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The Children’s Agenda considers
limiting the use of smartphones during
school time a worthy goal, one which
will be especially helpful curtailing bul-
lying and improving academics partic-
ularly for low-income students. 

We applaud Gov. Kathy Hochul’s de-
cision to fund schools’ implementation
of smartphone restrictions “from bell to
bell” to ensure that schools won’t suffer
any unintended consequences to their
budgets by implementing these new re-
strictions.

While ideally facilitating connection
between children and their family
members, or facilitating social connec-
tions between students, the evidence
increasingly shows that social media on
internet connected devices is intention-
ally addictive and feeds social insecuri-
ties and bullying, while smartphones
are also increasingly a source of distrac-
tion that undermines student learning
in schools.

The governor developed her ground-
breaking initiative only after conversa-
tions with parents and teachers, so it’s

also critically important that districts
engage parents, guardians and students
as much as possible – as well as staff –
as they develop their written implemen-
tation policies for the broadest possible
support. Those implementation policies
must include sensible, effective meth-
ods for parents and guardians to contact
their students during the school day,
particularly when students’ health care,
family emergencies, or translation ser-
vices are at stake. 

Also at stake is the possibility that
implementation might undermine the
entire purpose of this initiative, which is
to promote effective use of students’
time in school. Consistent with that,
district policies must prohibit cell
phone use by itself from becoming an
offense subject to suspending students
from their classrooms and their schools. 

In the 2023-2024 school year, there
were nearly 1 million days of lost in-
struction due to suspensions in New
York’s public schools. We have a crisis of
over-reliance on exclusionary disci-
pline, where more than 135,000 stu-
dents were suspended from schools in
the 2021-22 school year.

And suspensions are being inequita-
bly applied: Black students were several

times more likely to be suspended 20
or more days than white students
across New York, and students with
disabilities were similarly more likely
to be suspended. Over-reliance on ex-
clusionary discipline is at least as
harmful to students academically –
and ineffective at changing behavior –
as over-reliance on smartphone use is. 

Finally, we commend the governor
for funding her “Unplug and Play” ini-
tiative. Increasing access to play-
grounds, recreational programming,
after-school and summer programs
goes hand-in-hand with replacing
overuse of social media. 

We need to expand live, in-person
social outlets and connections to add
more hours of joy, love and support to
children’s days, which can only hap-
pen through an expansive, universal
system of after-school and summer
programming, especially for students
whose families or communities lack
the money or access to those pro-
grams.

Larry Marx is chief executive officer
of The Children’s Agenda, a nonprofit
organization based in Rochester that
advocates for improving the health,
education and success of children.
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Reader questions devoting space
to bishop’s service remarks

Given what I see as the D&C’s politi-
cal bent, it was no surprise that you
devoted more than a full page to Bish-
op Budde’s remarks at the National
Prayer Service.

However, the bishop was out of line.
This annual event is a time for unity,
for healing and a plea for God’s guid-
ance upon a new administration. This
the Bishop did...for all of three para-
graphs.

And then she used her unique posi-
tion, a “bully pulpit” to be sure, to
chastise the president. She had an un-
fair advantage, affording zero opportu-
nity for rebuttal.

I follow Morning Prayer at the
Washington National Cathedral. Not
once during the campaign did I hear a
priest offer anything but unbiased
prayers for the election. But the bishop
clearly has an agenda, evidenced by
her subsequent appearances on “The
View” and the “Rachel Maddow Show.”

I can’t help but wonder what your
reaction would have been if it had been
a Catholic priest railing against presi-
dents Biden or Obama.

Christina Gutt
Rochester

Top pianist’s visit to Rochester
spurs call for more arts coverage

The international reviews for the pi-
anist Alexandre Kantorow are rave no-
tices about his prizes, honors, concerts
and accomplishments at age 27.

I noticed in my Eastman School list-
ings that he was actually coming to
Rochester and playing at Kilbourn Hall
on Jan. 30. We bought tickets and wit-
nessed a spectacular performance of
virtuoso musicianship.

The problem is that we, in Roches-
ter, receive no news of such important
events and no reviews afterward. For a
city that is supposed to be known for
music, the public is missing out on sto-
ries that call attention to special cul-
tural opportunities. Young piano stu-
dents should have witnessed Kanto-
row’s performance at the highest stan-
dards of musicality. We were the lucky
ones to have been there.

Roslyn Goldman
Rochester

Local faith leaders say this is a
time to defend the vulnerable

We are faith leaders across Roches-
ter and Monroe County, and, as such,
we have the responsibility to provide
moral leadership to both our religious
communities and beyond the walls of
our respective institutions. The two of
us who are signing below are repre-
sentatives of a large and diverse num-
ber of clergy, representing a wide va-
riety of faith traditions.

As our country wrestles with fun-
damental issues of justice and equal-
ity, it is essential that we protect and
preserve the freedom of speech. Every
person must be able to speak openly
and express their opinions without
fear and without being threatened or
diminished. Differences of opinion are
not a bad thing, as long as they are ex-
pressed in respectful and constructive
ways.

We commend Episcopal Bishop
Mariann Edgar Budde of Washington
for speaking passionately, respectful-
ly, and compassionately to President
Trump last month about her vision of
leading with mercy. She is modeling
for all of us what it means to speak
truth to power.

Our different religious traditions all
have prophetic texts that are instruc-
tive for this moment in American his-
tory. The biblical prophets urge us to
raise our voices to protect and defend
those who are vulnerable, and to never
accept structures that create discrimi-
nation. Join us in creating a country
that is truly filled with liberty and jus-
tice for all.

The Rt. Rev. Kara Anne Marie Wag-
ner Sherer, Episcopal Bishop of Roch-
ester, and Rabbi Peter W. Stein

Rochester
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landmark, while the other is a figura-
tive sign high upon the the hilltop of
Black consciousness. This sign reads
“Black citizens, how does it feel to be a
problem?”

The impermeable nature of the
question is a 21st century tragedy. All
the more tragic is that the front side of
the figurative sign reads “your Black-
ness is at best an inconvenience and at
its worst a problem.”

Timothy Johnson is emeritus pro-
fessor of social work at Roberts Wesley-
an University.

ominous heavy thunderhead cloud. The
question is a perennial part of the Amer-
ican experience.

This is made all the more real by the
most recent spate of federal and state
mandates, retrenching and withdraw-
ing Diversity, Equity and Inclusion ini-
tiatives and strategies. Thus the ques-
tion is positioned in our minds as a 2025
social, political and cultural landmark,
much like the Hollywood sign in Califor-
nia.

The difference between the two is
that the one sign is a famous tourist

The following quote is from W.E.B. Du-
bois’ in his 1899 book “The Souls of Black
Folk:”

“Between me and the other world (the
White world), there is ever an unasked
question: ‘How does it feel to be a prob-
lem?’”

The Wikipedia explanation accurate-
ly states, “This phrase essentially cap-
tures the feeling of being constantly
perceived as a problem by society sim-
ply because of one’s race, particularly
referring to the experience of Black
Americans in the United States.”

I as a Black man in 2025 America
thinking about the question “How does
it feel to be a problem?”

Black people in America need only
barely touch the surface of their every-
day lives to know the dark reality of this
question. It hovers over them like an

In America, this is the cloud hanging over Black people’s heads
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