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Affordable housing scarcity
impacts staff commute times
Chris Lee
Reporter
On a typical weekday, English teacher Kate Zavack
begins her morning at 6:00 a.m. at her home in Gilroy, 48
miles away from Gunn. She scrambles to brush her teeth,
get dressed, cook lunch and load the car before her son
Jude wakes up. By 7:15 a.m., the two are on their way to
Jude’s preschool in San Jose, 33 miles away from Gilroy.
After dropping off her son, Zavack continues to drive another 20 miles before arriving at Gunn at around 8:30 a.m.
As housing across the San Francisco Bay Area continues to rise to unaffordable costs, Zavack’s morning has
become less of an anomaly and more representative of
the work-life balance for the average Gunn teacher. From
a survey sent to staff with 76 responses, the most common wake-up time is 6:00 a.m., with the earliest reported
wake-up time at 4:30 a.m. from a staff member commuting
more than 90 minutes from Roseville. Arrival times on
campus vary more, with the most common arrival time
at 8:00 a.m.

“The real problem is that we don’t universally
pay teachers enough to live in the communities that they teach in.”
—Dance Teacher Tara Firenzi
The San Francisco Planning and Urban Research Association (SPUR) identifies two key factors driving the
housing crisis: a decrease in the number of new homes
being built and the widening gap in income inequality.
In recent years, local governments have placed more restrictions on developers in the interest of protecting open
spaces and single-family zoning. At the same time, median
house prices in the nine Bay Area counties reached $1.34
million in May 2021, an increase of 38.9% from 2020, according to the California Association of Realtors.
Meanwhile, teachers’ wages have not increased by a
commensurate amount, making it more challenging to
live close to work, according to dance teacher Tara Firenzi.
“The real problem is that we don’t universally pay teachers
enough to live in the communities that they teach in,” she
said. “Even in Santa Cruz, a lot of teachers live in places
that have a lower cost of living because they’re not paying teachers enough in Santa Cruz to actually live there.”
As a result, most teachers live in cities far from Gunn,
facing a long commute to work every day. According to the
staff survey, 52.6% of the respondents had a commute of
under 30 minutes, while 39.5% drive 30 to 60 minutes and
7.8% drive more than 60 minutes to get to work.

Trade-offs to long commutes
While frustrations are unique to each educator, their
experiences all carry a similar tune of imbalance: location or commute.
Many, including AP Economics teacher Phillip Lyons,
cannot afford to live near Gunn. “I could not move down
to Palo Alto,” he said. “It wouldn’t be financially possible
to buy a home down here. I have a wife and two kids, so I
was lucky to get a place 20 years ago in [San Francisco],
where we have a small apartment.”
School psychologist Melissa Clark also views finances
as a major limitation. “[My family] owns our house,” she
said. “If we looked at moving now, our mortgage would
go up a lot. That’s a huge factor.”
Additionally, longer commutes have forced teachers

to make significant sacrifices. Firenzi shared frustrations about her longer
commute. “It bothers
me how it’s hard for
me to be present at
extracurricular activities for my students,” she said. “I’d
really like to show up
sometimes for games
or theater events, but
I can’t stay late into the
night. I have to go home first
and pick up my kids and do
what I need to do. It keeps
me from being present here.”
For Para-Educator Radhika Thampuran, the current housing arrangement
takes a significant toll on
her energy. “Mornings are
fine, but on the days where
the schedule ends at 4:10
p.m., I reach my home at
around 5:30 p.m.,” she said.
“As winter [approaches], it
gets dark by the time I reach
home, so I don’t have any energy
left to do anything.”
In order for teachers to avoid the consequences of long commute times, however,
many would have to sacrifice their quality of
life. “I chose the neighborhood we’re in because I have a son and I want him to be able to
go play outside and ride his bike on a nice, quiet
street—not next to a freeway and not in a tiny apartment
complex,” Zavack said. “When I think about the quality
of life in terms of not being so cramped, that’s a huge
factor for me.”

COVID-19 and the present
Last year, online learning temporarily gave teachers a
taste of life without the daily commute. For Zavack, this
meant more time for relaxation and self-care. “Being
able to have that extra 30 minutes a day to go work out or
take a class that interested me made a big difference,” she
said. “Even just being able to go sit out in my backyard at
the end of the school day and decompress really made a
difference.”
Lyons also enjoyed the newfound time, which he dedicated to family bonding. “With my kids at home, we spent
so much more time together,” he said. “I went to the park
almost every single day to play with my kids,” he said.
“Now, I get home, and it’s already pitch black. I can’t do
those things anymore.”
Like Lyons, most teachers no longer have the time to
engage in familial activities due to the return to long commutes. Starting this school year, the district implemented
a new bell schedule with a start time of 9:00 a.m. and end
times ranging from 3:30 p.m. to 4:10 p.m. While this shift
was meant to encourage more rest for adolescents, it also
forced teachers into the middle of rush-hour congestion.
“Two extra hours a day on the road kind of wears you out,”
Lyons said. “Even though you’re just sitting passively in a
car, it’s stressful to be in traffic and have people honking
and cutting you off. It’s a draining experience.”
The inconvenient schedule has led to some, like Special
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