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1960s 
‘A UNION OF PROFESSIONALS’ 
BEGINS WITH ITS CONTRACT

See our amazing timeline of events  

at www.aft.org/timeline.

AFT weighing in on rules for new law
Talk centers on funding, flexibility and curriculum

AFTER YEARS of taking a test-and-punish 
approach to education under the No Child 
Left Behind Act, the revamped version of 
that law, now called the Every Student Suc-
ceeds Act (ESSA), provides a critical new 
window of opportunity to reset local, state 
and federal education policy. 

The key to success, as always, will be 
implementation of this law.

In a development that’s causing concern, 
the U.S. Department of Education is pushing 
changes under a part of the law known as 
“supplement-not-supplant,” the idea being 
that federal education funding for needy 
students should always be used in addition 
to, not instead of, state and local dollars.

Concerns about this requirement sur-
faced in April when a committee of educa-
tion stakeholders met in Washington, D.C., 
to review the department’s draft regulations. 

AFT Executive Vice President Mary Cath-
ryn Ricker represented the AFT at the table. 
She and other committee members argued 
that the draft must be revised to keep the 
kind of flexibility in school staffing needed 
at the state and local levels. 

“We don’t want to hurt one school to help 
another school. We have to help all schools,” 
says AFT President Randi Weingarten. “If 
you know other kids are going to get hurt by 
this, why would you do it?”

The good news coming out of this process 
is that stakeholders—including paraprofes-
sionals, teachers and school administra-
tors—are making their voices heard.

In a new development as PSRP Reporter 
went to press, the Education Department 
has released draft guidelines on ESSA ac-
countability provisions that would be a 
mixed bag for schools, Weingarten says. 

The language is strong on issues such as 
appropriate inclusion of English language 
proficiency in accountability systems, but 
weak in other areas. Schools would face un-
warranted consequences when fewer than 
95 percent of students participate in tests, 
for example, and districts wouldn’t get the 
time they need to implement new account-
ability systems. 

“Without enough time,” Weingarten says, 
“states will revert to what they have—a test-
driven accountability system.”

Be a part of history! www.aft.org/100years
THE MEMORIES ARE INSPIRING. One century ago, on May 9, 
1916, the American Federation of Teachers was founded in 
Chicago. Here’s a memory from the 1960s, in which members 
of the United Federation of Teachers paraprofessionals 
committee met at union headquarters in New York City to 
review the first batch of questionnaires on contract 
proposals submitted by their peers. These paraprofessionals 

from grades 3–12 were among 3,500 paras who joined the 
union in 1969, led by Velma Hill, the committee’s first chair, 
and UFT President Albert Shanker. Seated, from left: Eunice 
Ann Johnson, PS 25K; Helen R. Cutler, Evander Childs High 
School; Pearl Klonsky, PS 33Q; and on the phone, Doris 
L. Hunter, PS 25K. Standing, from left: Sarah Davis, PS 306K; 
Laura Vaughan, PS 306K; and Vera Lee Best, PS 179M.



THE AMERICAN FEDERATION of Teachers 
reached a significant milestone in May: the 
centennial of our founding. As I’ve pored over 
historical documents from our archives, it’s 
clear that, from generation to generation, our 
union has been a vehicle to fight for positive 
change both in public schools and in society. 
As we enter our second century, we remain 
fiercely committed to creating educational 
opportunity, building professional voice and 
agency, and advancing economic, racial and 
social justice for all.

The seeds were sown in the late 19th cen-
tury, with educators like Henrietta Rodman, 
who helped found a union in New York City and 
led the fight to allow women teachers to keep 
their jobs when they married or had children. 
In Chicago, Margaret Haley worked through 
her local union to challenge pervasive poverty, 
lack of resources and low pay. Recognizing 
the strength they would have as affiliates of a 
national union in a larger labor movement, in 
1916 both women’s unions joined with six other 
local unions to form the AFT.

Members of the School Secretaries of Chi-
cago, organized in 1930, were the first PSRPs 
(paraprofessionals and school-related person-
nel) to merge into Local 1. They were followed 
by paraprofessionals in New York City and Bal-
timore during the 1960s, and, after that, a wave 
of PSRP wins in the South, Midwest and West.

Then, as now, working people have had 
many reasons to be angry. The AFT has worked 
to channel the aspirations underlying that an-
ger into positive action. From the start, our lead-
ers have known that power is necessary to bring 
about change at the ballot box and the bargain-
ing table. For 100 years, the AFT has worked to 
build power and use it for good. In the 1920s, 
the AFT lobbied Congress for children’s rights, 
improved salaries and programs to combat 
adult illiteracy. 

We have continued that work. For example, 
in 2015, as Congress set about reauthorizing the 
primary federal education law, AFT members 
took more than 120,000 online actions and met 
face to face with legislators to help shape the 
law so it could have the potential to give educa-
tors the voice and resources they need to give 
children the education they deserve.

The AFT has grown to include many other 

school and college employees, government 
workers, nurses and healthcare professionals, 
and early childhood educators. While the AFT 
and the larger labor movement grew, so did 
America’s middle-class and working families’ 
standard of living. The labor movement helped 
ensure that working people, not simply special 
interests, had power in our democracy. Collec-
tive bargaining provided AFT affiliates leverage 
to advocate for quality, agency and voice on the 
job—the embodiment of our motto: “A union of 
professionals.”

The AFT also has used collective action 
to advance racial and social justice. As early 
as 1918, the AFT demanded equal pay for 
African-American teachers and lobbied for 
equal educational opportunities for African-
American children. In 1953, the AFT filed an 
amicus brief in support of the plaintiffs in the 
Brown v. Board of Education case before the 
U.S. Supreme Court—the only educational or-
ganization and union to do so. Today, the AFT is 
working to promote racial equity in education, 
the economy and criminal justice. We stand up 
against bigotry in all its forms.

The AFT’s greatest strength has always 
been our members, professionals whose skills, 

knowledge and ideas strengthen their union. 
The AFT’s Share My Lesson is the fastest-
growing free digital collection of resources for 
educators. The AFT Innovation Fund culti-
vates promising union-led ideas to strengthen 
public education. And AFT members—from 
paraprofessionals and registered nurses to ad-
junct professors and parole officers—practice 
solution-driven unionism, using our expertise 
to improve the quality of our work.

You don’t hit 100 without some setbacks. 
Austerity has caused harmful cuts to public 

education and services throughout our his-
tory. Wisconsin Gov. Scott Walker and other 
governors intent on destroying any curb on 
their power have waged war on public sector 
unions. Many elected officials have sought to 
destabilize public schools and services to pro-
mote flawed privatization schemes.

It’s all the more reason to honor the example 
of the AFT’s founding mothers and fathers, to 
take our anger, build on our aspirations, and 
channel them into action—for our cause, our 
country and our members, and for those we 
serve and those who will follow. From one gen-
eration to the next, we are honoring our past 
and inspiring our future.
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At 100, the AFT remains fiercely committed to 
creating educational opportunity and advancing 

economic, racial and social justice for all.

          WHERE WE STAND 

Honoring our past and inspiring our future
RANDI WEINGARTEN, AFT President

1960s 
‘A UNION OF PROFESSIONALS’ 
BEGINS WITH ITS CONTRACT

Follow Randi Weingarten: twitter.com/rweingarten.
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Weingarten, right, 
with Michael Mulgrew, 
president of the United 
Federation of Teachers 
(AFT Local 2), and Karen 
Lewis, president of 
the Chicago Teachers 
Union (AFT Local 1).
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Choose the Card 
that Fits Your Needs!

*Certain restrictions, limitations, and quali� cations apply to these grants. Additional information and eligibility criteria 
can be obtained at UnionPlus.org/Assistance. Credit approval required. Terms and conditions apply. The Union Plus Credit 
Cards are issued by Capital One, N.A., pursuant to a license from MasterCard International Incorporated.  The MasterCard 
Brand Mark is a registered trademark of MasterCard International Incorporated.

*Certain restrictions, limitations, and quali� cations apply to these grants. Additional information and eligibility criteria 

Learn more at AFTCard.com

The Union Plus Credit Card Program 
 is designed to meet the needs of 
hard-working AFT members and 
their families with several card choices, 
including two cards that earn unlimited 
1.5% cash rewards on every purchase. 
All with competitive rates, U.S.-based 
customer service and more. Plus, exclusive 
hardship grants* for eligible cardholders.

Wow! What a response
WE HAVE RECEIVED an unprecedent-
ed response to our “Work Shouldn’t 
Hurt” cover story in the spring edition 
of PSRP Reporter. To see some of the 
personal stories members are 
telling about violence in the 
workplace, go to our new home 
for Reporter at this site: www.
medium.com/PSRP-Reporter.

We are adding stories as we 
receive them, and plan to post 
developments and expert strat-
egies as well. 

You also can find news on 
www.aft.org/PSRP, through our 
monthly PSRP e-newsletter and through AFT 
social media. These channels, listed at left, 
are just a few of the ways you can stay in touch 
with all things PSRP, and how you can make 
change happen through your union.

If you are experiencing or witnessing vio-
lence in your school or college workplace, 
your first step should be to contact your local 
affiliate of the AFT. That’s because every state 
law is slightly different, and we want to make 
sure you get the appropriate help at the state 
and local level. 

We’ve already begun exploring initial 
ideas about solutions, such as working to-
ward better reporting systems, banding to-
gether with teachers in our union, forming 
school safety committees, starting restorative 
justice programs and offering strategies for 
facing intimidation. 

Unfortunately, we can’t make any prom-
ises, but we can work on this together. 

We will be updating our new blog site,  
www.medium.com/PSRP-Reporter, so 
please check back.
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A LOT OF ATTENTION is paid to bullying at school, but most of that 
attention is on student-on-student bullying. Not a lot of attention is 
paid to the harm inflicted on staff, which ranges from verbal abuse to 
outright violence.

In a discussion last fall among AFT PSRP leaders, about half raised 
their hands when asked if they had personally been threatened physi-
cally or experienced violence on the job at school or college. 

Special ed paraprofessionals, support staff who run in-school suspen-
sion classrooms, campus security employees and school transportation 
workers are particularly at risk—as are noontime monitors who discipline 
students and break up fights. One PSRP leader from Florida, whose main 
job is handling workers’ compensation claims, said that every week in 
her district, school bus drivers and monitors are beaten up.

In fact, the three fields at highest risk of workplace violence na-
tionwide are healthcare, law enforcement and education, notes Amy 
Bahruth, an assistant director with the AFT department of health, safety 
and well-being. “That would probably surprise a lot of people,” she 

said, “that we rank right up there with law enforcement.” It tells 
you something, she added, when 30,000 educators and support 
staff took the time last year to fill out a 70-question AFT survey 
on the quality of work life and work-related stress.

A leader from New Mexico said a new problem she’s seeing 
for staff is their doctors’ diagnoses of post-traumatic 

stress disorder—but PTSD is not accepted as a condi-
tion for workers’ compensation. “This is a prevalent 
problem,” she said.

“Violence is violence,” no matter where it comes 
from, said a PSRP leader from Colorado. “We need to 
stand up and speak out.”

When work does hurt: PSRPs speak out

CHANGE WILL COME only 
if lawmakers and the public 
clearly understand what is 
happening in our classrooms. 
Your story is vital to ending the 
climate of violence and fear.

Email alicitra@aft.org to 
share your own experiences 
with Annette Licitra, a member 
of the AFT PSRP communica-
tions staff.

TELL US 
your story

Read our members’ firsthand stories  

at osea6732.tumblr.com.

The three-part series is posted at  

www.osea.org/press-room/work-shouldnt-hurt.

BY JASON COX

NOBODY EVER WANTED to talk about it. 
Years went by, and we would hear special edu-
cation paraprofessionals confide in low tones 
how they were getting hit, kicked, spat upon, 
scratched and screamed at by their students.

By their own students. Then they would fall 
silent, and no amount of coaxing could entice 
anyone to say more about it. They love their 
kids and don’t want to “get them in trouble.” 
In some cases, they’ve told their stories to a 
supervisor and not been heard.

Then, last year, paraprofessionals in Or-
egon started coming forward, and the Oregon 
School Employees Association (OSEA) started 
telling their stories through a blog site and a 
three-part series in the OSEA Journal.

Here are a few highlights:
A student wearing heavy boots kicked Beth 

(not her real name), a veteran special ed assis-
tant, in the head. Her concussion left her with 
a stutter and post-traumatic stress. 

Despite another student’s individual edu-
cation plan (IEP) that said no one was to come 
within four feet of him, special ed assistant 
Christopher (again, not his name) was know-
ingly ordered to sit next to this student, who 
gouged the para’s eyes, dislodging his surgi-
cally implanted lens. Eventually, the lens had 
to be removed, leaving him visually impaired.

Many paras like Monica McCanna have 
been punched and kicked by students who 
outweigh them by 100 pounds or more. 

“I love my job, and I love this kid,” says Mc-
Canna. But the job wipes her out for anything 
else “because I have to be so hypervigilant.”

Beth says she was well trained in how to de-
escalate potentially violent situations. That’s 
not the main problem. The main problems are 
understaffing, uneven medication of students 
and little or no support from the district. 

When Christopher, now reassigned, re-
ported continuing violence to the district’s 
special ed coordinator, he was told that vio-
lence comes with the job.

This is wrong. On so many levels. 
Wrong for the paraprofessionals, of course. 

But also wrong for other students, who tell  
paras they fear for their own safety.

Finally, it is wrong for administrators to 
stand by and do nothing. They need to quit 
blaming paras and back them up. One accused 
a para of intentionally provoking students 
so they would be sent home. Others accuse 
paras of being insubordinate—threatening 
discipline or termination—for being asked 
for reassignment. Still other administrators 
let parents point fingers at staff. Why on earth 
would a para want to “set off” a student? 

When protective equipment is promised, 
it needs to be delivered. “Nothing got ordered 
for any of our people last year,” says parapro-
fessional Kathy Forbes, who worked in a room 
where a student tried to strangle a teacher.

Schools need to include classified employ-
ees in IEP meetings. Paraprofessionals know 
their students better than anyone—sometimes 
even better than parents.

Administrators need to provide useful 
and consistent training. Such training is more 
common today than it was years ago, but it’s 
spotty and can’t cover everything.

When school employees are hurt, school 
administrators need to help. Not roll their 
eyes when paras ask for a sick day to recover 
from bruises and sprains. Not give paras the 
runaround on workers’ compensation—Beth’s 
district evaded providing answers for months 
on her workers’ comp claim. Only after OSEA 
hired a lawyer was the claim approved.

So how can we change this? 
OSEA members have taken a giant first step 

by speaking out. Now, together, we have to ex-
pand and systematize this process by pushing 
to enact laws and regulations as well as con-
tract language and enforcement mechanisms.

Federal and state laws require employ-
ers to keep workplaces safe. The problem is 
that elementary and secondary schools are 
designated as “safe workplaces” and partially 
exempt under federal law. That’s because the 
“safe” designation came before schools were 
required to accept nearly all students—even 
those with a history of violence—and during 
a bygone era with more staff, like counselors.

That’s why no federal agency knows the 
extent of the violence. That’s why in Oregon, 
school districts don’t have to report most in-
juries inflicted on staff. 

And that’s why we, through our union, 
must be our own best advocates. 

* * *
Forbes says members often don’t want to 

fill out an injury report. They say it’s not a big 
deal, they don’t want to be a burden, or they 
weren’t hurt that badly. But there will never be 
enough staffing or support if there’s no record 
of injuries. Principals say: “If we don’t know 
something is wrong, how can we fix it?”

So let’s start reporting. Let’s get this stuff 
on the record.

Not that it will change things right away. 
In Oregon’s Redmond School District, 

employees told OSHA they were harmed rou-
tinely. The school district discouraged them 
from reporting; it didn’t want bad publicity. 
But a subsequent OSHA investigation found 
incident reports stuffed into desk drawers or 
filed away and not dealt with. 

Eventually, the truth comes out. 
Our members are coming forward. Last 

December, OSEA activists got the ear of their 
governor. They told  Gov. Kate Brown about 
how a few students hit, bite and kick other 
students and educators, and about the union’s 
Work Shouldn’t Hurt campaign. 

What’s next? The governor is assembling a 
task force. The union is preparing a statewide 
survey and convening a summit. With the 
data they gather, our members in Oregon, to-
gether with their coalition, will help craft state 
legislation on workplace safety. 

And last ly ,  they want  the atten-
tion of OSHA, the federal Occupational 
Safety and Health Administration, and 
they plan to get it by collecting stories 
around the nation. That’s where 
you come in. Contact the AFT 
with your story using the 
email address in the box 
at right. 

 Work shouldn’t  hurt
        Oregon members begin delicate task of bringing school violence into the open

This article was adapted 

from a three-part 

series Jason Cox, 

a communications 

specialist for OSEA, 

wrote for the OSEA 

Journal. AFT editor 

Annette Licitra 

contributed to 

the story.
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Hillary has the answers on gun violence
BY MARGUERITE RUFF

IF I WASN’T ALREADY voting for Hillary 
Clinton, she definitely won my vote af-
ter I had a chance to be in the audience at  
MSNBC’s town hall with her in Philadelphia 
on April 25. I wanted to ask her about how 
she plans to deal with gun violence, but Ra-
chel Maddow asked her about it first. This is-
sue is so important to me because I lost my 
son Justin to gun violence last December in 

a senseless shooting. And this is such a big 
problem in Philadelphia.

I’m glad they didn’t show me on the TV 
when she was talking because I was just 
bawling. I agreed with her wholeheartedly 
when she said we have to break the grip of 
the gun culture on young people, and we 
have to get them to understand that guns are 
never an answer to settling disputes.

There is no cure-all, obviously, but she 
spoke with such passion, and it was heartfelt. 
I really believed what she was saying, and 
I believe she will make it a priority if she’s 
elected.

Being involved in politics is new for me, 
so it was just an amazing experience to be 
able to attend this event. I was so glad I 
could participate. It made me want to get 
even more involved. On the morning of the 
Pennsylvania primaries, I even got up early 
to vote, and that’s not like me. But I had to get 
out and vote early so I could do phone bank-
ing after work to make sure other members 
of my union got out to vote, too.

This spring, retired AFT member Sherry Friedman volunteered with fellow retirees from the United Federation of Teachers in 
New York City on Hillary Clinton’s campaign trail in Florida, canvassing from Fort Lauderdale to Miami. With a daily list of up 
to 70 doors to knock on, she found it sometimes exhausting but always gratifying to talk with voters.

Campaign notes from the road
BY SHERRY FRIEDMAN

LET ME SHARE this with you. I learned that 
Florida is more than luxurious gated com-
munities for northern snowbirds. Instead, it 
is also a state of native Floridians with varied 
social and economic problems, a microcosm 
of America. We were amazed at how many 
people said “God bless you for coming to see 

me” because they were hungry for contact 
with other union members and the chance to 
discuss their views. 

We met a range of people from young 
workers to retirees, from the wealthy to the 
poor. With most, their eyes lit up at the sight 
of our blue “AFT for Hillary” T-shirts.

In Riviera Beach, a mailman making 
rounds, who told us he relocated from “anti-
union Wisconsin,” was glad to see us, yet 
urged us to leave before sundown. He warned 
we were canvassing an area that had suffered 
street violence. Undaunted, we continued 
knocking on doors of modest stucco houses.

“Life needs to get better here,” a senior 
citizen recovering from surgery told us, “and 
I need my pension, Medicare and Social Se-
curity. That’s why I’m for Hillary.” 

A retired painter in Lake Worth invited us 
in to see his gallery of President Obama pic-
tures. “Look at my shrine,” he boasted. “We 
need Hillary to continue Obamacare!”

In West Palm Beach, an ex-New Yorker 
would speak to us only in whispers. “I’m a 
black woman and this is still the South. Life 

is hard for us here. Hillary can change things.”
Besides canvassing, our group attended 

exciting events. That was us at the Miami 
Dade College debate between Hillary and 
Bernie Sanders, waving our placards to cheer-
ing crowds and cars honking in support. The 
culmination of our activities was the thrilling 
victory rally in West Palm. The atmosphere 
was electric as we stood proudly on risers near 
the stage, believing we helped Hillary win that 
winner-take-all state. 

“We love the AFT and all you do for Hillary 
and your students,” a staffer told us.

Back home in New York, I continue to sup-
port our candidate, attend rallies and donate 
to the campaign fund. You may have spot-
ted me behind Hillary onstage at the Apollo 
Theater. As she walked by, she smiled at my 
AFT shirt and gave me a thumbs-up. After her 
speech, she thanked me for going to Florida 
for her. “Please ask the AFT to keep up the 
good work. I still need you,” she added.

Now I urge you to join us and vote for Hill-
ary Clinton this November. I recommend 
that you volunteer your time and money, too. 
She is the most qualified person to be our 
nominee and the next president of the United 
States. She has always had our backs, and it is 
time to have hers.

Sherry Friedman is an AFT member retired 
from a 35-year career in the New York City 
public schools.PH
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Marguerite Ruff is a special education class-
room assistant at John Marshall Elementary 
School in Philadelphia, and an active member 
of the Philadelphia Federation of Teachers.

Watch Hillary’s comments about gun 
violence: bit.ly/HRC_Philly.
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Through basic training, 
‘the General’ turns paras into leaders
Paraprofessional leadership program builds 
an army of educators

EVEN A MONTH later, Kris Schwarzkopf 
still gets choked up remembering the night 
this spring she was awarded the highest 
honor an AFT PSRP leader can receive: the 
Albert Shanker Pioneer Award.

“I’m still not over it. Shocked. Surprised. 
Honored that I was chosen,” she says, 
and then, with a touch of mischievous-
ness, adds: “First time in my life that I was 
speechless.”

She isn’t kidding. Known as “the General” 
(after the Gulf War general with the same 
last name), the paraprofessional leader in 
the Toledo Federation of Teachers is leg-
endary for her political organizing in Ohio, 
a crucial swing state. The political victory 
she takes most delight in is the 2011 defeat 
of infamous right-to-work bill S.B. 5, the 
handiwork of Ohio Gov. John Kasich. 

“One of his threats to us was: ‘You either 
get on the bus, or I’ll run you over with the 
bus,’ ” she says. “We remember that.”

As great as that victory was, Schwarz- 
kopf ’s singular achievement may be in 
creating the TFT Paraprofessional Leader 
Program four years ago, modeled on the 
AFT’s Teacher Leaders Program. The pro-
gram convenes para leaders one Saturday 
per month from January through May, with 
each enrollee receiving a $500 stipend.

It has three main components: 
basic training in leadership, a 
political piece (this spring, 
participants phone-banked 
for presidential candidate 
Hillary Clinton, who won 
the Ohio Democratic pri-
mary), and a project, such as 

anti-bullying strategies, that participants 
develop into a workshop. 

This year, the whole group chose one 
project, a First Book giveaway planned for 
this summer. So far, the paras have raised 
well over their $3,000 book-buying target, 
including a big donation from the Greater 
Northwest Ohio AFL-CIO.

Schwarzkopf hopes the nine para lead-
ers currently in the program become friends, 
and that she’ll be able to call on them to take 
bigger leadership roles over time. 

“You know,” she says, “the AFT has a say-
ing: Turn members into activists, and activ-
ists into leaders.”

She has a new project, too: converting 
fair share payers into union members. The 
TFT para unit used to have more than 50 
fee payers in a unit of 417. That number is 
now down to 20, “and I’m not giving up yet.”

Schwarzkopf received the Pioneer 
Award at the 2016 PSRP conference. For a 
full account, visit www.aft.org/PSRP.

2016 PSRP award winners

Child Welfare and 
Community Service 
Helping Hands Award
• Springfield (Mass.) Federation 

of Paraprofessionals

Children’s Literacy Award
• Robbinsdale (Minn.) Federation 

of Teachers

Defender of the 
Public Service Award
• Education Minnesota Osseo 

Educational Support Professionals
• Jefferson County (Ala.) AFT
• Portland (Ore.) Federation 

of School Professionals

Dorothea Bell 
Political Action Award
• New York State United Teachers 

PSRP Professionalism Award
• Karen Riggleman, Jefferson (La.) 

Federation of Teachers

Talking Union Award
• Genia Scott, Berkeley (Calif.) Council 

of Classified Employees
• Tina Solórzano Fletcher, AFT Guild, 
  San Diego Community College District 

Union Building Award
• United Federation of Teachers, 

New York City
• Lawndale (Calif.) Federation 

of Classified Employees
• Baldwinsville (N.Y.) Educational 

Support Professionals Association

Union Helping Hands Award
• Albuquerque (N.M.) Educational 

Assistants Association
• Juneau (Alaska) Education Support Staff

Workers’ Memorial Day Award
• Oregon School Employees Association
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A salute and a selfie for the PSRPs.

Connecticut is 
in the house!

Husband Rudy 
was in on the 
surprise.
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Watch the story of AFT activists in Massena, N.Y.: 
go.aft.org/massena.

Members in two manufacturing towns refuse to lose
MICHIGAN
Calling out broken promises

YOU MAY HAVE HEARD about sickouts in 
Detroit this spring. What actually happened 
was more like lockouts. 

In March, Michigan Gov. Rick Snyder 
signed a bill to provide $48.7 million for 
Detroit Public Schools, money that was sup-
posed to pay school salaries through the 
summer. However, employees then were told 
they had no guarantee of being paid for work 
they’d already done. 

Following an enormous outcry from par-
ents, union activists and the public, DPS is-
sued assurances that school programs would 
continue and staff would be paid.

There was no time to let down their 
guard, however, as school staff now face an 
even graver threat. The Michigan House of 
Representatives, ignoring fierce opposi-
tion from the Democratic minority, passed 
a dead-of-night bill in May that would take 
harsh actions against Detroit schools—the 
kind of punishment no other school systems 
in Michigan have to endure. The AFT and our 
allies are urging the governor to reject this 
scheme and move forward with legislation 
much closer to what Detroit schools need.

“The children of Detroit deserve the same 
great education that students in surrounding 
districts can count on,” says Ruby Newbold, 
president of the Detroit Association of Edu-
cational Office Employees and chair of AFT 
PSRP. “These hateful bills would fail to pay 
the full DPS debt and would keep our schools 

in a chokehold. As a society, we have a moral 
obligation to fund an equal education for all 
our kids.”

Promises are being broken in Detroit. The 
community was promised that the state’s fi-
nancial package would put a stop to ruthless 
school cuts. Detroit families were promised a 
school system that runs efficiently and fairly. 

You may already know that workers in 
Detroit are doing what they must to rebuild 
their economy. What their schools need from 
state lawmakers is a helping hand, not a slap 
in the face.

NEW YORK
Buying time to rebuild

Detroit is not too different from another fac-
tory town: Massena, N.Y. 

Alcoa, Reynolds Metals and General 
Motors had plants along the St. Lawrence 
River. But a decade ago, GM closed its plant 
in Massena, ending 500 jobs. Baby boomers 
remember a golden era, growing up with 
comfortable childhoods and modest family 
vacations, thanks to good union benefits and 
job security. Then in 2007, word came that 
GM was closing, taking tens of millions out of 
the economy. And last year, another blow: the 
Alcoa plant, already downsized, prepared to 
close and lay off another 488 workers.

That was quite enough for the union 
families of Massena. They banded together 
to rally at their high school football field, dis-
cuss what to do and find a way to buy time. 
By speaking out together—the thing unions 

do best—the townspeople got the ears of their 
state officials. Late last year, the state stepped 
in and paid Alcoa $70 million to keep Mas-
sena’s plant open for about three more years.

When AFT activists Lori Jordan and Erin 
Covell told their story to members attending 
the AFT PSRP conference this spring, it reso-
nated. Members asked questions and offered 
encouragement, after which they stuffed 
backpacks for Massena’s schoolchildren.

Because of union solidarity, said Cov-
ell, president of the Massena Federation of 
Teachers, town leaders had to pay attention. 
Getting different factions to sit down together 
and brainstorm was key, agreed Jordan, trea-
surer of the Massena Confederated School 
Employees’ Association. “The town is noth-
ing like it was,” she added, “but what has 
remained is union power.”

Activists from Massena got a taste of that 
power when they visited McDowell County, 
W.Va., earlier this year. They hadn’t heard of 
the AFT’s involvement in Reconnecting Mc-
Dowell, a coalition working to bring back an 
economy that had tailed off with coal mining. 
Their challenges are much the same: how to 
come together and replace lost jobs. These 
towns are fine places to live—if only they 
can employ their children. “That’s my thing,” 
Covell said. “I want our kids to come home.”

Thanks to its unions, Massena has bought 
itself some time. And hope.

“For me,” Jordan said, “that’s an example 
of how the good guys win, standing shoulder 
to shoulder in solidarity.”

activism is the answer

This bill is bad for Detroit kids:  

go.aft.org/despicable.

Families and 
community 
stand with 
us in Detroit.



You are critical to the success of your peers, teachers and students. 
When you need resources and peers to support you, come to 
Share My Lesson. Developed by the AFT, Share My Lesson brings 
together the collective wisdom of a million educators to 
assist you when you need it—for free. Get ideas for:

• managing student behavior
• understanding and preventing bullying
• assisting students with special needs
• working with parents

Need the right resources to 
support student success?

We’ve got this.™

Find and contribute ideas and 
resources at ShareMyLesson.com.
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