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THESE DAYS, the world isn’t divided between those who shower 
before or after work. It’s divided between those who can or can’t pay 
the water bill. That fact isn’t lost on Jane O’Donnell, who has sent 
three children through St. Louis public schools and is fighting what 
she calls a disturbing rollback in the types of career and technical 
education (CTE) programs that students 
need to succeed.

Recent estimates show that the number of career and techni-
cal education classes offered in K-12 schools and community 
colleges has plummeted by as much as 90 percent. O’Donnell 
took part in a parents’ revolt to keep that trend out of her neigh-
borhood—a successful fight to preserve the Gateway Institute of 

Technology, a regional leader in career and technical  
education and a school lauded as 

Best bet down
the road

Career and technical education is 
                a solid investment in our students

Truck driving instructional 
assistants and AFT 
members Don Morrow, 
Lester Wallace and 
Jeff Frederick, from 
left, teach techniques 
for avoiding collisions 
and securing loads.

Continued on page 4



ELOISA CORONA is leaving nothing to 
chance.

The retired school health assistant from 
Albuquerque, N.M., joined her fellow union 
members in February, when Washington 
was about to put the finishing touches on the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 
and made the 120-mile round trip to Santa Fe, 
where the state Legislature was in session. 

Corona knew the stimulus package marked 
a turning point for economic revitalization 
through education and other public services. 
But she also knew that it was too early to de-
clare victory. Too many big, tough decisions 
remained.

“We went to every single person whose of-
fice we could get into,” says Corona, joined that 
afternoon by a statewide delegation of AFT 
New Mexico activists and parents. Together, 
they combed the corridors of power, asking 
state legislators to sign a pledge in support of 
“Fight for America’s Future: It’s Dollars and 
Sense,” the AFT’s campaign to put the nation 
on the path of long-term recovery. The AFT 
delegation came away with 22 signatures—
lawmakers willing to help restore education 
cuts in the 2009 and 2010 budgets after New 
Mexico receives its share of funding under the 
economic stimulus package.

Besides the shoring up of programs,  
Corona and fellow members of the Albuquer-
que Educational Assistants Association also 

pursued their long-term 
goal: a statewide creden-

tialing system for para-
professionals. That 
day, they received 
“understanding ” 
but no promises. 
“So, we’ll continue 
to lobby,” Corona 
says, noting that 

a para is a teacher’s right hand 
and “you can’t work without 
your right hand.”

What the numbers mean

There is no doubt that the  
$787 billion American Recov-
ery and Reinvestment Act is 
a sea change. The legislation 
holds the potential of creating 
and saving as many as 4 million  
jobs, setting aside more than 
$100 billion for education. 
Much of the money has been 
targeted to core education pro-
grams such as Title I and special 
education. Other funds, most importantly the 
law’s $87 billion investment in Medicaid, will 
help ease the pressure on state budgets.

The first round of stimulus funding was 
disbursed to states in March, with a second 
round scheduled for October. A major goal of 
the Fight for America’s Future campaign is to 
make sure that states and school districts put 
the money directly into frontline education 
services and providers.

In fact, contrary to what you may have been 
told, a guidance letter from the U.S. Educa-
tion Department in April says the stabiliza-
tion money may be used to pay for salaries 
of support staff and teachers, plus textbooks, 
computers and other gear, and even to meet a 
school district’s general expenses.

Taking a stand

Two thousand miles from Santa Fe, teacher 
Roy Malinis took time to sign on the dotted 
line when the Fight for America’s Future cam-
paign came to his state. At the urging of AFT 
president Randi Weingarten, the first-year 
teacher and thousands of his colleagues fired 
off e-mails to state legislators insisting that 
children, and the schools they depend on, be 
treated as more than collateral damage in a 
struggling economy. 

It was the same message a record-shatter-
ing crowd (estimated at up to 75,000), deliv-
ered at a Manhattan rally. Deal with budget 
shortfalls responsibly, Weingarten said, by 
placing the burden on those most able to bear 
the load: the top 5 percent of New Yorkers who 
could accept a modest state tax increase with 
no real loss in their standard of living. And 

under no circum-
stances squander 
the opportunity for 
long-term recovery 
contained in the 
stimulus package. 
“We must make 
sure that the federal stimulus dollars are well 
spent—that they go to the classroom and di-
rect student services,” Weingarten said. 

Spreading the word

Meanwhile, an important piece of the fight 
has developed through members’ support for 
the Employee Free Choice Act, which would 
update the country’s main labor law, making 
it easier for workers to form unions. At the an-
nual PSRP conference in March, paraprofes-
sionals and school-related personnel flocked 
to write postcards in support of the legislation 
to their members of Congress.

“Just as public education is the great social 
equalizer, labor unions are the great economic 
equalizer,” Weingarten told school support 
staff gathered in Baltimore, asking them to 
press for decent wages and a voice for the 
middle class. The Employee Free Choice Act, 
she added, is “a promise of hope and fairness 
and opportunity for those who work hard.”

New Yorkers rally to 
keep funds flowing  
directly to students, 
and, at right, school 
support staff meet- 
ing in Baltimore 
write postcards 
in favor of the 
Employee Free 
Choice Act.

Back on track toward reinvestment
‘Fight for America’s Future’ campaign picks up steam

A small but 
important part 
of America’s 
future joins a 
rally in Oregon 
to keep school 
funding where 
it belongs.
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Give American workers a hand. Call or write 

on behalf of the Employee Free Choice Act. Go to 

www.aft.org/efcacall or www.aft.org/efcawrite.



6    REPORTER  |  MAY / JUNE 2009

RIDING A WAVE OF HOPE and urgency, 
nearly 900 paraprofessionals and school-
related personnel (PSRPs) converged this 
spring on Baltimore, a city renowned for the 
power of its working people.

Maryland Gov. Martin O’Malley addressed 
the conference, pointing out that the “three 
R’s” that once defined education have evolved 
into “three S’s”—security, sustainability and 
skills—needed for the jobs of the future. 

The former mayor of Baltimore, who has 
helped to greatly improve the city’s public 
schools, spent time meeting and greeting 
conference attendees, assuring them that 
support staff will be included in the next 
statewide survey of educators.

“Investment in education is the best in-
vestment,” he said. That sentiment summed 
up the mood of PSRPs who have cared for the 
nation’s children while Wall Street crashed. 
AFT president Randi Weingarten hailed the 
conference as a “love fest” under its theme 
of unity, but skewered the fat cats who have 

wrecked our economy. These people are still, 
unbelievably, trying to “make market forces 
work in education,” she said ironically, “be-
cause they worked so well on Wall Street.”

United for education

With the economy in a shambles, Weingar-
ten said, it’s crucial that AFT members be the 
“eyes and ears” for the public, keep their voic-
es raised and make sure the federal stimulus 
money isn’t wasted. 

PSRP chair and AFT vice president Lor-
retta Johnson also exhorted members “to ed-
ucate yourselves and make sure that money 
gets to our kids.” Specifically, she urged PSRPs 
to use the conference as a chance to learn 
about stimulus funding (see site below), then 
go home and testify to their school board.

“We live in a democracy and it’s our right 
to run this country,” Johnson said. “We put 
them in there—we can put them out. They are 
not going to steal our children’s future.”

AFT leaders and staff also shared their 

THIS YEAR’S TOP award winner in the AFT 
PSRP division is Sandie Carner-Shafran, a 
special education paraprofessional and 
union leader from the New York State 
United Teachers.

Carner-Shafran got involved with her 
local union in Saratoga Springs, N.Y., 
through a motivation to help others, 
always asking herself what she could do to 
improve their lives and jobs. Over 27 years, 
she became a dynamo in politics and a 
constant presence in legislative battles on 
behalf of school support staff, developing 
into a mentor as well.

The member of the Saratoga Adiron-
dack BOCES Employees Association also 
turned a tough experience into a way to 
help others. For a time, Carner-Shafran 
found refuge in a shelter for battered 
women, later becoming an advocate for 
victims of domestic violence and starting 
a program that collects toiletries during 
union meetings to donate to shelters. 

Her enthusiasm is contagious. Intro-
duced by PSRP chair Lorretta Johnson as 
“little Lorretta” because she’s become 
famous for portraying Johnson in skits, 
Carner-Shafran accepted the Albert 
Shanker Pioneer Award gratefully, reading 

aloud a congratulatory card from her dog 
Woody and telling the crowd, “This really 
took the stuffin’ out of me.” 

She thanked her fellow unionists for 
not dismissing her as “a curly-headed 
wild child,” adding, “Yes, I did have a 
difficult time” earlier in life, “but as we all 
know, when we struggle it only makes us 
stronger.”

Union honors ‘curly-headed wild child’

Sandie Carner-Shafran, at right, is the 
Albert Shanker Pioneer Award winner.

A call to unite 
                 for students, communities, work

Find out where the stimulus money is going. 

Click on www.aft.org/fight4america.

Members asked 
to be ‘eyes and 
ears’ so stimulus 
won’t go to waste

From top: School 
support person-
nel gather for a 
general session, 
AFT executive vice 
president Lorretta 
Johnson welcomes 
Maryland Gov. 
Martin O’Malley 
to the conference, 
and workshop 
participants post 
their ideas.
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