
Event was staged down to tiny details
Kids practiced
lines for hours
By KENT FISCHER
Monitor staff

If President Clinton's visit to
teacher Steve Rothenberg's class
was anything, it was a lesson in
control. It was a lesson in how a
message is conceived, developed
and scripted to appear spontane-
ous by political spin-meisters.

Like a Broadway play, every
step, every cue and every word
spoken during the 40-minute stop
at the school was orchestrated.
Seventeen pieces of tape marked
the various places on the floor
where the president and Rothen-
berg were to stop and talk as they
walked around the the classroom.
Rothenberg's classroom was
cleaned and organized. His trade-
mark sloppily hand-written posters
were re-written in perfect penman-
ship on crisp new tag board.

Thursday night, many of Roth-
enberg's kids were at the school
until 9 p.m., getting instruction
from Clinton aides on where they
were to sit and the types of things
they were to say during the presi-
dential visit. Tired and cranky after
a long day of school and direction,
some of the students wanted to go
home. They cried when campaign
staff said no.

"I wanted to go home but they
wouldn't let me," said student Sa-
rah Seidensticker. "They said we
had to keep practicing."

The posters and "Welcome Mr.
President signs" that hung on the
windows of the school even had
purpose. The Secret Service re-
quested the windows be covered so
that potential snipers wouldn't be
able to see into the building.

"We're just bit actors," one
teacher said the night before Clin-
ton arrived. "They say this is for
the lads, but it's not."
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Walker School children hug Secret Service agent Paul Haggerty.

Even a speech given by Con-
cord High student Cullin Wible be-
fore Clinton's address at the Capi-
tol Center for the Arts had the
campaign staffs fingerprints on it.
White House aides had asked
Wible to send them a copy of his in
advance. He did, and they sent it
back, having added phrases like,
"Thank you Mr. Clinton for in-
creasing the educational opportu-
nities for all children."

"They said, We like that,' "
Wible said the morning before he
gave his speech. "I was like, okay. I
mean I wasn't going to say no."

When student Tony Paveglio
made his computer say to Clinton
"You will be reelected," it was be-
cause the president's aides helped
him come up with the phrase.

The Secret Service took control
of the Walker School at 5:30 a.m.
When the students arrived they
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hoarded them into a few class-
rooms where they watched Muppet
movies for hours. One teacher had
55 kids in her room for four hours.
There was limited access to the
bathrooms and there was no re-
cess.

"Isn't that mean?" said sixth-
grader Sarah Longval. "We
couldn't even have snack or recess
and we look forward to that."

"We had to watch the 'Muppet
Babies,' " said student Bobby At-
wood. "What a joke."

The campaign staff redecorated
Rothenberg's room, boxed up his
messy files, organized his stacks of
books and hauled out a lot of his
stuff. They even cleaned up his
messy handwriting on the black-
board and on his home-made post-
ers.

"Usually I'm messy but organ-
ized," Rothenberg said after the
Clinton entourage had packed up
and left. "Now my room is neat and
organized."

Clinton's workers took down a
poster Rothenberg had tacked up
about racism and oppression, be-
cause as one teacher put it, they
didn't want the president's picture
to be taken with the word racism in
the background.

As students Seidensticker and
Katie McNeece headed home Fri-
day afternoon, they slung their big,
but empty, backpacks over their
shoulders and bounded out the
door.

Did they have homework this
weekend?

"No way," said Seidensticker.
"We didn't have any work all /
week." /


