
Virginia M. Koning 
Albuquerque Teachers Federation Leadership 

May 2018 
 

“Why Should I Join My Teachers’ Union?” 
 

 Since their inception, trade unions have helped build a middle class and improve  
the quality of life for millions of workers across the developing world. The rise of Labor 
in the U.S. has been the bloody and violent. It has been a costly fight that began during 
Colonial times. These hard-fought battles have won workers many rights along with 
compensation. During the 1960s, when union membership was at it’s highest in the 
United States, there was a robust middle class and the lowest income inequality. The 
drop in union membership, which began in the 1980s, correlates to a decline in the 
middle class, an increase in the numbers of those living under the poverty line and a 
dramatic income increase for the wealthiest.  
 Many workers today have little or no appreciation for the costs and struggle of 
Labor over the centuries. They anticipate fair compensation, workplace safety, sick and 
vacation days, weekends, respect, rights, the social safety net afforded workers and to 
be protected by labor laws.  In fact, by the late 1990s, teachers had come to rely on 
adequate benefit and salary packages, designated work hours, prep time, sick and 
personal time, class size limits, up-to-date teaching materials and supplies and 
comfortable teaching environments. They expected them all guaranteed. Due to the 
well-funded, nationwide coordinated effort to break unions, the demonizing of unions 
and ‘union bosses,’ Right to Work legislation and the removal of labor from history 
textbooks, activists, coworkers and organizers are now required to pose this question 
to their colleagues, “Would you like to join your union?” 
  By definition, a union is a group of workers that come together and organize to 
be included in the decisions about the conditions of their work.  Most people join unions 
to ensure fair treatment at their work site, better and equitable compensation and to 
have a voice on the job without fear of retribution. The majority of the benefits workers 
enjoy today have come about thanks to unions.  

These include: 
 Economic Improvement – Negotiating for better wages and benefits, an 8-hour workday, a 40-hour 

work week, overtime pay, weekends off, minimum wage, breaks at work (including lunch), retirement, 

employer health insurance and an objective structure in the workplace to prevent favoritism.   

 Advocating for Social and Economic Justice – Child Labor Laws, Social Security payments, 

Americans with Disabilities Act, Occupational Safety and Health Act, Family and Medical Leave Act, 

Advocacy for workers to improve job security. 

During Colonial times, schools primarily taught the values of the area. Philadelphia 
was the hub of education. A compulsory education law was passed in 1683 in the colony 
of Pennsylvania, but it was rarely enforced. By 1860, almost no tax money was collected 
for public education. Over 90% of schools were private, and teachers were required to 
advertise for students. A dramatic influx of immigrants into urban areas in the mid- to 
late-1800s, prompted the building of more public schools and hiring more teachers.   

In 1857, the first teachers union began with 43 educators in Philadelphia who were 
concerned with the salaries, working conditions, opportunities for students, civil rights 
and other social justice issues. Chicago was the scene of the first strike in 1902. It 
brought teachers, parents and students together to protest a teacher’s unfair 
suspension. The American Federation of Teachers formed in Chicago in 1916, uniting 
several unions to better focus on salaries, school conditions and discrimination. 



Wisconsin was the first state to pass collective bargaining in 1959. Organizing was and 
has remained a challenge, especially since many states passed laws prohibiting 
collective bargaining and ‘Right to Work’ in the 1990s and 2000s. In 2017, the Bureau of 
Labor statistics reported that union membership was at 14.8 million people, up 262,00 
from 2016.1 All these workers acknowledged the their financial responsibility to 
contribute toward their negotiated agreement and protections afforded by their union. 

From 1812 to 1950, the population in New Mexico climbed from about 40,000 to  
681,187 residents.2 New Mexico remains a state of breathtaking beauty with fast, open 
landscapes that are home to 23 Native American tribes and 19 pueblos. Settled by the 
Spanish beginning in 1598, it holds the 45th least populated state per square mile. This 
rural, ‘majority-minority’ state where industry and organized labor was not able to find 
a home until the 1950s and 60s. In 1962, a brave group of teachers formed the 
Albuquerque Teachers Federation (ATF). Since then, ATF has worked to improve 
teaching and learning conditions in the Albuquerque Public Schools while striving to 
advance social justice and democracy in our communities. Over its 50-plus year history, 
ATF has helped create the three tier salary system, secured pay and benefit increases, 
differential and stipend increases, designed and helped implement the Mentor and PAR 
programs, prevented layoff and furloughs, won settlements and grievance procedures 
for salaries and back-pay and benefits, filed a law suit with a preliminary injunction 
against an unfair evaluation system, represented enumerable teachers, secured High 
School block schedules, gained decreases in class size limits, elimination of extra days 
and PD hours, included clarification of and changes to transfer rights, stepped up and 
out on social justice issues … and so much more!  
 For my research, I wanted to investigate how essential it is to reach out and 
recruit members to our union. Consequently, I reviewed the membership data of two 
urban schools with similar demographics and located in the same area. Both schools 
had a combined total of 71 certified staff members. Next, I looked at membership 
density and reason/s given for not joining. Of these 71 staff members, 46 educators 
were members and 25 non-members, a membership density of about 65%. Only 4 
members immediately joined before an invitation. The remaining 67 educators had 
been invited to join ATF at some point, with 42 joining after being invited by a colleague 
or organizer. The overwhelming reason that educators (16) gave for not joining was 
that they claimed they couldn’t afford it. Five educators voiced a disagreement with 
leadership or politics, and the remainders declined to state. 

At this time, the ATF member density is around 52%. Each year there are record 
retirements of certified staff, many of whom are union members. The increased 
retirement or leaving the field began in the 2011-12 school year, coinciding with the 
evaluation system. Retirements in 2014 were 235 educators, 18.6 percent higher than 
2013, and 44.2 percent higher than 2012. Meanwhile in 2014, 340 educators or 13.3 
percent educators left the field that year, and 32.3 percent the year before. For our 
union, this translates into approximately 300 memberships, most of whom were full-
dues. This exodus from our district, while not as high, has continued. With 141 teaching 
positions open on May 7, 2018, APS has had trouble finding quality, certified teachers.4 
To maintain and grow our union, we must continue to invite and recruit educators. 
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Samuel Gompers wrote, “What does labor want? We want more schoolhouses 
and less jails; more books and less arsenals; more learning and less vice; more leisure 
and less greed; more justice and less revenge; in fact, more of the opportunities to 
cultivate our better natures.”5 Teachers, join your union! 

 
5. Samuel Gompers. Shoe Workers Journal. Vol. 16 (1915), pg. 4 
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