
health organization and family mem-
bers who have lost loved ones to
drugged driving, to urge the state
Legislature to support the passage of
this law to close the dangerous loop-
holes of drugged driving.

The Deadly Driving Bill is not a po-
litical issue, it is a roadway safety is-
sue, which is why it includes spon-
sors from both parties. Without the
change in the law, my office is unable
to prosecute cases involving drugged
drivers based on the specific sub-
stance found in their system. This
technicality means that we cannot
find justice for victims in these avoid-
able, deadly crashes. This also means
that those who are abusing these un-
defined substances get behind the
wheel of a vehicle without fear of re-
percussion, although they are risking
the lives of everyone on the road. 

This is a common sense bipartisan
bill supported by law enforcement
and treatment providers throughout
New York State. 

Simply put, this legislation will
save lives.

Sandra Doorley has served as
Monroe County district attorney
since 2012. She is past president of the
District Attorneys Association of the
State of New York.
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New York
must close
drugged
driving
loopholes

Thanks to a massive push to improve
STEM in our schools, science education,
despite not being universally tested, has
received increasing support pretty
much everywhere – but it hasn’t been
enough to prevent a large segment of
our population from thinking that the
Earth is flat, that science is a belief sys-
tem and that climate change is liberal
propaganda.

With democracy under attack and an
epidemic of civic ignorance, deprioritiz-
ing social studies education is a perilous
proposition.

And in the midst of a teenage mental
health crisis, we would be wise to mar-
shal our resources for arts education.

I wonder whether those who make
education policy – who mandate these
tests and then crush us with the data
they produce – are aware of what hap-
pens in schools and how resources are
allocated to subjects for which students
will not be tested and administrators
will not be judged.

“Data-driven” decision-making it’s
called – and is supposed to compel us to
“data-driven” instruction. If teachers
aren’t at least a little subversive, such
philosophy can drain the life out of
teaching and learning and replace any
vision a school might have with the sim-
ple and cynical goal of raising state test
scores in math and English.

To be clear, many colleagues of mine
– across the country – are doing spec-
tacular work teaching science and so-
cial studies, foreign language and the
arts (along with math and English) but
they are often accomplishing this de-
spite the grim cynicism of the data drive
and the misguided focus on those two
subjects.

Am I suggesting we ought to add
more standardized tests to include ev-
ery vital subject we try to teach? No. 

We need less testing! We need to re-
think our entire approach to measuring
student learning and the effectiveness
of teachers and schools. Let’s take those
measurements every day and let’s do it
in a way that doesn’t obstruct us. We
have the technology to do that. 

In most schools, students submit
their work through an internet platform.
Let’s have outside evaluators sample
student work at random to measure
progress. Take the science of political
polling and apply it to evaluating stu-
dents, teachers and schools. It will be
imperfect but better than the current
mess.

We need to teach students how 
to learn, and to value learning

Evaluators can start with my class-
room. Read what my students are writ-
ing. Look at all the ways in which my
students demonstrate learning. Then
let’s have a conversation about it – not,
as is now the practice, an accusation
based on often inaccurate numbers.

How did we even get here: a system
built around suspicion and mistrust in
the ability or commitment of teachers
and the administrators who are sup-
posed to support them?

How about instead we begin with the
premise that every student wants to
learn – which is ultimately true, wheth-
er they can marshal any effort on a given
day (or in a given year) – and that teach-
ers want passionately to see our stu-
dents succeed.

Take a real interest in what we are
doing together in our classrooms. And,
please, let’s blow up the hierarchy of ac-
ademic disciplines. No subject is more
important than another.

Education is a continuum. And learn-
ing is contagious.

We can’t teach our students every-
thing they will need to know. Even so, if
we teach them how to learn, and teach
them to love learning, value knowledge
and aspire to be clear and deep thinkers
– who can read and listen with an open
mind and heart and just enough skepti-
cism to demand and detect reliable and
verifiable evidence – then they might
have a realistic hope of personal success
and collective survival. 

Despite the hideous mess we’ve cre-
ated for them.

Larry Strauss, a high school English
teacher in South Los Angeles since 1992,
is the author of more than a dozen
books, including “Students First and
Other Lies: Straight Talk From a Veteran
Teacher” and his new novel, “Light
Man.”
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As a former labor organizer, I helped
thousands of health-care workers fight
for a stronger health care system and a
healthier Rochester. 

It is an injustice that we continue to
demand health-care equity for so many
low-income New Yorkers who rely on
Medicaid coverage for their health in-
surance.

The governor’s continued failure to
fully fund Medicaid is a moral decision.
Over seven million New Yorkers rely on
Medicaid for their health care, the ma-
jority of whom come from Black and La-
tino communities. 

While Medicaid provides essential
coverage to these New Yorkers, and our
hospitals give every patient 100%, the
state’s Medicaid program pays New York
hospitals and nursing homes 30% less
than the actual cost of care that they de-
liver. 

This not only puts a tremendous fi-
nancial strain on our hospitals and
health-care workers, it seems New York
is treating vulnerable, low-income resi-
dents as if they are 30% less than a per-
son. This is an opportunity for Gov. Ho-
chul to be a pioneer and to correct this
longstanding disparity. 

The Medicaid system has been ne-

glected. We made small strides last year,
however, we can not justify minimal ac-
tion due to previous lack of action by
other administrations. We must do what
is necessary to fully fund Medicaid. 

Gov. Hochul, we are counting on you
to work with our legislators to make this
right. It’s simple: when hospitals are not
properly funded, they struggle to deliver
high-quality care. Chronic underfund-
ing means reductions in critical ser-
vices, insufficient staffing levels, over-
crowded emergency rooms, and delays
in patient and resident care. 

In the Rochester region, hospitals and
nursing homes such as URMC’s Strong
Memorial Hospital continue to face
overcrowding and bed shortages due to
the persistent underfunding of Medi-
caid and lack of available nursing home
beds to continue care. At hospitals like
URMC, Medicaid and uninsured pa-
tients make up 72 percent of hospital
admissions. 

That means that Rochester residents
living in poverty — nearly a third of our
city’s population — bear the brunt of
Medicaid underfunding firsthand, often

facing understaffed and overwhelmed
hospitals, and longer wait times when
they seek care. This begets an unfortu-
nate cycle that we have grown far too
comfortable with. 

People who live in poverty are more
likely to experience health care because
they face barriers to care when they be-
come sick, and don’t have access to the
same preventative care as their wealthi-
er counterparts. The result? A health-
care system that only deepens dispari-
ties, where the care you receive is con-
tingent on where you live and how much
money you make.

It is unacceptable that our neighbors
disadvantaged by the system do not
have equal access to quality healthcare
because Gov. Hochul refuses to increase
Medicaid reimbursements. Our state is
sitting on massive cash reserves, and
the federal government will pay more
than half the cost to fix this crisis.

By raising the Medicaid reimburse-
ment rate, our governor can address
health-care disparities and stabilize
hospitals across the state, including
those right here in Rochester, allowing
them to grow critical services needed to
treat the most at-risk populations

Health care is a human right – every
individual deserves equal access to
health care regardless of their ZIP code
or income level. 

Demond Meeks is a member of the
state Assembly.

Treat health care like
any other human right
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It’s simple: when hospitals

are not properly funded,

they struggle to deliver

high-quality care.


