Teachers Fight For Rights Across The U.S.

Dudley Paul


Just as the Ontario legislature gets set to take away the right to strike from TTC workers and Toronto Mayor Rob Ford muses about privatizing Toronto Community Housing, so the assault on teachers proceeds across the United States.


On March 10, Wisconsin Republicans passed Governor Scott Walker's bill to eliminate most collective bargaining rights for the state’s public employees. Walker wanted to fill a $137 million hole in the budget and demanded that teachers and other public service workers pay 5.8% of their pensions and 12.6% towards a reduced health care plan. The employees agreed to the rollback, but that wasn’t enough for Walker who saw an opportunity to restrict collective bargaining to pay and benefits. Despite massive protests – including one in Madison, Wisconsin of 100,000 people and the disappearance of 14 Democratic state senators who had left Wisconsin in protest to block the bill – the state’s Senate Republicans carried on to pass their anti-union legislation. Among the measures are ones that would prevent unions from collecting dues through payroll deductions or requiring members to pay dues. The legislation won't have much impact on reducing the $137 million deficit, but neo-cons take their opportunities where they find them.

Wisconsin is not alone


It’s not just Wisconsin teachers who are fighting for basic collective bargaining rights. Hurrying to meet a notification deadline, the school board of Providence Rhode Island fired all of its 1,926 teachers on March 1. Providence Mayor Angel Taveres said that this was a pre-emptive move to guarantee flexibility to deal with a $40 million budget deficit. Perhaps he was trying to reassure teachers when he added that most of them would be hired back once school board officials decided which 40 schools across the city would be closed. 


Rhode Island’s approach to labour negotiations is certainly a good way to avoid any contractual obligations like seniority rules or rates of pay. This is the reason the firing option was chosen over laying off teachers. Who gets hired back?  Who else but teachers with least seniority and thus the lowest pay? People with 20 years on the job can find work teaching at Wal-Mart.


According to Deborah Morais, spokesperson for the Providence Teachers Union the move is unlawful; teachers have been fired without cause. As of March 7, Ms. Morais could not say whether rehired teachers would be permitted to belong to a union or not. 


This isn’t the first mass firing in Rhode Island schools. Just a year ago, the entire staff of a so-called  “underperforming” high school in Central Falls received the axe because the union rejected a school improvement plan that called for increased working hours for the same pay.


Turning to Detroit, in a plan that even he calls neither an “academically or economically viable” emergency, financial manager Robert Bobb plans to close half of the schools in the motor city. In order to make up a $327 million deficit, 70 schools will close and 72 will remain open. The move will put an average of 60 students in Detroit high school classes, prompting parents, who have already been fleeing downtown schools for those in the suburbs, to move their kids out even faster.


Bobb is trying to get more state funding, but any help would come with a union-curbing proviso that includes eliminating teacher seniority, changing tenure requirements, implementing merit pay and working a longer school year - like poison wrapped in a pain killer.


Like their fellow pillagers in Wisconsin, the Republican-controlled Idaho state legislature plans to restrict teachers’ collective bargaining rights to salaries and benefits. Other negotiations like workloads and class sizes would be off the table. The plan, sponsored by state schools superintendent Tom Luna, would phase out teacher tenure, tie evaluations to student achievement and introduce pay for performance. Luna also plans to lay off 750 teachers. High school students will take courses online in order to graduate.


Lest readers throw up their hands in total despair, there is a little light here. Several hundred high school students rallied in Boise, Idaho, to support their teachers, something caught by media across the U.S.

A spreading anti-union virus


Otherwise, the situation is similar in other states. The Indiana legislature recently limited collective bargaining for teachers to wages and benefits, allowing administrators to set workplace rules like class size without going to the trouble of consulting unions. Separate Indiana legislation, like that of Idaho, links teacher evaluation to student performance. A bill recently introduced in Florida would cancel automatic deduction of union dues from teachers’ paychecks. Senate Bill 5 in Ohio proposes eliminating teacher salary schedules, guaranteed pay raises and seniority rights while increasing their healthcare costs. 


What is happening in the U.S cries out for our attention. The union-busting theme is blatant in legislation cropping up in many of the Republican-controlled states that want to curb the power of unions that represent 36 percent of public workers. 


With Ontario Education Minister Leona Dombrowsky insisting that the continued existence of EQAO assessments is not negotiable, it’s worth bearing in mind the trend towards linking teacher evaluation and pay to student performance on standardized tests. We also have to remember Dalton’s McGuinty’s recent push – turned back by conscientious arbitrators – to freeze the wages of Ontario’s public sector workers. After the next election – whether it’s a Liberal or Tory government – the assault on public sector bargaining in this province is going to intensify.

Building Resistance


The other side of this story is the reaction to it. In all of the cases reported above, thousands have demonstrated in support of public sector workers. Wisconsin may be the test case where 100, 000 people turned out in late February. Protests against contract stripping and gutting of collective bargaining rights continue across the U.S.


Maybe it’s the egregiousness of American financial traders getting back their million dollar bonuses while teachers are slammed for making $60,000 a year that’s just too much for people to swallow. Looming in the background of these cuts to collective bargaining rights, is the knowledge that the U.S. government so far has poured about $2.5 trillion down the eager throats of financial institutions and corporations like G.M and insurer A.I.G. 


Public sector workers in the U.S. are fighting back. With elections coming up in in Ontario and Ottawa, the province’s teachers and those who care about what teachers do have an excellent opportunity to get out and make it clear to neo-conservatives and neo-liberals alike that they will not easily advance their ideologies on the back of education. 


Meanwhile watch this space as educators organize across the U.S. http://www.saveourschoolsmarch.org./

