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P R E S I D E N T ’ S  M E S S A G E

<  1  >

This is part 2 of a two-part series I call A Manifesto 
of Hope. Last month, I wrote about my ideas and my 
hopes around the purpose of public education, the 
role of curriculum and standards and the subsequent 
role for teachers and teaching methods. This month’s 
Teachers’ Voice is the continuation of my ideas about 
public education including:

The structure of schools and school systems;UÊ

Testing and accountability;UÊ

Connecting social policy and public education; UÊ

Given all that—what is the best role for the UÊ
federal government in public education? 

And, finally, what then is our role—the role of UÊ
the unions?

I am putting out these ideas because it’s time for us 
to rethink public education in this country and with 
the hope that my ideas might provoke thinking and 
debate. I am challenging the current foundational 
ideas about schooling that I believe have lead us 
off course and contributed to demise of our passion 
about teaching and learning and which in turn is 
negatively affecting generations of kids. If we are 
to save and bring back to rigorous health a public 
education essential to a democratic society, we must 
provoke others to think, we must raise our voices in 
protest of the current structures that keep us from 
realizing our potential as educators and from nurtur-
ing the potential in our students.

Last month I wrote that the teachers we represent 
in our unions have lost hope and so I challenge us 
all as unionists—what are we going to do about it? 
The educational community is, and has been, writ-
ing prolifically about all of these topics. I have freely 
used their ideas, quoted their writing and infused my 
own ideas. Every teacher I talk with has spoken, in 
so many words, exactly what I have written here. As 
I started putting this all down in writing, my friend 
and colleague, Adam Urbanski, said, “So, you’re 
writing a manifesto.” And, so I am. Naturally, this is a 
work in progress that will change as my colleagues 
in classroom and union practice continue to inform 
my thinking. I use the word “we” to refer to all pro-
gressive teacher unionists, however, I am truly only 
speaking for myself and hoping that others join with 
me. It is submitted with respect for education, for 
educators, for our students and hope for our future.

Respectfully submitted for debate, 
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”The structure of schools and school systems
As teachers, we have grown accustomed to the current structures of schools and school 

systems. Created during the Industrial Revolution, school systems modeled the mass 
production of students after the mass production of everything else. We went to factory-
model schools when we were children, trained in this structure at our universities, and 
now we teach in it. The factory-model school systems we work in are familiar hierarchi-
cal bureaucracies. We all answer to someone, and it seems, to everyone—everyone, that 
is, except for the students we are teaching and ourselves as professionals.

Ever since Frederick Taylor published The Principles of Scientific Management in 
1911, jobs have been fragmented, and control and autonomy have been taken away from 
the worker. Scientific management methods called for simplifying jobs enough so that 
workers could be trained to perform their specialized sequence of motions in the one 
“best” way. This system was designed to provide close supervision for a workforce that 
was unskilled and uneducated, but unfortunately it has been applied to more educated, 
workers—like teachers. As “Taylorism” coincided with the growth of behavioral psychol-
ogy, school systems created separate responsibilities for management and workers. 
Most, if not all, modern school districts function as a legacy of this system.

As teachers, the nature of our work, as well as our struggle to be considered profession-
als, can be traced to our place at the bottom of the hierarchical system of public schools. 
In our school systems, the bulk of the workforce (teachers) does the work, but do not 
control the work (Kerchner, Koppich and Weeres). Prior to scientific management, work 
was performed by skilled craftspeople that learned their jobs in lengthy apprenticeships 
and made their own decisions about how their job was to be performed. 

As teachers, we know it’s time to get away from the legacy of the factory that imprisons 
us as educators, as well as the students we teach. We know that “a cage for every age” 
is an archaic and dysfunctional way to group students. “If age-based grade levels aren’t 
a good way to group kids, then what is? A more basic question might be: Why do we feel 
compelled to group kids at all? The next ritual we must question deals with time and 
schedules. Why do, we, as learners, move from place to place in a schedule, rather than 
when we have mastered a topic?” (Educational Rituals: Questioning How We Educate 
Children, Steve Trowbridge, Kappan, Jan 2007, pp. 395-398). It’s time for us to start ques-
tioning the sacred rituals of schools and school systems.

Parents are fond of comparing stories about their children’s development: “My first 
child didn’t walk until he was one-and-a-half but my second kid walked by 9 months,”  
or, “My second child starting talking in sentences when she was 16 months.” These  
variations in human growth and development are commonly known and accepted until, 
of course, children enter school. Then, everyone is expected to develop in every area at 
exactly the same pace. Currently, the federal government has given this practice—at 
odds with everything that both science and our experiences have told us about growth 
and learning—even more credence as they demand proficiency for all kids in every 
grade at exactly the same moment in time. To reinforce this faulty notion, publishers 
have created teacher- and student-proof pacing guides, and lord help the kid who learns 
differently or develops at a different pace.

The current structures are the antithesis of everything that we want, that we know we 
should do, and that would really create the kind of educational change that politicians 
pretend to demand. As teachers, we are craving the opportunity to work in truly collab-
orative structures, and we know how to differentiate instruction. However, we are told 
to teach with fidelity to a pacing guide written by textbook companies owned by testing 
companies that know nothing about teaching and the students we teach. In essence, we 
are asked to practice in a context that defines insanity—doing what we’ve always done 
(or been told to do), but expecting different results.



THE STRUCTURE OF SCHOOLS AND SCHOOL SYSTEMS CONTINUED
It is time for us, as unionists, to point out to the politicians, the bureaucrats and the journalists—the PB&J of public education—

that we embrace change but they have to let go of the idea that change in schools is okay only as long as classrooms still look 
like the mind-factories they were in the 20th Century. Almost nothing in our culture is more unchanged than a peanut butter and 
jelly sandwich-and the same holds true for the PB& Js, the educational back seat drivers, who continue to bind us in the same 
standardized, factory-model configuration they know and love. As unionists, we must insist that teachers are supported to come 
forth with new ideas based on their experience and expertise, and aggressively assert that those innovative ideas cannot be 
force-fitted into the systems of yesteryear. It’s time we point out the hypocrisy of the business community that hails the great  
spirit of entrepreneurship, and yet perpetuates the idea that we must all move children down the assembly line of a public  
school which is the raging antithesis of an entrepreneurial design. It’s no longer acceptable for them to preach at the educational 
community that we are the ones protecting the status quo, while at the same time blocking all innovations because school should 
only look like the PB&J’s vague memory of a different time.

We believe as unionists that we must reconfigure schools systems to support teaching and replace the self-perpetuating 
bureaucratic structures. It is well-documented that U.S. school systems have more administrative staff and less teaching staff 
than most European and Asian countries. “These nations do not spend more on education, but they invest more in teaching than 
in bureaucracy, hiring many fewer non-teaching staff and many more teachers who take on great responsibility with greater sup-
ports” (What Matters Most: Teaching For America’s Future, National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future,1996, p. 19). 

As unionists, we believe it’s time to tap into the amazing power of ideas that lives, untapped, in the minds and hearts of our 
members. Teachers, working in collaboration with school principals or on their own, can create the kind of innovative school 
structures that rise to the occasion of educating all students. Teachers can design school structures that allow them to focus on 
critical thinking, problem solving and higher-order thinking, while still honoring each student’s developmental readiness for 
each task at hand. This is not an impossible balancing act—teachers have always done that. Once they are free to practice in a 
way that truly supports teaching and learning, they can get back to it.

The structure and purpose of the typical central office must be changed. If schools are freed up to concentrate on good teaching 
and innovations rather than compliance, we will no longer need all those line supervisors. Central office personnel and most 
of the mid–level managers in a district (the ones with credentials to teach, but who never interact with students) should be in 
schools making it possible to provide innovative educational programs. Central offices should provide the centralized functions 
that schools don’t need to worry about, and subsequently focus their role on supporting schools and ensuring that schools have 
the power and resources to make good decisions. 

“Such a strategy for producing significant change would require only that we develop a tolerance for diversity and differentia-
tion; that we think of a ‘uniform’ system not as a standardized model of school but as creating the opportunity everywhere  
for each student to have the kind of schooling she needs” (The Other Half of the Strategy: Following up on System Reform By  
Innovating with School and Schooling, Education Evolving, January, 2008).

For example:
POLICYMAKERS AT EVERY LEVEL OF THE SYSTEM UÊ – local, state and national—should provide Innovation Grants to groups 
of educators to design and “charter” if you will, a new school structure. Each design should be research-based and steeped in 
what the educators know about how to teach best so that students learn best. Grants should provide the necessary support to 
plan and implement ideas without design constraints. This is what charter schools were intended to do; unfortunately, they 
mostly look the same as the rest of the schools and have only served as a step toward privatization.

CENTRALIZED SUPPORT SHOULD BE A STANDARD FOR THE SYSTEM UÊ and central office personnel must transform their 
work from compliance to support. Then, educators charged with teaching and learning would not have to spend time on  
infrastructure maintenance, common system needs like payroll, and insurance, etc., but instead can focus on creating  
innovative schools and classrooms focused on true learning.

EDUCATORS SHOULD BE ENCOURANGED TO CREATE SCHOOLS IN WHICH:UÊ
Standards are the constant and time is the variable. Allow for multi-age grouping, performance assessment and  UÊ
interdisciplinary teaching.
Time is built into each day for adult collaboration so that teachers can practice the “habits of mind” that they are  UÊ
nurturing in their students.

Teachers might:

CREATE SMALL NEIGHBORHOOD SCHOOLS, UÊ maybe Pre K-8 or K-12.

CREATE SCHOOLS THAT EMPHASIZE UÊ interdisciplinary, culturally relevant teaching.

APPLY THEIR EXPERTISE UÊ in early adolescence to redesigning middle school.

WORK TOWARD THE RADICAL RETHINKING UÊ of the comprehensive high school. This should include, but not be limited to, 
project and exhibition-based competency, as well as variable schedules, in terms of both time of day and the number of high 
school years. It’s time to questions whether or not compulsory education through age 16 or 18 makes sense any more. At the 
very least, it’s time to disconnect competence from Carnegie units.
We further recommend that, once we free ourselves from a factory model, teachers must be encouraged to rethink unques-

tioned time-honored practices like: grouping kids in grades, grading as a way to communicate learning, moving kids around 
based on bell schedules, and separating subjects into discrete time blocks. We must all embrace the idea that schools can no 
longer be expected to change and still look the same.

To accomplish this, both teachers and district leaders need to let go of what we are used to. At the very least, schools must be 
supported to configure themselves so that every student is known well by a caring adult over time—preferably over consecutive 
years, and in small enough groups so they know and care for each other. This is the kind of schooling that will keep kids coming. 
Everyone is chanting the mantra of rigor, relevance and relationships. That is a great mantra, but only if we structure ourselves  
to accomplish it—just giving it lip service will not make it true.

THAT WE CHANGE SCHOOL SYSTEMS INTO A SYSTEM OF SCHOOLS (URBANSKI) WITH 
CENTRALIZED SUPPORT FOR TEACHING AND LEARNING AT THE HEART OF A SYSTEM 
OF SCHOOLS AND INNOVATION AT THE HEART OF EACH SCHOOL.

WE R E C O M M E N D . . .

“…teachers must be encouraged to rethink unquestioned time-honored practices.…”

{
}

I]Z�XjggZci�higViZ\n�hZZh�i]Z�egdWaZb�Vh�dcZ�d[�hZXjg^c\�WZiiZg�
eZg[dgbVcXZ�[gdb�XdckZci^dcVa�hX]dda���Wn�gV^h^c\�hiVcYVgYh�VcY��
idj\]Zc^c\�VXXdjciVW^a^in�VcY�Wn�\Zii^c\�WZiiZg�iZVX]Zgh�VcY�WZiiZg�
aZVYZgh#�7ji�d[iZc�^c�Vcn�hnhiZb!�i]Z�egdWaZbh�a^Z�cdi�^c�i]Z�eZdeaZ!��
Wji�^c�i]Z�[Vjain�VggVc\ZbZcih�^c�l]^X]�eZdeaZ�VgZ�Vh`ZY�id�ldg`#��
>[�Vaa�`^Yh�VgZ�id�aZVgc!�^i�l^aa�WZ�Xg^i^XVa�id�]VkZ�VggVc\ZbZcih��

YZh^\cZY�id�bVm^b^oZ�hijYZci�VcY�iZVX]Zg�bdi^kVi^dc#�

I]Z�Di]Zg�=Va[�d[�i]Z�HigViZ\n/�
;daadl^c\�je�dc�HnhiZb�GZ[dgb�7n�>ccdkVi^c\�l^i]�HX]dda�VcY�HX]dda^c\�

"�:YjXVi^dc�q�:kdak^c\!�?VcjVgn�'%%-

{
}

L]n�Yd�lZ�cZZY�Y^[[ZgZci�[dgbh�d[�hX]dda�VcY�hX]dda^c\4

7ZXVjhZ�lZ�]VkZ�hl^iX]ZY�i]Z�Vhh^\cbZci�id�djg�ZYjXVidgh#�6�
hnhiZb�dcXZ�idaY�id�egdk^YZ�ndjc\�eZdeaZ�i]Z�deedgijc^in�id�aZVgc�^h�
cdl�idaY�^i�bjhi�ZchjgZ�i]Vi�i]Zn�aZVgc#�I]^h�gVY^XVa�X]Vc\Z�^c�i]Z�

b^hh^dc!�[gdb�VXXZhh�id�VX]^ZkZbZci!�XVccdi�hjXXZZY�jcaZhh�lZ�X]Vc\Z�
i]Z�igVY^i^dcVa�bdYZa�d[�hX]dda^c\#

I]Z�Di]Zg�=Va[�d[�i]Z�HigViZ\n/�
;daadl^c\�je�dc�HnhiZb�GZ[dgb�7n�>ccdkVi^c\�l^i]�HX]dda�VcY�HX]dda^c\�

"�:YjXVi^dc�q�:kdak^c\!�?VcjVgn�'%%-

{
}

I]Z�Y^hig^Xi�higjXijgZ�Òghi�egdbdiZY�Wn�i]Z�VYb^c^higVi^kZ��
egd\gZhh^kZh�cZVgan�V�XZcijgn�V\d�]Vh�eZgh^hiZY�gZbVg`VWan#�I]Z��
^ciZch^kZ�lVkZh�d[�hX]dda�gZ[dgb�i]Vi�]VkZ�hlZei�i]Z�cVi^dc�^c�i]Z�
aVhi�ild�YZXVYZh�]VkZ�[V^aZY�id�VYYgZhh�i]Z�higjXijgZ�VcY�deZgVi^dc�d[�
hX]dda�Y^hig^Xi�Vh�dcZ�d[�i]Z�gddi�XVjhZh�d[�djg�ZYjXVi^dc�egdWaZbh#�

"�HX]dda�8dbbjci^Zh�i]Vi�Ldg`/��
6�CVi^dcVa�iVh`�;dgXZ�dc�i]Z�;jijgZ�d[�JgWVc�9^hig^Xih�

6ccZcWZg\�>chi^ijiZ�[dg�HX]dda�GZ[dgb!�7gdlc�Jc^kZgh^in!�'%%%

A N  E D U C A T I O N A L  M A N I F E S T O  O F  H O P E  -  P A R T  2

< 2 >< 2 >



THE BEST WAY TO  
ADDRESS TESTING 
AND ACCOUNTABILITY

Teachers know how to assess learning. We assess each 
of our students every minute of every day. Every time our 
students talk, write, compute, interact, ask a question or 
answer one, we are assessing what they understand, how 
they use their understanding and what we as teachers 
need to do to move them forward. Teachers who are not 
completely overwhelmed with the mandated testing that 
has replaced this kind of assessment use these moment-to-
moment assessments to make judgments. I don’t mean the 
kind of judgments that the system is making when it judges 
students, teachers, schools and whole communities as  
failing. I mean the kind of judgments a doctor makes when 

she is diagnosing a patient. These kinds of judgments rely  
on professional knowledge and experience, knowledge of the patient (student) and their history, 
mixed with the evidence before them. The doctor then makes a judgment about what the next 
medical steps should be. In our case, we make judgments about the next educational steps. And, 
like the medical profession, outside regulators with no knowledge of the patient should never make 
judgments about treatments. 

As teachers, we know that the real problem with the assessments we create and the judgments 
we make. They are not standardized, and the public has been bamboozled into thinking that our 
professional judgment is not to be trusted. It’s all part of the wildly popular sport called the  
de-professionalization of teaching.

If there is a teacher left standing who doesn’t think high-stakes testing has become the tail wag-
ging the dog, then I’d be surprised. In fact, if there is anyone outside of the PB&J and the profit-making 
testing industry who hasn’t come to the conclusion that we are replacing teaching with testing and 
real accountability with accounting, I’d be even more surprised. Teachers and parents, and most 
of the thinking community know that the current testing is not a true assessment of learning, and 
that test scores are not true accountability. “Standardized tests have too many deficiencies to be 
the determining factor in assessing student achievement, but their most egregious flaw is that they 
don’t address the qualities and values that most parents want their children to have—the skills and 
attitudes needed to continue learning on their own and be good citizens, productive workers, and 
fulfilled human beings” (Multiple Measures, Ronald A. Wolk, in The Last Word, Education Week, 2007).

Teachers know that the essential question is not, “Is achievement increasing?” That is the wrong 
question and it has led us to measuring achievement in inadequate but easily quantifiable terms. 
Rather, the essential question is, “Is learning increasing?” To assess an increase in learning, we 
know that the teaching, the learning, and the assessments we use must be engaging, relevant,  
applicable and interesting—just the opposite of what we are doing and quantifying now.

And worse, teachers and students are living with the side effects of asking the wrong question. 
Because of the punitive pressures attached to high-stakes reading and math test scores, it has 
become a widespread and well-documented side effect that the curriculum has narrowed. Although 
we know that it is our professional and ethical responsibility to teach each child every subject at 
an appropriate level based on his or her needs, regardless of AYP rankings, many teachers have 
been directed by their principals to focus exclusively on math and reading and forgo the teaching of 
science, social studies, art, music and more. Schools have been directed by central offices and state 
departments to narrowly focus on math and reading, even if the result is to deny some students 
electives and/or a full range instruction in all content areas. In spite of the fact that it is our legal 
and ethical obligation to provide all students with a well-rounded education in every subject, many 
students, in particular those living in poverty, are denied that basic right.

The rhetoric used to justify the current standardized test crazed movement claims that state tests 
measure whether a student has met state standards. As teachers, we know that’s not true. These 
tests may measure something, but it’s not the extent to which students have mastered a standard. 
Assessments should compare the performance of students to a set of expectations or standards, 
but never to the performance of other students, and should never be external to the classroom. 
Our country has allowed standardized tests to replace authentic assessments because this kind of 
achievement is easily and cheaply measured, but easy and cheap does not translate into deeper 
learning and subsequent academic success. I can’t think of a single life endeavor that requires 
simple memorization instead of complex thinking—unless, of course, you include filling in the 
bubbles as a life endeavor. “In order to create a true standards-based system, schools (and the  
districts and states that dictate policy related to what schools do) first have to decrease their  
reliance on testing as evidence of mastery. Tests are a proxy for the real thing – an actual  
demonstration of what students know and can do” (Walking our Talk About Standards, Lois  
Brown Easton, Kappan January 2007, p. 391).

Adam Urbanski, President of the Rochester Teachers Association, recently wrote: 
Unless we are facing in the right direction, nothing else really matters much.  

Moving faster in the wrong direction is not really progress. So, too, when it comes 
to testing. First and foremost, we must get the question right. Until now, we 
haven’t. We “test” kids to find out what they know. Instead, we should be assessing 
them to find out what they are able to do with what they know. 

The very definition of “knowledge” has changed. It used to be that knowledge 
was defined as “having information”. But in the age of information explosion, the 
number of known facts doubles virtually every 18 months or so. Any computer can 
hold much more information than any even well informed individual. So the new 
definition of knowledge is not just “what you know”, but rather “what are you able 
to do with what you know.” In other words, it’s no longer a question of just having 
information, but rather a question of knowing how to apply information in useful 
ways (Testing and Accountability: The Importance of Asking the Right Question, 
November, 2007).

Replacing assessment with testing has moved public education in this decade too fast in the 
absolute wrong direction. Why? To hold teachers accountable. As unionists, we know that our  
members embrace accountability. Go into any classroom and ask any teachers to “account for”  
their carefully planned lessons or describe to you the extent to which their students are learning 
and growing. I challenge you to find a teacher who isn’t accountable for that which they have  
control over. As unionists, we must be unwavering in our exposé of test-driven accountability,  
which does harm and is the antithesis of being accountable for real teaching and learning. As  
aptly noted in Diplomas Count, “[A]ccountability can only undermine the ability of high schools to 
prepare students for anything other than routine test-taking” (Education Week, June 12, 2007, p. 33). 
As unionists, we believe that public education will be lost in this country if we buy into the para-
digm that our profession should be accountable to anything that is less than an authentic match 
with the work teachers do.

Authentic learning requires authentic assessments. As noted by Martha Foote, “Suspiciously 
absent from the accountability equation are the tests themselves” (Keeping Accountability  
Systems Accountable, Kappan, January 2007). As unionists, we must use our ability to organize the 
professionals we represent to unite in our professional voices and to assert that true accountability 
must include accountability at every level of the system. Federal and state policymakers have not 
held the testing companies, or the tests they produce, accountable for truly assessing learning.  
We must demand the creation of an assessment system that is authentic and performance-based, 
one that teachers can locally create and that they can truly be accountable to. Teachers can and  
will be accountable for creating multiple measures that assist students in learning higher-order 
skills and truly provide them with an understanding of what students know and what they can do 
with what they know. 

As unionists, we must insist that no individual or entity outside of our field of expertise has the 
professional knowledge that our members do, and that, once teachers design our own assessment 
system, we would be happy to demonstrate to the public, to whom we are accountable, the results 
of our work. The assessment system teachers design will, without doubt, “provide a more accurate 
measure of what students know and can do, engage students more deeply in learning, and provide 
for more timely feedback,” (Linda Darling-Hammond, 12/4/07). Once assessments make sense for 
teachers and students, then, and only then, should teachers teach to the test.

As tests are morphed into authentic assessments, the content and method should be made public. 
Public knowledge of what students will be assessed on and how they will be assessed will inevita-
bly create a more genuine and public, accountability system. It is ridiculous at best, a set-up to fail 
at worse, that the content of tests is kept secret from teachers and students. “In today’s environment, 
teaching to the test is at best capitulation and at worst an immoral resignation. But that’s so only 
because the tests are not credible. There’s nothing wrong, though, with teaching to the test if the  
test is an accurate measure of real learning. Asking students to show what they are able to do  
with what they know – in other words, to apply learning in useful ways – would give us ‘tests’  
worth teaching to. And no other simple change in the current accountability schemes holds greater 
promise or greater potential to improve accountability teaching, and especially learning,” (Testing 
and Accountability: The Importance of Asking the Right Question, Adam Urbanski, November, 2007).

THE CREATION OF A NATIONAL TASK FORCE CHARGED WITH  
PRODUCING AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENTS THAT ARE PUBLIC,  
PERFORMANCE-BASED AND REQUIRED NO MORE THAN THREE 
TIMES IN THE CAREER OF A PUBLIC SCHOOL STUDENT.

WE R E C O M M E N D . . .

For example:
AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENTS MUSTUÊ  connect with our agreed upon national standards that 
support our vision of a public education system that engages learners in critical thinking and 
problem solving.
THESE NATIONAL ASSESSMENTS WOULD BE FULLY FUNDEDUÊ  by the federal government.
THE ASSESSMENTS WOULD BE PERFORMANCE-BASED AND SUMMATIVE.UÊ
THESE ASSESSMENTS WOULD NEVER BE REQUIREDUÊ  of children under the age of eleven, the 
age at which children start to conceptualize, create logical structures that explain his or her 
experiences and have the ability for abstract problem solving. 
TEACHERS WILL BE RESPONSIBLE FOR CREATING CLASSROOM-BASED ASSESSMENTSUÊ  that 
prepare students for the authentic tasks they will be asked to perform. These formative assess-
ments inform teachers and parents about progress. They are never used as verdicts.
ANY STUDENT WHO DOES NOT DO WELL ON AUTHENTIC ASSESSMENTSUÊ  as they develop 
will receive added time and support. All students will know what they are preparing for.
We further recommend that the national task force charged with creating authentic assessments 

will be made up of no less than fifty percent practicing teachers, who will work in tandem and with 
the guidance of psychometricians, other educational experts and policymakers.
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CONNECTING 
SOCIAL POLICY  
AND PUBLIC  
EDUCATION

The significant effect that growing up 
in poverty has on a student’s education is 
about the only idea I know that educators, 
politicians and social scientists agree about. 
As well-known and accepted as this is, 
there seems to be almost no purposeful link 
between social policy and public education. 
Not that people don’t think there should 
be—it’s just that politicians haven’t mustered 
the political will to make that link profound 
enough to really make a difference. “When 
most poverty is factored out of U.S. public 
school performance, U.S. schools rank No. 1 in 
the world. Since the U.S. has the highest child-
hood poverty among the competing nations, 
what does that say about the schools? About 
the nation? It says that poverty is the biggest 

problem and that poverty, not school, is the biggest problem in the U. S.” (Ken Neal, Senior Editor of 
the Tulsa World found in George Wood’s-The Forum for Education and Democracy.)

As teachers, we know how living in poverty affects the kids we teach. Researchers continue to 
confirm the importance of the first years of life for children’s emotional and intellectual develop-
ment. Poor children face a greater risk of impaired brain development due to their exposure to a 
number of risk factors associated with poverty and educationally-related health problems like  
hearing loss, vision problems, lack of dental health and increased cases of asthma. All this can  
be confirmed by every school nurse and teacher in schools serving poor children. Even getting  
necessary medical care in our public health systems requires taking kids out schools and parents 
out of work for lengthy periods of time. Poverty is a significant contributor to health disparities,  
with poor children of color frequently experiencing the worst health outcomes.

Early childhood teachers know that the foundational skills needed for reading proficiency start 
with the initial literacy skills of speaking and listening. There is universal agreement that reading 
proficiency holds the key to future educational doorways. Scientists confirm what teachers know: 
kids living in poverty come to school with smaller vocabularies than kids from middle and upper 
class backgrounds. In fact, Hart and Risley documented that at age 3 the recorded vocabulary size for 
kids on welfare was 525 words, compared to 749 in working class families and 1,116 in professional 
families. “In four years of such experience, an average child in a professional family would have 
accumulated experience with almost 45 million words, an average child in a working-class family 
would have accumulated experience with 26 million words, and an average child in a welfare family 
would have accumulated experience with 13 million words. By age 4, the average child in a welfare 
family might have 13 million fewer words of cumulative experience than the average child in a 
working-class family,” (The Early Catastrophe: The 30 Million Word Gap by Age 3, Betty Hart and Todd 
R. Risley, American Educator Spring 2003). This word gap leads to the reading gap and teachers know 
that the best way to address the achievement gap is to address the opportunity gap. 

When socio-economically deprived children fall behind in spoken vocabulary development dur-
ing their first three years of life, they are very likely to have lifelong struggles in all their studies in 
school. This is why, as teachers, we know that it is ridiculous to hold schools accountable for closing 
the achievement gap without massive changes in social policy. It is absurd to hold us accountable 
for students’ learning without reciprocal accountability for supportive social policies for families 
and kids in poverty and focused attention on issues such as health care. David Berliner  
(Our Impoverished View of Educational Research, Teachers College Record, June 2006) notes:

Improving classrooms and schools, working on curricula and standards, improving 
teacher quality and fostering better use of technology are certainly helpful. But sadly, 
such activities may also be similar to those of the drunk found on his hands and knees 
under a street lamp. Then asked by a passerby what he was doing, the drunk replied 
that he was looking for his keys. When asked where he lost them, the drunk replied 
“over there,” and pointed back up the dark street. When the passerby then asked 
the drunk why he wasn’t looking for the keys where they were located, the drunk 
answered “the light is better here!”
I believe we need to worry whether the more important keys to school reform are up 
the block, in the shadows where the light is not as bright. If we do choose to peer into 
the dark, we might see what the recently deceased sociologist Elizabeth Cohen saw 
quite clearly: “That poverty constitutes the unexamined 600-pound gorilla that most 
affects American education today.”

As unionists, we know that poor kids are more likely to attend poorly maintained and poorly 
equipped schools. Generations ago, when poor kids went to school, their world was more than likely 
expanded. School may have been the only place with running water, telephones and books. Now, 
the experience kids living in poverty have at school is pretty much the same as what they experi-
ence at home, if not worse—a lack of a healthy learning environment, a lack of modern technology,

For example:
PROVIDE UNIVERSAL HEALTH AND DENTAL CARE FOR ALL CHILDREN.UÊ
PROVIDE UNIVERSAL PRE-SCHOOL.UÊ
FUND SCHOOL-BASED HEALTH CLINICS.UÊ
FUND ADDITIONAL SOCIAL WORKERSUÊ , counselors and nurses in all schools serving poor 
communities.
RAISE THE MINIMUM WAGE—A LOT!UÊ
ENSURE AFFORDABLE HOUSING FOR FAMILIESUÊ .
PROVIDE GOVERNMENT SUBSIDIZED, HIGH-QUALITY DAY CAREUÊ  for working families.
CREATE STANDARDS FOR BUILDERS UÊ that require parks and schools in new housing developments.
CREATE AND ENFORCE LAWSUÊ  that protect our environment and prevent chemicals in our food.
CREATE AND ENFORCE LAWSUÊ  that require a woman’s wages be equal to that of a man doing 
comparable work; and
CREATE LAWS THAT MANDATE COMPANIES LIKE WAL-MARTUÊ  to provide their employees the 
income, medical insurance, and retirement plans necessary for healthy families and to raise 
healthy children.

Teacher working conditions are student learning conditions, and current research strongly 
indicates that working conditions make a difference in teacher retention, and that teacher work-
ing conditions are important predictors of student achievement. We further recommend the start 
of ongoing public works projects focused on creating and maintaining the state-of-the-art school 
buildings essential for appropriate teaching and learning environments. 

THAT THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES, ALONG WITH  
CONGRESS, BECOME ACCOUNTABLE FOR CREATING SOCIAL  
POLICIES THAT SUPPORT FAMILIES WHO LIVE IN POVERTY AND 
SUPPORT FAMILIES TO GET OUT OF POVERTY.

WE R E C O M M E N D . . .

{

}
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overcrowded conditions and peeling paint. These conditions are more prevalent in our urban school 
systems, where kids have no choice but to cope with the substandard physical and educational 
condition of their schools. As Alan Jones noted, “The parents of poor urban students do not possess 
the political or economic capital to generate outrage at, or sometimes even awareness of, the  
dilapidated buildings and dead-end curriculum that their children are subjected to every day. 
Suburban parents, who do possess the political and economic power to call attention to the  
deplorable conditions in our urban schools, remain silent simply because they have the schools 
they want,” (Where Have All the Strong Poets Gone? Kappan April 2007, p. 599). Poverty does not 
have a deterministic impact, but rather a predictive impact if nothing is done.

As unionists, we listen to our members’ justifiable complaint that they are forced to teach in 
deplorable physical conditions and worse, to use teacher-proof scripted programs that negate the 
intellectual capabilities of their students and ignore their ability as teachers. We must champion 
the theme that fair is not equal. We must insist that schools that are serving the kids with the least 
resources get the most resources, including, but not limited to: lower pupil teacher ratios, longer 
school days and year, more social services on site, increased staffing, the best physical plants, and 
the most intellectually rigorous curriculum and teaching methodologies. 
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THE BEST ROLE FOR THE FEDERAL 
GOVERNMENT IN PUBLIC EDUCATION

As teachers, we know that NCLB is a perversion of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA). The new slogan for the federal role in public education was shamelessly lifted from the Chil-
dren’s Defense Fund and has served to be the most severe intrusion into local education control and 
the most destructive policy for public education in the history of the federal government. Teachers, 
especially those in the “restructuring” schools, know that we have gone backward to a time when 
separate educational systems were status quo for one race versus another. Now we have a govern-
ment that has enforced through policy separate and unequal curriculum and teaching methods for 
some kids—most of whom are poor. And, to make things more regressive, the poor tend to be mostly 
brown or black in this country. I am sure the Bush Administration would deny the negative racial 
implications. After all, they claim NCLB is forcing us in education to finally address “the soft bigotry 
of our low expectations”. Would Mr. and Mrs. Bush have embraced for their two children the stunting 
educational practices in schools that serve poor kids—the ones that mandate the use of prescriptive 
programs that reduce thinking to parrot like rote memorization? Would the members of Congress in-
sist that their kids attend a public school in a poor neighborhood where teaching has been replaced 
with testing and learning is replaced with compliance? 

The National Defense Education Act (NDEA) of 1958 was the start of the federal government’s 
role in public education. In response to the Soviet Union’s launch of Sputnik, the U.S. law included 
money for college loans and graduate fellowships, funds for improving science, math, and foreign 
language instruction and resources for expanded vocational and technical training. Then, in 
1965, President Johnson launched the “War on Poverty” and significantly altered the direction of 
the federal legislation by creating ESEA. Johnson’s idea was to address the achievement gap by 
addressing the opportunity gap. ESEA provided funding to develop school libraries, buy textbooks 
and instructional materials, create after-school programs of enrichment and remediation, enhance 
professional development, recruit and train personnel, and improve the health and safety of  
urban schools. 

Based on this history, the federal government had played two distinct roles in public education: 
supporting people to go to college or to work and supporting students who live in poverty by provid-
ing funding for additional services. Both seem to be positive and supportive roles to play. 

As teachers, what we have experienced from the federal government since 2002, when NCLB 
was enacted, has been the opposite of support. This law is “marked by its relentless attention to 
elementary and middle school math and reading achievement, race-and income-based achievement 
gaps, and “universal proficiency,” (NCLB and the Competitiveness Agenda: Happy Collaboration or a 
Collision Course? Hess and Rotherham, Kappan, January 2007). With this as the focus for the federal 
government’s role, our accountability, our professionalism, and the value of our training and our 
qualifications have not just been questioned, but have been openly trashed. “Those at the federal 
level do not – and cannot – know better how to educate a child than those working at the child’s 
level. In other professions, while guidelines are created for public safety, bureaucrats don’t try to 
second-guess the work of professionals who deliver services” (The Seven Deadly Sins of No Child 
Left Behind, Paul Houston, Kappan, June 2007).

During the last six years, we have been told as teachers that we cannot use our professional 
judgment, that we must teach with fidelity to programs that we are not allowed to modify by using 
our professional knowledge and the methods and materials we have at our disposal. We have been 
mandated to ignore subjects that are not tested, we have taken recess away from young children 
and electives from adolescents.

As teachers, we have suffered through the insane hypocrisy of mandates that direct us to differen-
tiate our instruction while following the pacing guide to-the-letter. We have tolerated hours of sitting 
through collaboration time designed, not for us to learn and share, but instead to get the next verbal 
memo about how we have to teach now or so we can compare our rigid adherence to programs we 
didn’t choose. 

As teachers, we have cried with our students as we watch them take tests in a language in which 
they are not yet proficient. We have violated student’s IEPs and our own professional integrity as we 
force them to take tests beyond their instructional level. We have been threatened with the revoca-
tion of our professional license to teach if we vary by even one flea’s eyelash from the test protocols. 
We have seen young people cry, throw-up and have anxiety attacks because of the pressure of 
taking the test.

We have sat with colleagues, mouths and eyes fixed open in disbelief in staff meeting after staff 
meeting, blown away by the parade of people who come into our schools telling us we’re still doing it 
wrong, we’re still failing, and our hard work is to be discounted, derailed and undermined yet again.

As teachers, we have gone home to scream and cry with our loved ones and friends about what 
our work has become, about what we are doing to our students and, about how we don’t think we 
can take it any more. We think of giving up. 

As teachers, we know that this is not the appropriate role for a government to take—a govern-
ment that consistently claims that our children are our future. We know this law is a hoax, a sham, 
and a road that is leading us in absolutely the wrong direction. We know our unions must save our 
profession and our schools because it is through our unions that our voices can be united and strong 
enough to move us past this dark time in the history of public education.

As unionists, we believe if we are to save public education, and ultimately our democracy, it’s 
time to use our collective intelligence to advocate for well thought-out alternatives. We must  
conceive of an appropriate role for the federal government to play. There is no political will nor is 
there political agreement on the massive amount of work it will take to “fix” NCLB—we must replace 
it with a policy that moves us forward. The education policy we promote must support our teachers 
to work smarter not harder, to teach deeper not broader, and one that helps to create the kind of 
schooling that students in the 21st Century need and that we have not yet seen.

Anne C. Lewis made an excellent point in her Washington Commentary in Kappan (April 2007). 
She noted, “The fact is that much of what Congress mandated or otherwise covered in the No 
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act has no research base.” As we advocate for our members and for their 
profession, we must make it clear to our political allies that the popular mantra of “research-based 
programs” is hollow compared to the knowledge of our teachers. We must help them remember that 
programs don’t teach—teachers teach. We must show them that the test prep curriculum does not 
work—for anyone. It’s time to expose as Gerald Bracey did in the 17th Bracey Report On The  
Condition Of Public Education (October, 2007) “The only beneficiary of NCLB to date was the  
testing industry.”

To date, the Bush Administration has shortchanged NCLB needs by $70.9 billion. But we must be 
clear—that is not the entire problem! Fully funding a damaging policy is not what our members 
want and not what our students need. Until we get a law that makes sense, we must encourage our 
members to practice a little “creative insubordination” like the teachers did in Kingsport, Tennes-
see as reported by Bobby Ann Starnes in Kappan (December 2007). She set out in search of the “Holy 
Grail – a school that operates without fear of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), without Reading First 
programs, without reading “coaches” who intimidate and browbeat teachers. A school where teach-
ers do not use scripts in their teaching but instead use their intellect, imagination, and expertise”.

She found a school that was “a place about and for children” in which the “instruction is highly 
individualized, hands-on, and driven by formative assessment”. They can do that, the principal said, 
because, “We really know the research and we use that research to create child-centered learning 
environments . . . because we study everything and then we twist NCLB in ways that make it work 
for our kids.”

This law has driven good instruction underground. It has silenced teachers from actively partici-
pating in their profession. It has solidified a more deeply autocratic and absolutely non-democratic 
way of schooling our children. There is, without any doubt, a better role for the federal government 
to play in public education.

As progressive unionists, we can unify our members under a visionary agenda for the federal 
government. We must support and advocate for our members to win back their professional efficacy. 
We will tenaciously expose as false or destructive the test-based accountability agenda that has 
denied the professional status our teachers deserve.

Chris Gallagher (Democratic Policy Making and the Arts of Engagement, Kappan, January 2008) 
made a few profound recommendations for policymakers so that they may function more democrati-
cally as they work on the reauthorization of NCLB. He contends that democratic policymakers:

Choose the unglamorous and humble work of creating supportive contexts for incremental 1. 
school improvement over faddish thinking and self-serving chest beating. Let’s acknowledge 
this reality straightaway: as in all of politics, the exercise of humility on the part of a policy-
maker constitutes an act of uncommon courage.
Understand that policy can force change, but not improvement; good policy creates environ-2. 
ments in which school improve themselves. 
Understand that all schools are different and that all are in need of improvement. 3. 
Seek to improve their own capacity to support school improvement—starting with learning to 4. 
listen to educators.

It was a vision of these democratic policymakers that I had in mind as I wrote this Manifesto—
this public declaration of my beliefs and my best hopes for public education. I have laid out in these 
six sections what I think the best role is for the federal government in public education as it works 
on the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

Starting with the end in mind, my recommendations are:
1. The creation of standards for any public policy that affects public education. 
2. The creation of national standards for education that are judged by “standards for standards” 

that will ensure the demise of rote memorization of facts in the place of real learning. 
3. Once we have agreed-upon national education standards, then teachers must be free to 

become the policymakers of classroom practice and address the standards with their own 
professional expertise.

4. Change school systems into a system of schools with centralized support for teaching and 
learning at the heart of the system and innovation at the heart of every school. Provide Innova-
tion Grants to groups of educators to design new school structures.

5. Create a national task force charged with producing authentic assessments that are public, 
performance-based and required no more than three times in the career of a public school 
student.

6. The President of the United States, along with Congress, must become accountable for creating 
social polices that support families who live in poverty.
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THE ROLE OF UNIONS
The driving force behind a truly democratic public education 

system must be questioning—questioning everything. We must 
question what others mean when they use the word “reform”. 
We must question power structures and motives. We must ask 
our members to look deeply at their practice and reflect on the 
questions—is this the best way to teach and if not, what might I 
do differently? Most importantly, if unionists are to be seriously 
considered during the inevitable next phase of education reform, 
we must be willing to ask the same probing questions of ourselves 
that we ask of others in the current educational system. We must 
be more than willing; we must be proactively anxious and excited 
by the possibilities of self-initiated organizational transformation.

The possibility that teaching and learning are at the heart of 
reform is at best optimistic; ultimately reform initiatives do not 
often focus on the professional work of teachers. Instead teachers 
find themselves the passive targets of various reforms rather than 
the creators of reform. The reasons for this are deeply rooted in 
the evolution of the public school system and teacher unions. The 
lineage of the current model of unionism can be traced directly 
to industrialization and consequently to our current system of 
factory-model school organizations. Just as trade union structures 
mirrored their industry counterparts, teacher unions often estab-
lished structures that mirrored those of school districts. Central to 

the debate about the role of teacher unions and the role of teachers in education reform is a false 
but powerful perceived dichotomy between the concepts of professionalism and unionism. 

Unionism in the traditional sense is still, if not more, essential with the proliferation of reform 
schemes—such as NCLB—that are designed to destroy public education, and demonize teachers 
and their unions. As unionists, when we protect the rights of our members or speak out against  
bad ideas, we are accused of protecting the status quo and blocking change. Actually, what we  
are doing is protecting our members from the status quo—the standard operating procedures of 
professional oppression and abuse. As long as that is needed, this will be an essential role for  
our unions and we should never apologize for this. 

Protecting our members is not at odds with professionalism. They are not mutually exclusive no-

tions; they are both essential. In 1995 Al Shanker, President of the American Federation of Teachers 
wrote, “ I have spent more than thirty years arguing for unionism and collective bargaining, for  
better salaries and working conditions for teachers. We cannot abandon these goals—far from it—
but today I am convinced that unless we go beyond collective bargaining to the achievement of true 
teacher professionalism, we will fail in our major objectives: to preserve public education in the 
United States and improve the status of teachers economically, socially, and politically (The Making 
of a Profession, American Educator).

In the wake of Al Shanker’s leadership, and arguably because of it, many unions have been the 
champions of reform for the past two and three decades. Through the collective bargaining process, 
unions have reformed evaluation systems by creating Peer Assistance and Review programs that 
also include taking on the responsibility to police the quality among our own ranks. We’ve taken 
on compensation reform promoting innovative ways to move away from the single salary schedule. 
And advanced teacher professionalism through the revolutionary national board certification 
system for teachers—a process that is now highly respected and accepted among the entire educa-
tional and lay community was first proposed by Al Shanker in 1985.

These reforms are significant, yet not sufficient. The changes that have resulted are still layered 
onto the existing broken system. As a result, they cannot create the deep structural changes that 
would lead a radically different kind of schooling or the deep structural changes of the unions 
themselves. “Until now, reforms have not been radical enough. We repair and remodel the same 
system, rarely reinventing education. And for as long as reforms remain marginal, we remain 
permanently perched on the eve of revolution,” (Learner—Centered Schools: A Vision for the Future, 
Adam Urbanski, Education Policy Journal, September, 1995). The tenacity of the industrial-style 
system we all know so well is formidable—as much for unions as for school systems. 

If unions are to be effective in creating teacher-led reforms, they must change in tandem with  
the changes they seek in public education. Adam Urbanksi, President of the Rochester Teachers 
Association made this observation in 1998 when he wrote, “In a sense, unions are more likely to 
change if the unionists are agents of reform. Ironically, if unions do not become agents of reform, 
they will remain targets of reform” (TURNing Unions Around, Contemporary Education).

For quite some time, there has been a strong practitioner-based commitment to reform both  
education and educational unions. In July 1995, representatives of progressive teacher unions from 
both the AFT and the NEA formed the Teacher Union Reform Network (TURN), with the express pur-
pose of redesigning teacher unions to be more effective partners in the effort to improve education 
in America’s public schools. TURN is a union-led effort to restructure the nation’s teacher unions to 
promote reforms that will ultimately lead to better schools for America’s children. 

As evident in TURN’s Mission Statement, those who participate in the network engage in ongoing 
conversations about the role of the union. TURN’s Mission Statement states:

Teacher unions must provide leadership for the collective voice of their members. Teacher 
unions have a responsibility to students, their families, and to the broader society. Teacher 
unions are committed to public education as a vital element of our democracy. What unites 
these responsibilities is our commitment to help all children learn.

We affirm the union’s responsibility to collaborate with other stakeholders in public education 
and to seek consistently higher levels of student achievement by:

Improving continuously the quality of teaching.UÊ
Promoting in public education and in the union democratic dynamics, fairness, and due UÊ
process for all.
Seeking to expand the scope of collective bargaining to include instructional and  UÊ
professional issues.
Improving on an ongoing basis the terms and conditions under which both adults and UÊ
children work and learn.

As TURN evolved so did the ideas guiding the network. Member locals recently developed  
Standards for Responsible and Responsive Teacher Unions:

Responsible and responsive teacher unions are committed to:
consider students’ learning as our primary goal and assume professional accountability UÊ
for students’ progress
take responsibility for teaching quality, support teachers’ professional learning and UÊ
ensure that teachers are empowered at the school and classroom level
improve the terms and conditions under which both adults and students work and learnUÊ
expand the scope of collective bargaining to include instructional and professional issues UÊ
and teacher involvement in educational decisions
organize members by promoting quality and create ways for excellent practitioners to UÊ
become leaders in our schools and in our unions
collaborate with other stakeholders as equal partners and involve families and communi-UÊ
ties in students’ learning
protect the right of collective action and collective bargainingUÊ
engage in democratic and transparent practices that are equitable and ethically and UÊ
fiscally responsible
honor dissent and promote social justice, self-determination, fairness and due processUÊ
preserve and improve public education and maintain an open mind to new and promising UÊ
ideas and changes

These were written in the best sprit of standard writing as they are broad and descriptive not  
narrow and prescriptive. Best used as a conceptual guide by progressive union leaders, they do  
not tell leaders and their members how to act, but rather provide a guide for future actions. 

The question remains: how will unions committed to the idea that they must reform themselves  
in tandem with schools, transform their organization to better support the kinds of change they  
promote for public education? How will union leaders create organizations that preserve and 
integrate the best of professionalism and unionism?

In 1985, Al Shanker delivered a speech to the QuEST conference entitled “The Dangers of Not 
Having Any New Ideas”. Indeed, the having of new ideas is the challenge—for unions, for school 
districts, and for our politicians. I believe that as unions we have the distinct advantage. For us,  
the power of ideas lies in our people, the minds of our members, not politicians. It is only through 
their hard won experience, their passion and their willingness to create new schools and powerful 
teaching strategies that transformation begins. That is why it is incumbent upon us, as union  
leaders, to do one thing—organize. Organizing passionate and brilliant people is the ultimate  
foundation of unionism. Successful organizing for a different kind of school system, one full of 
different roles and responsibilities, is the only way to begin a meaningful break from the current 
industrial style structures.

If we are successful in creating policies that support teachers to create innovative structures, 
then their unions must develop supportive structures for them. Union members could, and should, 
be the readers and producers of research that provoke new ideas and the subsequent development 
of schools. Unions must become the primary providers of professional development, which is truly 
professional and real development. The kind of PD that engages teachers to question assumptions 
about the structures of schools and that has, as its ultimate goal, the development of schools that 
our communities may not recognize. Schooling that is rigorous, constantly reinventing itself, and 
that is unshakable in its belief that all kids can be engaged in rigorous and meaningful authentic 
learning. With this level of engagement, students will test well, even if the test is not authentic. 
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Organizing
Negotiations Begin Next Month

Collective bargaining with APS begins in early April. In addition to salaries, your union 
will negotiate over contract language improvements with the district. While the scope and 
depth of bargaining has yet to be determined, the professional development days and the 
one day of prep negotiated as a pilot last year will definitely be on the agenda. 

Membership of the Month
Every month, each person who recruited a new member is entered into a drawing for 

Membership of the Month. We draw a winner at the Fed Rep Council meeting, and ATF 
staff members bring food and host a member meeting at that school to talk about any  
issues they would like. Congratulations to our winners so far:

Diana Shea & Marie Hughes ESUÊ
Tom Healy & A. Montoya ESUÊ
Pat Graff & La Cueva HSUÊ
Heather Sanchez & Lowell ESUÊ
Penny Grigsby & Sandia BaseUÊ
Dan Shanley & Manzano HSUÊ
Robert Rivera & Juvenile Detention CenterUÊ

At-Large Officer Elections
All at-large ATF officer positions are up for election this year, and will be elected to a 

two-year term. These positions are:
President 
Executive Vice-President 
Membership & Involvement Vice-President 
Treasurer 
Secretary
Nominations closed on April 7th. Once candidate credentials have been verified, 

candidates will be informed of all rules and regulations controlling the election. Elections 
will be held via U.S. Mail, beginning in late April. For information on the candidates and 
election process, go to www.atfunion.org and visit the lead story entitled, “ATF Elections  
& Nominations”. 

Fed Rep Elections
ATF Fed Rep elections for the 2008-2009 school year will take place this May. Current 

Fed Reps will receive elections materials at the May 6th Fed Rep Council meeting, and are 
charged with facilitating the elections process at their schools. Each school is entitled to 
one Fed Rep per twenty ATF members, or part thereof. 

Any ATF member is eligible to run, so we hope you’ll throw your hat in the ring! The 
ATF Fed Rep Council is the policy-making body of our union, so it is important to have a 
democratically-elected representative from your school who can help make decisions on 
behalf of their fellow ATF members.

If you are an ATF member and your school is one of the few that does not currently have 
an ATF Fed Rep, please contact Kristin at 262-2657 or kjo@atfunion.org and she will conduct 
an election at your school.

The Political Season is Here
By Sara Attleson, COPE Political Director

You have only to open a newspaper or watch a few minutes of TV to know that the 
political season is upon us and the elections are near. Many educators contact ATF for 
information about candidates for office. I want to take a few moments to brief you on the 
process the ATF-Committee on Political Education follows in making endorsements of state 
legislative candidates, which we present to you for your consideration.

Each election cycle, union leaders and COPE volunteers meet to review the legislative 
session and identify current education and labor issues on which to assess incumbent leg-
islators and new candidates for the state legislature. A questionnaire on these important 
issues is developed and sent to each person who has filed for candidacy in each legislative 
district within the APS boundaries. Their responses to the questions are the first assess-
ment of candidate’s potential for an endorsement. Current office holders are also evaluated 
on their voting record in the legislature. Then, those who return questionnaires are invited 
to be interviewed by the COPE Screening and Endorsement Committee. Based on all avail-
able documentation and interview responses, the committee compiles a list of candidates 
it will recommend for endorsement to the ATF Federation Representative Council. The Fed 
Rep Council has final authority to approve or reject a given candidate’s endorsement.

The information on candidate endorsements is sent via U.S. Mail to union members only. 
Like all of ATF’s political work, this is paid for by voluntary contributions from Federation 
members. (No union dues are used to fund ATF’s political actions.) These endorsement 
recommendations are suggestions for you to consider when you go to the polls. No one is 
forced to vote for any specific candidate; your vote is your own. However, these recommen-
dations are based on your union’s best political research and analysis.

committee on political education
“POLITICAL ACTION IS THE ANSWER”
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This type of change must be surrounded by solid union contracts. Unions would have to work  
with our members to identify, possibly school-by-school, the non-negotiables of the master  
contract. This is not a new idea. Sandra Feldman promoted the concept of the “thin contract” when 
she served as AFT President. As the world changes, schools must too—and so must our unions if  
we want to participate. If schools are no longer standardized then neither can be our negotiated 
agreement. What kind of union structures would we need to develop so that school-based teacher 
teams can create contract language unique to their school? What is not negotiable when it comes  
to teacher union change: due process? democratic dynamics? self-determination? 

Should teacher unions: 
Run districts? UÊ
Run schools?UÊ
Model communal practices?UÊ
Be a community resource?UÊ
Be organizations that learn?UÊ
Be producers of knowledge about teaching and learning?UÊ

Responsive, responsible unionism is essential. Without those qualities, we run the risk of becom-
ing the bureaucratic system that define the school districts we organized against in the first place. 
Responsive and responsible unions change in tandem with the changing needs of our members and 
our students.

The industrial-union model that emerged from years of struggling for parity with management 
was a good match for the industrial-style schools of yesteryear.
However, as the industrial model of schooling begins to crumble, so too must industrial-style 
unionizing. Teacher unions must lead the education-reform movement, not simply react to it. 
Whatever is to become of the “new unionism,” however, must be built on the essential commit-
ments of what teacher unions have always stood for: democratic dynamics, fairness and due 
process, self-determination, unity without unanimity, social justice, and the dignity of all work 
and workers. (Reform or Be Reformed, Adam Urbanksi, Education Next , Fall, 2001).

We are nearing universal consensus that the purpose of public schools through the framework 
of NCLB does not support a democratic society and does not help all students to learn. It does leave 
children behind. It does leave democracy behind. It is up to us as teacher unionists to create a com-
pelling vision of education, our profession, and of our own organizations. It’s up to us as progressive 
teachers unions to act now and debate along the way. The essential questions for teacher unions 
are: how should local unions operate as education systems evolve in the 21st Century; and, how can 
our members lead in that evolution?

{ }
Jc^dch�]VkZ�WZZc�^c�i]Z�Wa^cY�hedi�d[�i]Z�gVYVg�hXdeZ�d[�ZYjXVi^dcVa�gZ[dgb#�>c�i]Z�]jcYgZYh�

VcY�i]djhVcYh�d[�gZedgih�lg^iiZc�VWdji�X]Vc\^c\�ejWa^X�ZYjXVi^dc�^c�i]Z�Jc^iZY�HiViZh�h^cXZ�&.-(!�
jc^dch�VgZ�Vabdhi�^ck^h^WaZ#�6cY�l]Zc�i]Zn�]VkZ�WZZc�bZci^dcZY!�i]Zn�VgZ�Vabdhi�jc^kZghVaan�

e^XijgZY�Vh�eVgi�d[�i]Z�egdWaZb�gVi]Zg�i]Vc�Vh�V�Xg^i^XVa�ZaZbZci�d[�i]Z�hdaji^dc#�

Jc^iZY�B^cY�Ldg`Zgh/�Jc^dch�6cY�IZVX]^c\�6cY�I]Z�@cdlaZY\Z�HdX^Zin#��
@ZgX]cZg!�@dee^X]!�VcY�LZZgZh

Summary
If you read part one last month and now part two, you know my beliefs and 

hopes and you have read my ideas. I worry that without ideas that provoke debate 
and inspire us to act, our chance to save and enhance public schooling for a 
democratic society will be lost forever. As I dream about wishes for my profession, 
for my colleagues and for our students, these are thoughts that give me hope. 
These ideas may be new to you. I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about them and I 

am sure my thoughts will change as you tell me yours. I invite you add your ideas as we endeavor to 
create public education anew—they way we believe it should be.

A final note to our elected policymakers:
“I love to teach—but I hate my job.” I hear this all the time. It is untenable and must stop.  

Teachers feel this way because of the lack of respect and trust in the teaching profession. This 
attitude is infused in the No Child Left Behind Act and the policies and practices that have resulted. 
This systematic and systemic disrespect for teachers serves only to undermine trust in public  
education and to dishearten those practitioners who would transform education, given the chance. 
We, as teachers, ask you: to what end? 

We say stop. Politicians are public servants. Teachers are public servants. 
If we’re going to do this right, we have to work together. We have to commit to a level of trust. 

You have to trust my knowledge base and professionalism. I have to trust that you understand how 
to create good public policy. I need to rely on you to support me—to create for me the supportive 
policies necessary for me to do my job. Educating our country’s youth is a public endeavor. I promise 
that I will teach my students always to question. It is the only way for our democracy to evolve. 
What we ask of you is to rigorously defend our abilities to transform education. This level of coop-
eration must precede everything if democracy and is to truly take us forward into a future that none 
of us can yet conceive. Democracy is the means and the end.
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nnouncementsA

calendar of events

date event

Monday Nominations Close 
April 7  for ATF At-Large Officers 

Tuesday General Membership Meeting 
April 8 4:30PM @ ATF Office

Thursday ATF Symposium 
April 24 4:30PM @ ATF Office

ATF Fed Rep of the Year
Thank you to all the ATF members who submitted 

nominations for “Fed Rep of the Year”. The ATF Executive 
Council will consider all nominations and make a final 
determination, to be announced on May 9th at the Fed Rep 
Appreciation Dinner. 

Considerations of the ATF Executive Council selection 
committee:

Attendance at Fed Rep Council MeetingsUÊ
Recruiting new membersUÊ
Participation in leadership activitiesUÊ
Contract language knowledgeUÊ
Volunteerism/activismUÊ

*ATF Executive Council members are not eligible for Fed 
Rep of the Year.

General Membership Meeting
The spring General Membership Meeting will be held 

at 4:30 pm at the ATF office on Tuesday, April 8th, 2008. All 
ATF members are invited to attend. ATF President Ellen 
Bernstein will discuss what we are doing in our local, as 
well as things happening in public education at the state 
and national level.

PTA Clothing Bank
A few schools that made donations to the PTA Clothing 

Bank were left off the list in the March edition of the TV. We 
would like to apologize to Chelwood, LBJ, Collet Park, Taft, 
and Carlos Rey for the accidental omission. Thank you for 
your generosity!

The PTA was thrilled to have help from so many people, 
and the ATF Fed Reps agreed to make the PTA Clothing 
Bank Drive an annual event.

Kudos!
Two of our ATF members 

were recently recognized 
for their outstanding work 
as counselors in APS. Con-
gratulations to Betty Whiton 
(Hubert Humphrey ES) for 
being named Elementary 
Counselor of the Year, and 

to Diane Brummell (Cibola HS) for being named High 
School Counselor of the Year. We are proud to have these 
outstanding professionals as members of our union!

Long Struggle Brings Bargaining Rights Back
After five years of battling the school board, the superinten-

dent and an anti-union law firm, more than 1,500 teachers and 
PSRPs in the Gallup-McKinley County school district have won 
back collective bargaining rights! Workers there, like many in 
New Mexico, had collective bargaining but lost those rights 
when the state bargaining law expired under Governor Johnson 
in 1999. Gov. Bill Richardson signed a new bargaining law in 
2003, but it required a whole new effort in many districts to 
rebuild the union. That’s what happened in Gallup, where the 
state labor relations board certified the AFT New Mexico affili-
ate as the bargaining agent on February 26. Congratulations to 
our brothers and sisters in Gallup.

NCLB Trumps IDEA
A recent court ruling said that even if the No Child Left Be-

hind Law, passed by Congress in 2001 and signed by President 
Bush in 2002, had provisions that conflicted with the IDEA, the 
newer law must take precedence. That means that even though 
provisions of NCLB conflict with a student’s IEP, NCLB trumps.

AFT Teachers Weigh NCLB Overhaul
Against the backdrop of growing member and public dis-

satisfaction with the No Child Left Behind Act, the AFT Teachers 
Program and Policy Council discussed the need for a totally dif-
ferent approach that would return this keystone federal educa-
tion law to its original aim of funding schools in poverty. NCLB 
dominated discussion at the divisional meeting, held Feb. 19-21 
in San Antonio. The law is goading states and districts into a 
frenzy of over testing, leaders warned, and it continues to be 
driven by unrealistic achievement targets that ultimately will 
lead all schools to be labeled failures. 

AFT Joins Organization 
AFT joined a diverse group of education advocates to decry 
the sacrifice of vital liberal arts courses to increased testing in 
narrowly-focused subject areas. At an event announcing the 
creation of Common Core, a Washington-based nonpartisan ad-
vocacy and research organization devoted to promoting liberal 
arts and sciences in grades K-12 across America, AFT VP Toni 
Cortese said, “If we want our kids to comprehend advanced 
materials, whether they be technical manuals or textbooks, we 
need to make sure they’re exposed to a broad range of knowl-
edge that includes social studies and literature.” 

THE NEW 
MEXICO

ATF would like to thank Lockheed Martin/Sandia National 

Labs and the Bank of Albuquerque for their continued 

support of Dial-A-Teacher.

Help available in Spanish and English  

by licensed teachers who are ATF members.

Is homework challenging your students?  

Remind them to call Dial-A-Teacher for help!
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