
Why CTE? 4

Gainful employment rule 10

Training nurses 12

Teaching air conditioning technology 13

University of California tuition increase 15

VOL. 34, NO. 2   |   WINTER 2014–15

          Career and  
Technical Education

The community college connection
PAGE 5



2    AFT ON CAMPUS  |  WINTER 2014–15

RANDI WEINGARTEN
President

LORRETTA JOHNSON
Secretary-Treasurer

MARY CATHRYN RICKER
Executive Vice President

MARCUS MROWKA
Director of Communications

JENNIFER CHANG
Director of Communications Operations

ADRIENNE COLES 
JENNIFER DUBIN
DANIEL GURSKY
AMY M. HIGHTOWER
ANNETTE LICITRA 
VIRGINIA MYERS
MIKE ROSE
Contributing Editors

LAURA BAKER
JANE FELLER
SEAN LISHANSKY
Copy Editors

MICHELLE FURMAN
PAMELA WOLFE
Graphic Designers

SHARON WRIGHT
Production Specialist 

JENNIFER BERNEY
Production Coordinator

AMY MARTIN DARLING 
SHAWNITRA HAWKINS
ALICIA NICK
Production Staff

AFT ON CAMPUS (ISSN 1064-1971, USPS 008-636) is 
published quarterly by the American Federation of 
Teachers, 555 New Jersey Ave. N.W., Washington, DC 
20001-2079. Phone: 202-879-4400 
www.aft.org

Periodicals postage paid at Washington, D.C., and 
additional mailing offices.

POSTMASTER: Send address changes to AFT On Campus, 
555 New Jersey Ave. N.W., Washington, DC 20001-2079.

MEMBERS: To change your address or subscription, 
notify your local union treasurer or visit www.aft.org/
members.

Letters to the editor may be sent to the address above or 
to online@aft.org.

AFT ON CAMPUS is mailed to all AFT higher education 
members as a benefit of membership. Subscriptions 
represent $2.50 of annual dues. Nonmember subscription 
price is $12/year.

© 2015  AMERICAN FEDERATION OF TEACHERS, AFL-CIO

Cover illustration: 
WILLIAM DUKE 

OUR MISSION
The American Federation of Teachers is 
a union of professionals that champions 
fairness; democracy; economic opportunity; 
and high-quality public education, healthcare 
and public services for our students, their 
families and our communities. We are 
committed to advancing these principles 
through community engagement, 
organizing, collective bargaining 
and political activism, and especially 
through the work our members do.

NOT EVERYONE WAS “SEEING RED” in the 
days following the 2014 vote. In instances 
where campaigns focused on strong, well-
supported public education, laws guarantee-
ing livable wages, and other basic concerns, 
progressive candidates frequently won—and 
often won big.

Pennsylvania is a case in point. The AFT’s 
Pennsylvania affiliates mounted a successful 
across-the-board effort behind Tom Wolf, 
who won a landslide victory over Republican 
incumbent Gov. Tom Corbett in one of 2014’s 
most closely watched gubernatorial races. 
Rallies, phone banking, a get-out-the-vote 
blitz and extensive media helped ensure that 
education remained key to the contest. 

AFT locals made 
voters aware that Cor-
bett had axed more 
than $1 billion in pub-
lic education funding 
during his stint in of-
fice, and that he had 
pushed for cuts of as 

much as 40 percent to teachers’ and public 
workers’ retirement security—all while 
championing reckless corporate tax give-
aways. During Corbett’s tenure, tuition at the 
state’s four-year public colleges and universi-
ties soared to become among the nation’s 
most expensive, and graduating students’ 
average debt load rose to become the na-
tion’s third-highest. 

Against this disturbing landscape, Wolf 
campaigned hard to make Pennsylvania a full 
partner in education—a message that helped 

Wins on an otherwise tough election night 
Voters flock to progressive issue-based contests

propel the Democrat to a double-digit victory, 
one of the most decisive wins of 2014.

“AFTPA members have been incredibly 
committed during the campaign, registering 
new voters, making tens of thousands of 
phone calls, knocking on doors and distribut-
ing literature to help Tom Wolf win,” said AFT 
Pennsylvania President Ted Kirsch, who is an 
AFT vice president, following the win. “As a 
result, we have a governor who has promised 
to make public education a top priority, [and] 
we are confident that Tom Wolf will give Penn-
sylvania a fresh start.”

AFT President Randi Weingarten, who was 
in York, Pa., on election night to help Pennsyl-
vanians celebrate the win, said that Wolf ’s 
victory is a prime example of how strong re-
sults followed whenever “public education 
was at the forefront.” Many down-ballot con-
tests bore out that point as well. 

California solidified its standing as a pro-
gressive bulwark in the 2014 elections: Every 
single statewide office was won by a candidate 
endorsed by the AFT-affiliated California Fed-
eration of Teachers. Some of these contests 
had national implications as well. In one, vot-
ers awarded a decisive victory to incumbent 
State Superintendent of Public Instruction 
Tom Torlakson, rather than gambling the fu-
ture of their schools on a billionaire-backed, 
anti-union challenge from Marshall Tuck. 

“We can now expect continued attention 
paid by the superintendent’s office to the real 
issues facing public education, rather than 
wasting time fighting distracting and de-
structive ideological battles,” said CFT Presi-
dent Joshua Pechthalt, who is also an AFT 
vice president.

AFT affiliates across the state contributed 
to the win. One standout effort came from the 
Los Angeles Community College District, 
where AFT members ran joint statewide 
phone banks that helped get out the vote for 
Torlakson.

Outcomes like those in California and 
Pennsylvania, Weingarten said, illustrate not 
only that progressive candidates can win big 
but also that, for voters, the central question 
driving their vote has not changed much, 
despite the talk of sea-change elections. 
“What is the path to opportunity for my fam-
ily and especially my kids?” remains their 
focus, the AFT president said.
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Tom Wolf rolled to 
a double-digit win 
in Pennsylvania’s 
gubernatorial 
contest, one of 
the 2014 elections’ 
bright spots.



WHERE WE STAND

FROM CONNECTICUT TO ALASKA, Flori-
da to Pennsylvania, our union engaged in the 
midterm elections big-time. I was proud to 
stand with our members as we knocked on 
doors, made calls, talked to our friends and 
neighbors, and cast our ballots on behalf of 
our schools, our kids, our families and our 
communities.

As the results came in on Nov. 4, we 
watched as many of the candidates we had 
worked for lost. It was hard to see but, frank-
ly, upon reflection, not hard to understand. 

National elections inevitably turn on the 
choices voters make between the economy 
and national security, between hope and 
fear. This one turned on the economy, par-
ticularly people’s fear and uncertainty about 
their future. Despite the fact that there have 
been 54 months of private sector job growth, 
median family income has fallen during the 
Obama presidency, just as it did during the 
Bush (both) and Carter presidencies. As New 
York Times columnist David Leonhardt said: 
“When incomes, the most tangible mani-
festation of the economy for most families, 
aren’t rising … Americans don’t feel good 
about the state of the country. When they 
don’t feel good about the country, they don’t 
feel good about the president, and they tend 
to punish his party.”

According to exit polls, 63 percent of vot-
ers believe that our economic system gen-
erally favors the wealthy, yet virtually the 
same percentage voted with the party that 
is known to represent the interests of the 
wealthy. Those exit polls also showed that 
people support more public education fund-
ing, a higher minimum wage and congres-
sional efforts to lower the cost of student 
loans, yet they voted for candidates who op-
pose those things—out of frustration or be-
cause they felt the Democrats didn’t have a 
compelling economic message or solutions. 

While voters want an economy that works 
for everyone and not just the wealthy few, 
in many of the highly contested races they 
didn’t believe that those we endorsed would 
get them there. They didn’t see that the can-
didates we supported were the ones who are 

in it “for the nurse on her second shift, for 
the worker on the line, for the waitress on her 
feet, for the small-business owner, the farm-
er, the teacher, the coal miner, the trucker, 
the soldier, the veteran,” as Hillary Clinton 
famously said in 2008.

It’s critical to remember that, in these 
elections, not everything was washed away. 
In fact, in places where voters were given 
the chance to weigh in directly on their val-

ues, they resoundingly sent a message that 
they are on the side of working families  
and public education. Alaska, Arkansas, Illi-
nois, Nebraska and South Dakota increased 
the minimum wage. Massachusetts granted 
workers paid sick leave. Missouri rejected an 
initiative that would have abolished due pro-
cess for teachers. 

In California, voters re-elected State Su-
perintendent of Public Instruction Tom Tor-
lakson over a candidate backed heavily by 
Wall Street interests intent on gutting teach-
ers’ union rights and worker protections. In 
Pennsylvania, anti-education and union-
busting Gov. Tom Corbett lost badly after 
battling a multiyear community groundswell 
resisting his attempts to destroy the state’s 
public schools.

Poll after poll has shown us that people 
still believe higher education is a vital step-
ping stone to a new life. People believe tak-
ing that step shouldn’t leave students or 
their families saddled with a lifetime of debt. 
People believe all faculty and staff, including 
contingent faculty, should be professionally 
supported and have a voice in academic de-
cisions. 

But we face a new reality where anti-
worker, anti-public education forces won 
big, and their No. 1 target will be unions. We 
know their playbook. We know that even 

though the labor movement doesn’t have 
the density or power by ourselves to change 
the trajectory of our economy, we are still 
the firewall that thwarts complete control 
of our economy and democracy by the 
anti-union, free-market ideologues and oli-
garchs. And they will do everything they can 
to take us out, dismantle our infrastructure, 
divide us from the community and consoli-
date their power. 

We are going to face some real attacks 
and challenges, but we can’t just go into de-
fensive mode. We faced a lot of these attacks 
in 2010, but we didn’t hunker down; instead, 
we were solution-driven and community-
engaged, and we became a stronger union. 

We need to think about everything we do 
through the lens of whether it’s good for our 
kids, our schools—including higher educa-
tion institutions—working families and our 
communities. 

We must be solution-driven, by being 
willing to solve problems, to innovate to 
make things better, to find common ground 
when possible, and to engage in conflict 
when necessary. We must connect with our 
community and make community our new 
density. And we must engage more of our 
members—because our members are the 
union.

The next few years won’t be easy. If there’s 
one thing we know, it’s that power never 
yields without a fight. To change the balance 
of power, we must fight harder and smarter, 
and stand together. 

We will never stop fighting to reclaim the 
promise of an America where, if you work 
hard and play by the rules, you can support 
your family and ensure that your children 
will do better. I think we can all agree that is a 
promise worth fighting for.

We must connect with our community and make 
community our new density. We must engage more of our  

members—because our members are the union. 

Worth fighting for
RANDI WEINGARTEN, AFT President
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A RESURGENCE OF INTEREST in career 
and technical education has spurred much 
discussion on ways to ensure high school 
students gain the knowledge and skills they 
need to prepare them both for further edu-
cation and training and for a professional 
career. 

Last month, the first-ever Career and 
Technical Education/Workforce Develop-
ment Summit, co-hosted by the AFT and the 
AFL-CIO, featured presentations on how to 
scale up and sustain programs that provide 
multiple pathways for student success. For-
mer and current CTE students from Con-
necticut and Ohio shared the opportunities 
that technical education has opened up for 
them, while business owners affirmed the 
need to strengthen CTE programs. Confer-
ence speakers also included such prominent 
leaders as AFT President Randi Weingarten, 
Vice President Joe Biden and Labor Secre-
tary Thomas Perez, underscoring the issue’s 
significance.

Within the AFT, CTE—commonly defined 

as the education that prepares students for 
careers in skilled trades, applied sciences and 
technology—is among the many high-priority 

items on the union’s agenda. The results of a 
survey of 570 K-12 CTE teachers reiterate the 
need for greater support of vocational educa-
tion and are highlighted in a report, “The 
Voices of Career and Technical Education 
Teachers,” as well as in the Fall 2014 issue of 

EDITOR’S NOTE

For more on these resources, see www.aft.org/ctevoices  

and www.aft.org/sites/default/files/ae_fall2014.pdf.

Vice President Joe 
Biden and Toledo 
Technology Academy 
graduate Alexis Smith 
at the CTE summit in 
Washington, D.C.

American Educator, which examines policy 
proposals and model programs for re-envi-
sioning CTE.

All this focus on CTE at the high school 
level, however, gives rise to an important 
question: Where does higher education fit in?

Community college is the main type of 
postsecondary institution that offers CTE, 
enabling students to expand their minds, 
hone their skills and improve their economic 
circumstances. Accordingly, this issue of AFT 
On Campus focuses on CTE’s community 
college connection. 

An article by UCLA professor Mike Rose 
details the economic and intellectual ben-
efits of one urban community college pro-
gram and explains the class bias that has 
long been directed toward vocational edu-
cation in general. 

A pair of Q&As with community college 
professors shed light on the rewards and 
challenges of teaching in occupational pro-
grams. And this issue also includes an update 
on the AFT’s work to prevent for-profit career 
and technical programs from engaging in 
fraud and abuse by failing to prepare stu-
dents for jobs and leaving them saddled with 
insurmountable debt. 

In the timely and 
important conversa-
tions finally taking 
place on the benefits 
of a re-imagined CTE, 
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Pursuing multiple pathways
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we must remember the powerful role of com-
munity colleges. A variety of occupational 
and technical programs and a wealth of pro-
fessional expertise are hallmarks of such in-
stitutions. Any meaningful discussion of CTE 
must include them.

http://www.aft.org/ctevoices
http://www.aft.org/ctevoices
http://www.aft.org/sites/default/files/ae_fall2014.pdf
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BY MIKE ROSE

AS I EXIT THE FREEWAY into the center of 
the overcast city, it is close to 7 in the morn-
ing. A homeless man with a handwritten 
sign—“Vietnam vet’’—stands at the bottom 
of the off-ramp. Behind him is a three-story 
building, the top floor burned out; big, fat-
lettered graffiti covers the blackened name of 
the company. I turn left toward the parking 
lot of my destination, a community college 
serving one of the poorest parts of the city. I 
pass a small used-car lot, another boarded-

Career and  
Technical Education

The community college connection

up building and several machine shops still 
in operation. The streets are gray and nearly 
empty. Then, on the right, the college—and 
heightened activity. Cars and buses are pull-
ing over to the curb to drop people off; stu-
dents wearing backpacks weave their bicy-
cles in and out of traffic; the light turns green, 
and a crowd that just got off a commuter train 
streams onto the campus.

After years of neglect, students like these—
and the colleges that serve them—are the fo-
cus of national attention. Governmental and 
private philanthropic initiatives are providing 
some help for people who are economically, 
and often educationally, disadvantaged to 
pursue further schooling. I play a tiny role in 
this effort as part of a research team that is try-
ing to get a better handle on what enables or 
impedes educational success for this group. 
What makes it possible for these students to 
walk onto this campus an hour after sunrise, 
heading toward a nursing or electrical con-
struction or English class? What jobs—if they 
have them—are flexible enough to allow time 

for school? Are these people going from here 
to work or coming in after the night shift? 
What child care arrangements do they have? 
How about transportation? 

Although many of the college’s students 
are local, a number come from fairly far away 
by bus or train to attend its well-respected oc-
cupational programs. One young woman I 
interviewed gets up at 3:30 in the morning to 
begin the trek to her 7 a.m. class. Hardships of 
that order are obviously threats to achieve-
ment. But I’m just as interested—more so, 
really—in what pulls these students forward, 
the desire that gets them through the door. I 
understand it just a little better every time I 
visit a place like this.

A second chance at school

Come along with me for the first day of one of 
the college’s programs for people who have 
low academic skills (many of them didn’t fin-
ish high school) but who want to prepare for 
a skilled trade. The director of the program is 
standing at a lectern at the front of a large 

Mike Rose is a research professor in the Graduate 
School of Education and Information Studies at 
the University of California, Los Angeles. He has 
written extensively on literacy, cognition and the 
purpose of education, and is the author of 
numerous books and articles, including Back to 
School: Why Everyone Deserves a Second 
Chance at Education, copyright © 2012 by Mike 
Rose. This excerpt originally appeared in Back to 
School, published by The New Press. Reprinted 
here with permission. IL
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classroom; before her are 25 or so students 
sitting quietly in plastic chairs at eight long 
tables. The director has a serious demeanor, 
but her voice is inviting. Behind her hang an 
expansive whiteboard and a screen for Pow-
erPoint or video presentations. I lean back and 
look around the windowless room: The walls 
are bare, institutional cream, clean and spare. 
The students are black and Latino, a few more 
women than men. Most appear to be in their 
early 20s to early 30s, with one man, who looks 
like he’s had a hard time of it, in his mid-40s. 
“Welcome to college,” the director says. “I con-
gratulate you.” She then asks each of them to 
talk a little about what motivates them and 
why they’re here.

The economic motive looms large. One 
guy laughs. “I don’t want to work a crappy job 
all my life,” he says. A woman in the back says 
she wants to get her high school diploma “to 
get some money to take care of myself.” But 
people give a lot of other reasons for being 
here, too: to “learn more,” to be a “role model 
for my kids,” to get “a career to support my 
daughter,” to “have a better life.” The director 
turns to the older man. “I’m illiterate,” he says 
in a halting voice, “and I want to learn to read 
and write.”

The semester before, when students wrote 
out their reasons for attending the program, 
the range of responses was even wider. Again, 
the economic motive was central, but there 
were also these comments, some written in 
neat cursive, some in scratchy, uneven print: 
“learning new things I never thought about 
before”; “I want my kids too know that I can 
write and read”; “Hope Fully with this pro-
gram I could turn my life around”; “to develop 
better social skills and better speech”; “I want 
to be somebody in this world”; “I like to do test 

and essay like it is part of my life.”
Combined, these testimonies offer a rich 

vision of the goals of education. Yet nearly 
every speech, policy document and op-ed 
piece on educational initiatives aimed at 
poor people is focused wholly on schooling’s 
economic benefits. Speaking in September 
2009 at a community college in Troy, N.Y., 
President Obama referred to “the power of 
these institutions to prepare students for 
21st-century jobs.” 

Given the complex nature of the economy 
in our time—not only the recession and its 
aftermath but the changing nature and distri-
bution of work—the people in this program 
certainly want the president’s statement to be 

true. But they are also here for so much more. 
They want to do something good for them-
selves and their families. They want to be bet-
ter able to help their kids with school. They 
want to have another go at education and 
change what it means to them. They want to 
learn new things and to gain a sense—and the 
certification—of competence. They want to 
redefine who they are. A lot is riding on this 
attempt to re-enter school; no wonder, as I sit 
in this classroom, the hope and desire are al-
most palpable.

At the table right in front of me, a slight 
young woman with Love woven on the back of 
her black sweatshirt is leaning in toward the 
director as she talks. Whenever the director 
gives out a piece of information—about text-
books, about the tutoring center—the woman 
takes notes. I know, from talking to so many 
other students over the years, the sense of 
excitement they feel at a time like this: a sense 
of life opening up but also the foreignness of 
it all, the uncertainty.

The director announces that it’s time for a 

quick tour of the campus, and off we go to the 
bookstore, the administration building, the of-
fice for students with disabilities. The students 
walk in groups of two or three, talking, looking 
at this new campus landscape. A few walk 
alone. The young woman in the black sweat-
shirt stays close to the director. Toward the end 
of the tour, we pause before the child care cen-
ter. The director asks, “Who has kids?” A num-
ber of people say they do, raising their hands. 
The young woman slips her pen into the pocket 
of her Love sweatshirt and brings her hand 
slowly to her shoulder.

What my research team is finding so far 
about the possible barriers to success for stu-
dents like her supports the research that’s al-

ready been done: Students tend to drop out of 
school for reasons other than academics. Of 
course, poor basic skills, especially significant 
problems with reading, make college very dif-
ficult. And students do flunk out. But the main 
reasons people quit have to do with circum-
stances beyond the campus: child care, fi-
nances, housing, and family disruption rang-
ing from injury or serious illness to divorce or 
immigration problems. As I was writing this, I 
got a phone call from a student I’ve come to 
know—a young man doing well in one of the 
occupational programs—asking me if I had 
any leads on where he might go for housing or 
shelter. He was suddenly homeless and on the 
verge of dropping out of college. He wasn’t 
alone. Three of his classmates were living in 
shelters near the campus. A fourth had been 
sleeping for several weeks behind the dump-
ster by the library.

No wonder that, along with the hope and 
sense of possibility they express, these students 
also voice, sometimes within the same sen-
tence, the worry that this rug too will be pulled 

Nearly every speech, policy document and  
op-ed piece on educational initiatives aimed  
at poor people is focused wholly on schooling’s 
economic benefits. 
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out from under them. Most of these students 
do not have a history of success, especially in 
school, and they want this time to be different. 
But if one thing goes wrong—an accident, get-
ting laid off—there’s little reserve to draw on.

A powerful trade

Many of the occupational programs at the col-
lege have been in operation since the mid-
20th century, if not earlier. One such program, 
welding, which sits farther into the heart of the 
campus, has provided generations of students 
with a powerful trade, enabling them to make 
a decent living. It’s one of the programs where 
I have been spending a lot of my time.

The welding workshop is a huge room, 

rows of benches down the middle and shel-
tered stalls along the walls. Welding equip-
ment—gas tanks, the consoles for different 
electric welding processes, cutting machines, 
vises and grips—is spread throughout the 
room; rows of pipes and conduits and vents 
are crisscrossed along the walls and overhead. 
Walk in during class, and you’ll think you’ve 
entered Vulcan’s temple. Thirty or more stu-
dents are practicing their techniques. Sparks 
fly up from the workstations, and from inside 
the stalls fiercely bright light pulses and dies. 
You’ll need a mask to get close to the students. 
Everything is loud: the discordant symphony 
of welding’s pops and crackles; the continu-
ous hammering as the novice welders knock 
slag off their welds or peen a weld to improve 
its ductility. Voices rise above the din. The 
instructor tells one guy, and three others 
watching, to “look at your angle, man, look at 
your angle” and “don’t push the electrode, 
glide it.” Even with the vents, the strong, acrid 
smell of electrical heat fills the air. This is 
where knowledge and skill are forged.

Over two years, students will develop 
physical adroitness with welding’s tools and 
attune their senses to welding’s demands. 
They will become proficient in the use of vari-
ous welding processes, each having advan-
tages for different metals, structures and 
conditions. They will learn about metallurgy 
and electricity. They will learn the vocabulary 
of welding and its many symbols, and will 
develop a level of literacy and numeracy that 
enables them to read the welding code, pass 
certification exams and function on the job. 
They will learn problem solving, troubleshoot-
ing, decision making—thinking in a careful 
and systematic way about what they’re doing 
and why.

Not all vocational programs provide such 
solid preparation for a career, and even this 
program has felt strongly the lingering effects 
of the recession. Although there are some jobs 
out there—in fact, the foreman from a campus 
construction site came into the shop recently 
looking to hire someone on the spot—those 
students who are mobile might have to move 
to other states to find employment. 

I know that employment is the obvious 
goal of occupational programs, but I’ve also 
been struck by the other things the good ones 
make possible, the things that commentators 
rarely talk about. These programs provide a 
meaningful context for learning and a home 
base, a small community with a common goal. 
For many participants, school has not offered 
this kind of significance, and the results can 
extend beyond economic benefits to the kind 
typically associated with a more liberal course 
of study—yielding an education that first 
group of students I mentioned said they  
entered the college’s basic-skills program to 
achieve.

Engaged in learning

Elias, Cynthia and Bobby are pursuing both 
certificates in welding and Associate of Sci-
ence degrees. I’ve observed them in class, 
read their writing and had a number of con-
versations with them, some focused on their 
education, and some just casual chitchat 
walking from one part of the campus to an-
other. Not everyone in the program is as en-
gaged by school as these three, but what is 
happening to them happens frequently 
enough to catch your attention.

Elias is in his first semester. In his mid-
20s, medium height and build, clean-cut, he 
readily talks trash with the other men but just 
as easily becomes well-spoken and reflective. 

Occupational programs provide a meaningful 
context for learning and a home base, a small 
community with a common goal.

I first noticed him in the basic-math class the 
welding instructor conducts before taking his 
students into the shop. The students work on 
the mathematics of converting fractions and 
calculating area but also on solving word 
problems that involve welding. Elias is an 
eager participant, watching intently as his 
instructor lays out a problem, volunteering 
answers—some right, some wrong—then 
taking the instructor’s feedback and looking 
down at the page, calculating again.

Elias’ mathematical knowledge upon en-
tering the program was at about the level of 
adding and subtracting simple fractions. The 
stuff he’s doing now feels new to him, since 
he “checked out” of high school early on and 
eventually dropped out. During his late teens 
and early 20s, he “ran the streets and was into 
drugs.” But, and here his eyes widen as if 
waking up, one day he had this realization 
that he was going nowhere and wanted to 
turn his life around. He now works as an 
entry-level car mechanic but, since he’s sin-
gle with no kids, wants to adjust his schedule 
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to accommodate more schooling. “This is the 
first time,” he says, “school means anything 
to me.”

When she ran for an office in student 
government, Cynthia, one of the few women 
in the program, printed a flier showing her 
in full welding garb—leather apron, gloves, 
mask flipped up to reveal her round face, 
almond eyes and trace of a smile. The flier 
read: Vote 4 updating curriculum and equip-
ment and for improving campus communi-
cation. Her welding classmates distributed 
the fliers for her. She’d never done anything 
like this before, she told me. She’d never run 
for office in high school and had avoided 
any kind of public speaking. But as she was 
beginning her second year, her welding in-
structor—for reasons not entirely clear—
pushed and prodded her to go on this politi-
cal journey. 

His instincts were true. During the cam-
paign, I was observing a class in another de-
partment when Cynthia visited to give her 
two-minute stump speech. She said she was 
running to fight for more resources and to get 
a student voice into a current conflict between 
the academic and vocational departments. 
Standing still in front of the room, her hands 
folded in front of her, she lacked the polish of 
some of the other candidates, but she was 
articulate and quietly passionate, the fluency 
that comes from authentic belief. She wanted 
to make a difference.

Bobby is about 5 feet 8, barrel-chested, 
buzz-cut, looks to be in his mid- to late-40s. 
He’s completed the welding certificate but is 
still in school pursuing his academic degree 
and assisting in the welding program. You’ll 
meet more than a few people like Bobby on 
this campus, in trouble with the law since he 
was 13: pills, meth, multiple incarcerations. 
About seven years ago during one of his 
times in jail, it came to him: “What am I do-
ing? What’s my life going to be?” He found 
religion and began the journey to various 
halfway houses and occupational centers. 
Then he found the welding program. 

Bobby has a jittery energy about him—his 
arms flap out from the sides of his body when 
he walks—but when he shakes your hand, it’s 
with a full grip, and he looks you straight in the 
eye and holds the gaze. I remember thinking 
of those corneal scans in futuristic movies; 
he’s taking your full measure in a blink.

Bobby asked me to read one of his English 
compositions; it was on leadership, using his 
elected position in the campus chapter of the 
American Welding Society as the main ex-

ample. He insisted I give him my opinion and 
any suggestions as to how to make it better. 
I’ve also talked to him about an art history 
course he’s taking, a general-education re-
quirement. He likes it, finds it interesting. We 
talked about a field trip he had taken to a 
museum. He was amazed that he could iden-
tify different styles and periods of art. Bobby’s 
got what jazz musicians call “big ears”; he’s 
wide open, curious about everything. “Not a 
day goes by,” he said to me when we were 
talking about the art course, “where you 
don’t learn something—otherwise, some-
thing’s wrong with you.”

Regardless of whether Elias has ever seen 
the kinds of math problems he’s now doing—
and given his chaotic school record, it’s hard 
to know whether he has—he is engaged with 
them as if for the first time. Mathematics now 
means something to him. It is not only cen-
tral to what he wants to do for a living, it has 
also become part of his attempt to redefine 
who he is. 

Cynthia, by running for office, is hurling 
herself into a political and rhetorical world 
that is new to her, an act of courage and ex-
perimentation. She is finding her way into 
institutional life and the public sphere, and in 
so doing she is acquiring an on-the-ground 
civic education. 

Bobby is in full cognitive throttle. After so 
many years of kicking around, chasing dope, 
bouncing in and out of jail, he’s found solidity 
at the college, a grounding that frees him up 
in a way that he never knew on the streets. Yes, 
he’s eager to finish up here and transfer to a 
four-year school, but he’s taking it all in along 
the way—leadership, essays, museums.

Fostering this kind of learning and growth 
is in a society’s best interest. What is remark-
able is how rarely we see it depicted in our 
media, how absent it is in both highbrow and 
popular culture. Even more remarkable is 
how rarely our thinking and talking about 
education makes room for this vocationally 
oriented explosion of mind. As I noted ear-
lier, it certainly isn’t reflected in current edu-
cation policy and politics. My worry is that if 
we don’t see this kind of development, and if 
it’s not present in our political discourse, 
then we won’t create the conditions to foster 
and advance it.

Bridging the academic– 
vocational divide

Why are the experiences of the participants 
in that basic-skills program at the commu-
nity college, or those of Elias, Cynthia and 

Bobby, not present in the public sphere? 
One reason, as I’ve said, is an education 
policy that for several decades has been so 
directed toward the economic benefits of 
education. Of the other goals of education 
that have formed the American tradition 
from Thomas Jefferson to John Dewey—in-
tellectual, civic, social and moral develop-
ment—only the civic gets an occasional nod 
these days. The economic rationale is a rea-
sonable political pitch, commonsensical 
and pragmatic, but students’ lives and aspi-
rations get reduced in the process.

A further piece of the puzzle has to do 
with social class. Few policymakers have 
spent much time at colleges that serve a 
mostly working-class population. And the 
journalists who write the stories we do oc-
casionally read about such students tend to 
focus on their hardships and determination 
(which are worthy of depiction) or on their 
failures—which, sadly, are also true. What we 
rarely get, and maybe some journalists do not 
see, are the many positive educational di-
mensions of these students’ time in school.

Another element connected to social 
class and deeply rooted in American educa-
tional history is the sharp distinction made 
between academic and vocational study, a 
distinction institutionalized in the early 20th-
century high school. The vocational curricu-
lum prepared students for the world of work, 
usually blue-collar, service or basic technol-
ogy work, while the academic curriculum 
emphasized the arts and sciences and the 
cultivation of mental life. From the begin-
ning, Dewey predicted the problems that this 
divide would create, and over the past three 
decades, educators and policymakers have 
been trying to undo them: the artificial com-
partmentalizing of knowledge, the suppress-
ing of the rich cognitive content of work, and 
the limiting of intellectual development of 
students in a vocational course of study. But 
Dewey’s wisdom and educators’ efforts not-
withstanding, the designation “academic” 
still calls up intelligence, smarts, big ideas, 
while the tag “vocational” conjures quite the 
opposite.

Almost from its inception, vocational 
education has been criticized for focusing 
too narrowly on job training and for not intel-
lectually challenging its students. Exceptions 
to this portrayal of vocational education cer-
tainly exist, both teachers and programs, 
secondary and postsecondary, where stu-
dents have gotten an intellectually demand-
ing education. And, although not typically 
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mentioned in this regard, there is a separate 
history of worker-education programs that 
blend politics, social sciences and humani-
ties with occupational education, from early 
20th-century labor colleges to contemporary 
institutions like the Van Arsdale Center for 
Labor Studies at the State University of New 
York’s Empire State College.

A focused national attempt to enhance 
vocational education in our time came with 
the Carl D. Perkins Vocational and Applied 
Technology Education Act Amendments of 
1990, which, among other things, funded at-
tempts to increase the academic content of 

vocational education. The results over the 
years, as is the case with any reform, have 
been varied, ranging from the superficial 
(slapping a prepackaged math module onto a 
course in business or healthcare) to the sub-
stantial: members of both the academic and 
the vocational faculty working for months to 
develop a curriculum that integrates aca-
demic and vocational material. 

This kind of integration can be hard to 
achieve, however, for we retain a tight cluster 
of culturally transmitted assumptions about 
cognition, knowledge, academic achieve-
ment and social class that constricts our edu-
cational creativity. The way subject areas and 
disciplines are organized in school contrib-
utes to the problem. Future teachers come to 
view knowledge in bounded and status-
laden ways. There is no place in, let’s say, a 
historian’s training where she is assisted in 
talking across disciplines to a biologist, let 
alone to a person in medical technology or 
the construction trades.

These separations are powerfully rein-
forced when people join an institution. The 
academic-vocational divide has resulted in 

separate departments, separate faculty, 
separate budgets, separate turf and power 
dynamics. Now egos and paychecks enter the 
mix. These multiple separations lead to all 
sorts of political tensions and self-protective 
behaviors that work against curricular inte-
gration. It certainly doesn’t help that efforts 
at integration are often framed such that the 
academic side will bring the intellectual heft 
to the vocational courses, a laying on of cul-
ture. The cognitive content of occupations is 
once again given short shrift.

Related to the academic-vocational divide 
is the power of the liberal ideal, the study of 

the liberal arts for their own sake, separate 
from any connection to the world of work, 
crafts and trades, and commerce. The ideal 
has been with us since Plato and Aristotle: It 
found full expression in Cardinal Newman’s 
Victorian-era The Idea of a University, and it 
figures in discussions of higher education 
today as colleges and universities have grown 
and transformed, adding many majors out-
side of the liberal arts. 

One current example of this discussion is 
found in the widely reviewed book by An-
drew Hacker and Claudia Dreifus, Higher 
Education? How Colleges Are Wasting Our 
Money and Failing Our Kids—and What We 
Can Do About It. Hacker and Dreifus rightly 
criticize higher education for a host of sins: 
cost, production of endless esoteric research, 
exploitation of adjunct teachers. What is tell-
ing is that the model they offer to get college 
back on track is pretty much Cardinal 
Newman’s.

Their assumption is that anything voca-
tional cannot lead to, in their words, a libera-
tion of imagination and the stretching of in-
tellect. How interesting that in this bold 

evaluation of the state of higher education, 
their solution fits into the well-worn groove 
of the academic-vocational divide, denying 
the intellectual and imaginative possibilities 
of any course of study related to work.

Elias, Cynthia and Bobby have the abil-
ity to pursue a liberal studies curricu-
lum, and I suspect they’d find much 

there to engage them. But in their present 
circumstances, they couldn’t follow such a 
course exclusively. It is precisely the ground-
ing of their curriculum in the world of work 
and its pathway to decent employment that 

Few policymakers have spent much time  
at colleges that serve a mostly working-class 
population.

makes their educational journey possible. 
Their vocational commitment doesn’t negate 
the liberal impulse but gives rise to it.

When Cynthia was delivering her stump 
speech in that class I observed, she spoke 
about the political discord on campus be-
tween the academic and vocational faculty 
and pledged to try to do something about it. 
“I’m in welding,” she said, “but I’m pursuing 
an associate degree, too. These don’t have to 
be in conflict. I want to unite that gap.” 

Cynthia was talking about conflict over 
turf and resources, but that conflict arises 
from a troubling history of philosophical 
claims about knowledge and intellectual 
virtue. Speaking from her experience, she 
was on to something that eluded her elders. 
Her life and the lives of the other students 
we’ve met demonstrate that habits of mind, 
reflection and thoughtfulness, exploration 
and experimentation can be sparked both in 
classrooms and in the workshop, reading a 
book and learning a trade. We ourselves have 
to be more creative in fusing book and work-
shop for those who go to school to fashion a 
better life.
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BURIED IN THE HIGHER Edu-
cation Act’s 800 pages of rules 
and regulations is a single sen-
tence stating that career educa-
tion programs “must prepare 
students for gainful employment 
in a recognized occupation” in 
order to receive funds, like Pell 
Grants and direct loans, from the 
federal government. 

Such a stipulation may seem 
like common sense, but the fight 
to define “gainful employment” 
and when a program achieves it 
is on year four and counting. An 
earlier version of a regulation de-
fining the term was vacated by 
the courts on a technicality in a 
2011 suit brought by the well-heeled for-profit 
college lobbying group, the Association of 
Private Sector Colleges and Universities, 
whose members—despite the group’s name—
derive most of their funding from federal tax 
dollars. Subsequently, the Department of 

Education restarted the rulemaking process 
to define gainful employment in 2012. For-
profit colleges continue to fight all attempts to 
regulate their industry. But the AFT, along 
with a coalition of civil rights, student, veteran 
and consumer protection groups, as well as 

policy experts, remains commit-
ted to advocating for a strong 
gainful employment rule to pre-
vent fraud and abuse. 

The AFT and our allies want  
a few simple and transparent 
requirements: 
■ Multiple measures: Consistent 
with AFT policy, we believe that 
multiple measures are needed to 
set a baseline for minimum pro-
gram qualifications. In a draft 
version of the gainful employ-
ment regulation, we supported 
the use of a cohort default rate 
and a debt-to-earnings ratio on 
the rationale that someone who 
is well-prepared for gainful em-

ployment should be able to pay back his or her 
debt without going into default and such pay-
ment should not be overly burdensome. 
■ Financial relief for defrauded students:  
If and when programs become ineligible for 
federal aid, they should be required to reim-

Guaranteeing  
gainful employment

What the gainful employment rule means for CTE programs

THE RULE’S CENTERPIECE is a metric meant 
to ensure that programs do not put students 
in the position of taking on too much debt 
to prepare for careers. They should be able 
to earn enough in their intended careers 
to reasonably pay back student loans. 

If students borrow low amounts to 
attend a program and then find jobs in 
their fields, the program should pass easily 
(see Program A in the figure at right). 

If a program’s students regularly take on high 
levels of debt and/or have trouble finding jobs 
that pay enough to help them repay student 
loans, that program (see Programs C and D) could 
face sanctions, including the loss of federal funds 
like Pell Grants, direct loans and work study. 

A program whose graduates’ annual 
loan payments total 8 to 12 percent of 
their total earnings is neither passing 
nor failing—it is probationary and may 
face sanctions later (see Program B).
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Gainful Employment  
Rule Basics
■ The gainful employment rule 
applies to programs with at least  
30 students in either a two- or 
four-year CTE program, not to  
entire institutions.
■ Only graduates/completers of  
the program count.
■ All programs at for-profit colleges 
are subject to the rule, but at other 
institutions only career-focused 
programs or programs in which 
students earn certificates after two 
years or less are generally considered 
gainful employment programs.

How differently funded programs fare (2012 data)

burse students who enrolled in the program, 
and students should be eligible to use their 
financial aid at other colleges. Providing full 
debt relief to all such students is not only fair, 
it also creates a greater incentive for schools 
to quickly improve their programs.
■ Closure of loopholes: Unscrupulous 
schools can easily manipulate job-placement 
rates and evade accountability by limiting 
program size, combining or disaggregating 
online “campuses,” and misleading students 
about the nature of a program’s accreditation. 
These standards must be raised. 
■ Protection for low-cost programs: Low-
cost programs where most graduates do not 
borrow at all should automatically meet the 
standards because, by definition, they do not 
consistently leave students with insurmount-
able debt. 

The new, final gainful employment rule 
was released on Oct. 30. Unfortunately, after 
relentless lobbying by the Association of  
Private Sector Colleges and Universities and 
others in the for-profit college industry, the 
rule was seriously weakened. It relies on only 
one measure: the ratios of debt to earnings 
for recent program graduates.

The rule defines two metrics: One is based 
on graduates’ debt-to-gross income ratio; the 
other is based on their debt-to-discretionary 
income ratio. It creates passing, probationary 
and failing benchmarks based on these met-
rics. A program becomes ineligible for federal 
financial aid if it receives a failing grade for two 
out of any three consecutive years or if it re-

ceives less than a passing grade (any combi-
nation of probationary and failing) for four 
consecutive years. 

A program passes when its graduates’ an-
nual loan payments total less than 8 percent 
of their total earnings or less than 20 percent 
of their discretionary incomes. A program is 
labeled probationary when its graduates’ an-
nual loan payments total 8 to 12 percent of 
their total earnings or 20 to 30 percent of their 
discretionary incomes. A failing program is 
one whose graduates’ annual loan payments 
total more than 12 percent of their total earn-
ings and more than 30 percent of their discre-
tionary earnings.

Notably, these metrics count only students 
who use federal financial aid and complete 
the program; a program is not penalized for 
students who do not graduate. 

The rule goes into effect at the start of the 
2015–16 school year. The first year a program 
can lose its eligibility to receive federal fund-
ing is 2017–18. 

We are disappointed that the regulations, 
which leave out many of our demands, don’t 
address the core goal of helping students,  
especially since no accountability metric  
exists for those who do not graduate. And stu-
dents—especially low-income students—will 
still have few protections. 

On a positive note, the regulations did ad-
dress accreditation and licensing issues, and 
we are hopeful that those changes will im-
prove the for-profit college industry. 

Despite the relative weakness of the new 

rule, APSCU, whose members include Bridge-
point Education, Career Education Corp. and 
DeVry Education Group, among others, has 
already filed suit to vacate this rule, just as it 
did in 2011.

The AFT will continue the fight to make 
college accessible and affordable. We believe 
students must be valued over profits and that 
federal dollars should go only to high-quality 
programs that don’t leave students with insur-
mountable debt. We will work with federal, 
state and local authorities to hold programs 
and institutions accountable for the taxpayer 
dollars they receive. 

–AFT HIGHER EDUCATION DEPARTMENT
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ROBIN MOSLETH
Milwaukee Area Technical College

On Campus: What do you teach?
Robin Mosleth: I am a registered nurse, 
and I have taught nursing courses since 1980. 
I have worked at MATC in the School of Health 
Sciences for 11 years. Previously, I worked in 
both clinical and management positions, and 
I have taught elsewhere at both two- and four-
year institutions. I specialize in mental health, 
community nursing, and management and 
leadership. 

I mainly teach courses in those areas now, 
but I’ve also taught students at the very begin-
ning of their program. Currently, I teach stu-
dents who are typically in their fourth and fi-
nal semester in clinical and theory courses in 
which they transition into practicing as entry-
level nurses. This 16-week semester prepares 
them to take their licensing exam. I find it 

exciting and very rewarding to see how far 
students come in 16 weeks.

OC: Who are your students?
RM: A majority are the first in their families to 
graduate from college. Others are parents and 
grandparents starting a second or third career. 
Many have never worked in healthcare. A sig-
nificant percentage already hold bachelor’s or 
even master’s degrees, but they can’t find jobs 
in their fields. So they enroll in MATC for other 
training. 

Sometimes students enter through the 
programs in emergency medical training, 
business or other fields. Some are immi-
grants to the United States, such as physi-
cians seeking asylum, who are struggling to 
re-enter a field they know but in a country 
where schooling and licensing are very dif-
ferent. They enroll in our program for an as-
sociate degree in nursing, and after four se-

mesters they can sit for their licensing exam 
and get a job. It’s a privilege and an honor to 
teach all these students.

OC: Are they able to find jobs upon grad- 
uation?
RM: I actually haven’t heard of anyone who 
doesn’t get a job in nursing within the first 
year of graduation. There is a huge need for 
nurses in our community, especially for nurs-
es who can speak another language. For many 
in our diverse community, English may not be 
their first language, so our graduates—many 
of whom speak another language—can fill 
that void. My students typically land jobs in 
local hospital settings where they start out 
earning between $23 and $25 per hour. 

OC: Tell us about your college’s nursing 
program.
RM: MATC offers about 30 different health-
occupation career programs that range from 

three-month certifications to 
two-year associate degrees. 
Across our two campuses, we 
have about 250 to 300 total 
nursing students; enrollment 
has held steady. 

Our big initiative is reten-
tion—helping students with 
personal obstacles (for ex-
ample, homelessness, financ-
es, juggling multiple respon-
sibilities such as being the 
primary caregiver for grand-
children). Faculty members 
are advisers, and we look early 
on—by midterm at least—to 

see if students aren’t progressing. When they 
aren’t, we put out a campuswide “retention 
alert.” Those students are then contacted by 
student services advisers, in addition to their 
faculty adviser, to help them succeed. 

OC: Does your program partner with local 
employers in the healthcare field?
RM: Yes, we have formal partnerships with 
businesses across Milwaukee, and we also 
work closely with hiring agencies in the area. 
A group from MATC meets with other nursing 
schools and employing agencies across the 
city, and we review what employers are look-
ing for in new graduates as well as what em-
ployment opportunities are available.

OC: What challenges do you face in your 
work?
RM: State funding was cut by the governor 
and his administration a few years ago for all 
Wisconsin technical colleges. It was a 30 per-
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KIERON CONNOLLY
San Jose City College

On Campus: How did you end up at San 
Jose City College?
Kieron Connolly: I’m originally from Ire-
land. When I was in college there, I studied 
electronics and electro-technology. I also 
worked part time for an air conditioning and 
refrigeration company. When I graduated in 
the early 1980s, there was a slump in the 
high-tech areas in which I had studied. I fell 
into the air conditioning and refrigeration 
business, in sales, service and installation. 
At the same time, I enrolled as an apprentice 
and gained a journeyman’s card in the trade 
of refrigeration. I worked for a small com-
pany and eventually ended up the owner. 

I started teaching electro-technology part 
time in an adult education school in West 
Cork, and in 1989, I decided to get out of 
business and teach. I was interested in the 
U.S. education system and flew out to Cali-
fornia to understand it better. Within a few 
days of the visit, I had landed myself a job in 
the Institute for Business and Technology in 
Santa Clara. 

In 1991, I took an adjunct position at San 
Jose City College, while also working as a self-
employed training consultant in the facilities 
maintenance arena for high-tech companies 
in Silicon Valley. After moving back to Ireland 
for a couple years, I returned to work full time 
at SJCC. I’m now a CTE faculty member in 
two program areas: air conditioning technol-
ogy and facilities maintenance (which I set up 
in 2002). Air Conditioning Principles, Refrig-
eration Principles and Refrigeration Service 
are a few of the courses I currently teach. I’m 
also an acting coordinator for the college’s 
CTE division. 

OC: Can you tell us about your students?
KC: SJCC has very large air conditioning and 
facilities maintenance programs with a com-
bined enrollment of more than 350 students, 
mostly male. We run both morning and eve-
ning programs. In general, most morning 
students have just graduated from high 
school or have been out of high school for 
two or three years, and now realize they need 

a career path. The evening program, which 
tends to enroll a larger number of students, 
mainly attracts folks from industry who are 
updating their skills, learning new skills or 
working toward formal qualifications such 
as their associate degree. Some are looking 
for a career change; others want to move up 
in their career. Our graduates earn at least 
$16 per hour in entry-level positions. 

OC:  What kind of remediation do your  
students need when they enroll in your 
program?
KC: The technicians we are training must 
have strong analytical skills. When they come 
to us, many of our students lack basic math 
and writing skills. We take a holistic approach 
to our programs, and instead of just teaching 

skills, we teach how to troubleshoot and ana-
lyze situations. There are basic mathematical 
formulas in algebra and trigonometry our 
students must know if they want to succeed 
in this field. Also, on the writing side, our 
students need to be able to write reports and 
service requests. The older students, those 35 
and older, seem to show stronger problem-
solving skills.

OC: What are the specific needs of Silicon 
Valley that you train students to meet?
KC: Silicon Valley is the epicenter of elec-
tronics and high tech. To meet the industry’s 
needs, we must specialize in commercial 
refrigeration, which is the facilities manage-
ment area that entails climate control in 
large buildings, energy management and 
system controls. In Silicon Valley, the build-
ings that house research and development 
are run by highly trained facilities techni-
cians who must know how to operate the 
control systems of air conditioned environ-
ments where there’s a very low tolerance for 

error, such as “clean” (i.e., sterile) rooms 
used for research, and server rooms used to 
house computer servers. Our students must 
understand the movement of heat, be famil-
iar with electric power, and also have a 
strong background in control theory and 
practice.

OC:  What’s most rewarding about your 
work?
KC: We can start people on a career that 
propels them into the middle class. And 
that’s part of the mission of community col-
lege. The community college system here in 
California is reasonable in price, accessible 
to anyone, and driven by faculty who have a 
vision and genuine interest in the future of 
their students.

cent hit, which was huge, and amounted to 
$30 million over two years.  

Also, there’s a big push across the country 
to re-examine what preparation nurses need 
to enter the profession. Some are saying that 
almost all nurses should hold at least a bach-
elor’s degree, but right now about two-thirds 
of the nursing workforce have only associate 
degrees. I think we need to look at what’s re-
ally reasonable as the healthcare industry 
becomes more complex. Our MATC program 
boasts one of the highest pass rates in the 
country for the licensing exam—the same 
exam students with bachelor’s degrees take—
at nearly 100 percent. To tell our students, who 
have earned their associate degrees and 
passed the exam, that they now need to earn 
bachelor’s degrees in nursing is a lofty goal. 
Nursing is very stressful. Adding a bachelor’s 
requirement only increases the pressure, es-
pecially for students age 40 and older who 
have come so far. It sends the message that an 
associate degree is not good enough. We are 
partnering with universities to streamline 
matriculation to four-year institutions so that 
our students don’t need to repeat course work 
they’ve already completed. Given the increas-
ingly complex and ever expanding healthcare 
environment, we encourage them to continue 
to grow in the profession. “ We can start people on a  

career that propels them into  
the middle class.”

—KIERON CONNOLLY
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CITY COLLEGE OF SAN FRANCISCO’S 
FUTURE ON TRIAL A trial in the San 
Francisco Superior Court to determine the 
future of the City College of San Francisco 
adjourned Oct. 31, after five days of 
sometimes dramatic testimony. It was 
scheduled to resume in December with 
closing arguments. The trial centers on 
whether the Accrediting Commission for 
Community and Junior Colleges has acted 
properly over the course of a two-year 
process that threatens to shut down the 
college. “The basic issue in this case is 
fairness,” says Tim Killikelly, president of 
AFT Local 2121, which represents faculty at 
the college. “Is it fair to close down a 
college of 80,000 people, the educational 
quality of which is not in question? We 
hope the trial will help create a fair and 
transparent accreditation process for City 
College of San Francisco and all the 
community colleges in California.”

TIME MAGAZINE COVER TRIGGERS 
BACKLASH A recent cover of Time  

magazine, which 
reads, in part, 
“Rotten Apples: It’s 
Nearly Impossible to 

Fire a Bad Teacher” and shows a gavel 
about to smash an apple, generated an 
outpouring of anger and activism among 
AFT members and the public at large. On 
Oct. 30, the AFT delivered a petition with 
more than 100,000 signatures to Time’s 
editors demanding an apology for the 
magazine’s incendiary treatment of a major 
educational issue. “This Time cover isn’t 
trying to foster a serious dialogue about 
solutions our schools need—it’s intention-
ally creating controversy to sell more 
copies,” remarked AFT President Randi 
Weingarten, who personally delivered the 
petition. The petition ultimately garnered 
more than 125,000 signatures.

RISING COSTS AND FALLING WAGES 
SQUEEZING ACCESS TO COLLEGE As a 
result of skyrocketing college costs over just 
the past three years, the share of a family’s 
income needed to meet postsecondary 
education expenses has increased dramati-
cally. A new report from the Center for 
American Progress notes that higher tuition 
and fees charged by colleges and universi-
ties account for much of this increase, but 
so does the fact that median family income 
fell by 3 percent during the same period. 

Additional investment by the federal 
government to assist low-income students 
has partially addressed the issue of 
affordability and helped fill some of the 
gap caused by rising tuition. 

But not surprisingly, the authors say, the 
burden of tuition payments often trans-
lates into the burden of debt. This student 
debt has disproportionately affected 
communities of color. Together, these 
factors have led to decreased access to 
college, higher cost and higher debt. The 
report is titled “The Middle-Class Squeeze: 
A Picture of Stagnant Incomes, Rising Costs, 
and What We Can Do to Strengthen 
America’s Middle Class.”

WALL STREET DEALS COST COLLEGES 
AND MUNICIPALITIES BILLIONS A new 
report from the Roosevelt Institute details 
how Wall Street sold toxic deals to school 
districts, colleges and municipalities that 
are costing communities billions in fees, 
interest and other payments. In response to 
the report, educators, parents, community 
members and local officials joined together 
for a Day of Action in cities across the 
country to demand transparency and 
accountability to ensure taxpayer money is 
being used to invest in education and 
communities, not to enrich Wall Street. 

“Dirty Deals” details how banks sold 
school districts, public colleges, and state 
and local governments predatory financial 
products like interest rate swaps and 
capital appreciation bonds—products that 
were laced with hidden costs and hidden 
risks, and in many cases were designed to 
fail—as well as charging exorbitant fees for 
products and services. The report cites the 
example of the Peralta Community College 
District in California, which is paying $1.6 
million a year in interest rate swap 
payments—the equivalent of 320 classes.

PALOMAR COLLEGE PLEDGES TO INFORM 
EMPLOYEES ABOUT LOAN FORGIVENESS 
Through the efforts of part-time faculty who 
are AFT members, Palomar College in 
California become the first community 
college in the country to take the Consumer 
Financial Protection Bureau pledge to inform 
employees of their student loan repayment 
options and help them apply for loan 
forgiveness. A group of members of the 
Palomar Faculty Federation circulated a 
petition, gained support of the union’s 
executive board, then took the issue to the 
faculty senate and college president as part 
of the effort. Employers that take the pledge 
agree to talk to their employees about their 
options for student loan forgiveness, help 

AFT members and City 
College of San Francisco 
students rally outside 
the San Francisco 
Superior Court.
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Parents and teachers were 
joined by AFT President 
Randi Weingarten to 
protest Time’s cover.

For more on these and other stories,  

go to www.aft.org/our-news.
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them prove they work for a public service 
organization, and check in with employees 
annually to make sure they stay on track. In 
one such loan forgiveness program, for 
example, employees who work for 10 years in 
public service and make 120 qualifying 
monthly payments can have any remaining 
federal student loan debt forgiven.

AFFILIATES RECOGNIZED FOR  
INNOVATION AND COLLABORATION  
Two AFT higher education affiliates were 
honored in October when the AFT an-
nounced this year’s winners of the second 
annual Prize for Solution-Driven Unionism, 
designed to highlight innovative, inspiring 
and collaborative solutions to tough 
problems. Two first prizes were awarded. 
One went to Milwaukee Technical College 

Federation, AFT Local 212, for its solution 
to lagging graduation and course comple-
tion rates. The other was shared by the 
United University Professions (which 
represents faculty on State University of 
New York campuses) and the New York State 
Public Employees Federation for their 
successful campaign to save SUNY Down-
state Medical Center in Brooklyn, N.Y., from 
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The winners of the 
union’s Prize for 
Solution-Driven Union-
ism at a ceremony in 
Washington, D.C.

ON A RAINY WEDNESDAY morning in No-
vember, more than 2,000 University of Califor-
nia students traveled to the bimonthly meet-
ing of the UC Board of Regents, the university’s 
appointed governing board, to fight back 
against a proposed tuition increase. Janet Na-
politano, UC’s president, has proposed a five-
year plan to raise student fees 27 percent, 
which would amount to about $5,000 per 
student, on average. 

Students won a tuition freeze in 2011, and 
it has been renewed every year since. This 
year’s tuition and development plan by Na-
politano would break that freeze. 

“We were here in 2011 fighting back 
against tuition increases. I strongly oppose 
this proposal, and the students are doing a 
great job of educating the community and 
advocating for other solutions to the budget 
crisis,” says Matt Haney, a former executive 
director of the UC Student Association who is 
now a member of the San Francisco Board of 
Education. 

At 7 a.m. on Nov. 19, students met at the 
Mission Bay campus of UC San Francisco, 
where the regents were meeting. To disrupt 
the meeting’s agenda, the students blocked 
entrances and parking lots, holding members 
of the board outside so they could share their 
personal stories and explain how an extra 
$5,000 in tuition could affect their education 
and future. Many of the students work multi-
ple part-time jobs while pursuing double 
majors or participating in student organiza-
tions; they are stretched to the limit now, with 

‘No hikes, no fees! Education should be free!’

the current tuition, and don’t have the family 
support or the other means to pay for a drastic 
tuition increase. 

“The students and workers should not be 
held hostage whenever the state and the UC 
system have to look for funding,” says Sadia 
Saifuddin, the only student with voting rights 
on the board of regents. 

Members of the AFT, the American Fed-
eration of State, County and Municipal Em-
ployees, the Teamsters union and the Public 
Employees Union were present to voice their 
support for students and urge the regents 
against burdening students with more debt. 

“As a single parent and as a mother of a 
child in college, education won’t be attainable 
for me and my family with these hikes. … Their 
responsibility is to provide public education 
for our communities,” says Ameera Snell, a UC 
San Francisco nursing student.

While the meeting was in session, students 

filled the room, 
waiting for their 
chance to speak 
during the public 
comment period, 
while others ral-
lied outside, chanting, sharing personal sto-
ries and demonstrating resistance against 
officers who tried to control the crowd. 

The tuition increase passed 7-2, with Cali-
fornia Gov. Jerry Brown and Saifuddin being 
the only two “no” votes. 

After the vote, students gathered outside 
to strategize about their next steps. 

“To fix this problem in the long run, we 
need more student regents with voting rights 
on the board. One student regent cannot rep-
resent more than 200,000 students,” says 
Momo Hussein, a student at UC Riverside.

—TIFFANY DENA LOFTIN  
AND HAILEY SNOW

privatization, promote investment in the 
facility and actually expand healthcare in 
Brooklyn. The prize comes with $25,000 for 
each of the two winners. “These unions 
thought outside the box and worked with 
community partners to come up with 
innovative and, ultimately, successful 
solutions to seemingly intractable prob-
lems,” says AFT President Randi Weingarten.

University of Califor-
nia students protest 
proposed tuition 
hikes outside UC 
regents meeting.
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