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WHERE WE STAND

Championing a Better Life for All
RANDI WEINGARTEN, AFT President

We can stand up for 
public education and 
fight to make it better. 

I’VE BEEN IN over 100 schools and 
worksites since April 2021—by last count 
about 125—because I wanted to be with 
you as much as humanly possible. This 
school year has been really tough. 
Students came back to school with 
enormous needs—academic, emotional, 
and social. And while the Biden adminis-
tration got us many more resources, we 
still had to deal with all the same paper-
work and testing fixation, as if this 
pandemic and its effects didn’t happen. 
This was a lot, and your amazing work is 
the not-so-secret sauce that has helped 
children and families recover and thrive.

So, how did educators go from being 
heroes in 2020 at the start of the pan-
demic to being vilified in 2022? Because 
extremists are exploiting anxiety and 
uncertainty to try to undermine public 
education—and our democracy. This is an 
election year; rather than help everyone 
recover from this unprecedented pan-
demic, they would rather divide and 
conquer. It’s as simple and scary as that.

Censoring teachers from talking about 
“divisive” topics, book bans, “don’t say 
gay” statutes, and McCarthyistic tip lines 
encouraging parents to “report” you for 
teaching honest history—these are all 
intended to drive a wedge between 
educators and families. Our children are 
being targeted too, by attempts to margin-
alize LGBTQIA+ students and to gut 
programs that help our students socially 
and emotionally. (And these attacks are 
amplified—for profit—on social media.) 
But what’s really happening in classrooms 
is educators are rebuilding relationships 
with students, even as they struggle to 
keep up with the same old pacing guides 
and succeed on the same old tests. 

Extremists want universal school choice, 
so they have embarked on a campaign to 
undermine public schools. In the words of 
Christopher Rufo, one of the right’s 
orchestrators, “To get universal school 
choice, you really need to operate from a 
premise of universal public school distrust.” 

Our schools aren’t perfect—but they 
have been a lifeline throughout the 
pandemic. We can stand up for public 
education and fight to make it better. 

Public education is an equalizer. Just 
like democracy, it provides voice, agency, 
and empowerment to all. Together, we 
can make every public school a place 
where parents want to send their kids, 
where teachers want to teach, and where 
students feel safe and engaged. But we’ll 
have to fight back and fight forward. 

Public education and labor have 
always worked hand in hand to build a 
more just, inclusive world—from 
bringing children out of factories and into 
classrooms in the early 20th century, to 
the AFT’s role in the civil rights move-
ment, to our support for Ukrainian 
teachers, some of whom I met in April 
during a recent trip to Poland. 

The other side knows that we’re a 
bulwark for broad-based opportunity, so 
the attacks won’t stop. But we are not alone. 

Parents overwhelmingly support their 
public schools and how schools have 
handled the pandemic. In an April 2022 
NPR/Ipsos poll, parents expressed strong 
satisfaction with their 
children’s schools and what is 
being taught in them, 
regardless of their political 
affiliation. (That’s why in 
recent school board elections 
in New Hampshire and 
Montana, pro–public 
education candidates won 
across major districts.) The 
public is with labor, too: a 
Gallup poll found that 68 
percent of Americans 
approve of unions, the 
highest level since 1965.

Parents and the public are 
with us because we work with 
them. We care about kids’ 
recovery and their future. 
That’s why we created our 
Reading Opens the World 

campaign and are giving out one million 
books to children and educators in 
marginalized communities. And we care 
about college being affordable and 
accessible to all. That’s why we partnered 
with Summer to help AFT members 
minimize their student loan payments, 
sued Navient to stop its misleading loan 
practices, and even sued the US Depart-
ment of Education to fix the Public Service 
Loan Forgiveness program. This is our 
work. We do it regardless of the dema-
gogues’ attacks, and we are getting results. 

Every moment in history can be 
viewed through a lens of hope or fear, 
aspiration or anger. But aspiration beats 
hate every time. That’s who we are: 
change agents and hope creators. 
Together, we can help move America 
forward and win a better life for all. ☐
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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.
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Educating for Democratic Citizenship
Civic education is essential to a democracy 
that works for everyone—and it is particu-
larly important for young people, who are 
preparing to make the decisions that will 
shape our nation for decades to come. 
Communities thrive when young people 
actively participate in civic life. Not only can 
youth improve their social and emotional 
well-being by learning to solve problems 
and build consensus, but communities can 
increase their collective efficacy and amplify 
the voices of those who have been histori-
cally excluded from the political process.

With this in mind, the Albert Shanker 
Institute—partnering with the AFT, Share 
My Lesson, and the AFT Innovation Fund—
launched the Educating for Democratic 
Citizenship project. The project provides 
educators with action civics lessons and 
resources that can be used to enhance 
learning in American history and govern-
ment. Dozens of resources are available to 
help students learn about their rights and 
responsibilities and what they can do to 
ensure that local, state, and federal 
governments are more inclusive and 
representative of those they serve. 

Civic Action
Understanding how government systems 
work and how to become changemakers 
can motivate students for lifelong activism. 
In the four-lesson unit plan “Is There Equity 
of Community Services?,” students in grades 
3–5 use photos to compare and contrast 
community problems, identify problems in 
their communities, and then work together 
to implement solutions. In “Representative 
Webquest,” students in grades 9–12 learn 
about political representation in Congress, 
use Vote Smart to evaluate their representa-
tive’s legislative record, and write to their 
representative to advocate for specific 
issues in their communities.

Voting Rights
Learning the rights and responsibilities of 
voting is fundamental to civic education—
especially in light of recent voter suppres-
sion efforts across the nation. In “Right to 
Vote,” students in grades 6–8 consider voter 
suppression from a historical lens to learn 
why all voices must be heard, then use their 
voices through a community action project 
to improve their schools. Through “A Closer 
Look into Immigration and Voter Turnout,” 

students in grades 9–12 compare US 
political campaigning and voting processes 
with those of other countries and consider 
how to make the voting experience more 
accessible for immigrants.

Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
Students may know the phrase “liberty and 
justice for all,” but do they understand how 
it relates to unity and equity in our diverse 
democracy? In “Affirming Identities in Our 
School Community,” students in grades 6–8 
learn how celebrating each other’s stories 
and identities can dismantle biases, increase 
equity, and help build an inclusive school 
environment. And “What Do You See? 
Lesson on Accessibility” helps middle and 
high school students learn how public policy 
impacts the extent to which people with 
disabilities are able to participate in society.

Amendments
Finally, a working knowledge of the 
Constitution can help students take action 
against prejudice and injustice. In “The 6th 
Amendment: Gideon v. Wainwright,” 
students in grades 9–12 consider both legal 
precedent and inequities in US public 
defense systems and propose solutions to 
ensure all people accused of a crime receive 
effective legal representation. 

For a broader overview of the action 
civics approach, watch the Educating for 
Democratic Citizenship Conference at  

go.aft.org/uep. Sessions are available on 
demand for professional credit. And many 
more lessons are available in the Educating 
for Democratic Citizenship community on 
Share My Lesson: go.aft.org/rth.

Please reach out to us with any addi-
tional ideas or requests at content@
sharemylesson.com.

–THE SHARE MY LESSON TEAM

Recommended 
Resources
Is There Equity of  
Community Services? 

Representative Webquest

Right to Vote

A Closer Look into Immigration  
and Voter Turnout

Affirming Identities in Our  
School Community

What Do You See?  
Lesson on Accessibility

The 6th Amendment:  
Gideon v. Wainwright

http://go.aft.org/uep
http://go.aft.org/rth
mailto:content%40sharemylesson.com?subject=
mailto:content%40sharemylesson.com?subject=
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/unit-there-equity-community-services-401111
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/unit-there-equity-community-services-401111
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/representative-webquest-401091
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/civics-lesson-right-vote-401112
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/closer-look-immigration-voter-turnout-401090
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/closer-look-immigration-voter-turnout-401090
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/affirming-identities-our-school-community-401113
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/affirming-identities-our-school-community-401113
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/what-do-you-see-lesson-accessibility-401095
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/what-do-you-see-lesson-accessibility-401095
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/6th-amendment-gideon-v-wainwright-401092
https://sharemylesson.com/teaching-resource/6th-amendment-gideon-v-wainwright-401092
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Revitalizing the  
Teaching Profession
Three Educators Share Their Experiences and Aspirations

Teaching, a truly noble profession, is on life support. After decades of 
inadequate investment, our public schools were short-staffed and under-
resourced when the pandemic began. Now, educators’ working conditions, 
which are also students’ learning conditions, are abominable—and for 
many, simply unbearable. Here, three long-serving educators—Monique 
Boone, Kelly Erinakes, and Nicholas Ferroni—share their experiences 
striving to meet students’ needs and offer straightforward solutions for 
restoring the teaching profession’s vitality.

Monique Boone is the preK–12 English language arts and reading 
coordinator in the Channelview Independent School District in Chan-
nelview, Texas, and a member of Northeast Houston AFT (Local 6568). 
Previously, she taught middle school English and journalism and was an 
instructional technology specialist. A certified master reading teacher 
and reading specialist, Monique also teaches GED classes for the Harris 
County Department of Education. In addition, she is a consultant in 
literacy, technology, best teaching practices, and identity-affirming 
schools.

Kelly Erinakes is a dedicated educator and union activist. Since 
2001, she has taught history and government at Coventry High School 

in Coventry, Rhode Island, and has been the president of the Coventry 
Teachers’ Alliance (AFT Local 1075). Previously, she spent six years as 
a middle school teacher.

Nicholas Ferroni is a history and cultural studies teacher at Union 
High School in Union, New Jersey, a member of the Union Township 
Education Association, and an associate member of the AFT. An advocate 
for gender equality and for LGBTQIA+ youth and an educator dedicated 
to inclusive history, he has been recognized as a Champion of Change by 
the United Nations Women and an Upstander of the Year by the Human 
Rights Campaign.

If you work in a school, please take from this Q&A the knowledge that 
you are not alone. Your fellow education professionals and your union 
are fighting for the changes that you—and our nation’s children—need. 
If you are a parent, community member, and/or elected official, please 
hear these educators. They are caring for your children, and they need 
you to care for them by fully funding public schools, including providing 
the staff, services, and supports that enable students to be physically 
and mentally healthy and ready to learn.

–EDITORS

Monique Boone Kelly Erinakes Nicholas Ferroni

PH
O

TO
S 

O
F 

M
O

N
IQ

U
E 

B
O

O
N

E 
B

Y
 E

M
IL

Y
 J

A
SC

H
K

E;
 P

H
O

TO
S 

O
F 

K
EL

LY
 E

R
IN

A
K

ES
 B

Y
 

B
R

O
O

K
E 

M
A

C
O

M
B

ER
; P

H
O

TO
S 

O
F 

N
IC

H
O

LA
S 

FE
R

R
O

N
I B

Y
 H

A
SS

A
N

 M
A

H
M

O
O

D



AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  SUMMER 2022    5

EDITORS: Recent surveys have indicated that one-half to two-thirds of 
teachers are considering leaving the profession. What is driving so many 
to consider different careers?

KELLY ERINAKES: This school year has been atrocious. The workload 
for teachers has increased exponentially, and teachers’ morale is 
at an all-time low. In 20 years as union president, I’ve never seen it 
so low. In addition, many staff members have gotten COVID, and 
many are immunocompromised, so anxiety is very high.

This year, our schools are open five days a week, but day to day, 
many students are at home with COVID or quarantined. Every 
day, teachers are simultaneously teaching to the students in class 
and also providing remote instruction for those at home. The les-
sons they are planning for class don’t often work well for remote, 
so there’s an enormous amount of double planning. 

In addition, we have very few substitutes. With teachers get-
ting sick, the teachers who are able to come in are covering other 
classes on a regular basis, which means they have no prep time 
during the day. They’re also covering by pulling other students 
into their classes, dramatically increasing class sizes and too 
often causing more stress and behavioral issues for the students. 
Meanwhile, the parents supporting their children at home tend 
to become frustrated if teachers don’t answer questions or help 
resolve technology problems right away—but they can’t respond 
quickly because they are currently teaching in person.

NICHOLAS FERRONI: This has been the most overwhelming, men-
tally draining, exhausting year. It’s the first year I have questioned 
whether I can continue teaching or not; I even updated my résumé 
because I wasn’t sure if I could maintain the best version of myself 
for my students. I never thought I’d be in a position where I’d con-
sider leaving my dream job. We’re breaking professionally, men-
tally, emotionally. The students are the reason we became teachers, 
but we need more support to stay in this profession. 

This year, I have 153 students. Connecting with each of them 
is tough. Just to reach each family once every few weeks, I spend 
three or four hours of my personal time each week calling parents 
to let them know all the amazing things their children are doing 
and find out what’s going on at home. When I learned that one 
of my students lost a family member, I focused on making sure 
they were stable because if a student is depressed, education is 
really irrelevant.

I’m in my 19th year as a teacher, but it feels like I’m in my first 
year because we’re all doing something that we weren’t trained to 
do. The miracle is that somehow we’re making it work.

MONIQUE BOONE: It does feel like we’re first-year teachers. The pan-
demic created a big learning curve for students, educators, and 
principals. It was challenging for teachers to climb that curve while 
experiencing sickness and death all around us. On top of the rush to 
create online lessons with little training, educators struggled because 
many of our schools did not have enough devices, and many students 
did not have internet access. So everyone was scrambling to give stu-
dents the learning tools they needed. Meanwhile, many students’ 
and educators’ family members lost their jobs. It was an incredibly 
tough situation for families, students, and educators.

I have young children, so I saw the situation as both an educa-
tor and a parent. I quickly realized that I could be either a really 

good worker or a really good stay-at-home mom, but doing 
both is exhausting. I was up all day and all night. I had calls and 
Zoom meetings up to 4 a.m. with administrators and teachers. So 
many teachers were in tears because they wanted to do right by 
students, and they didn’t know how. Many teachers developed 
depression and other mental health issues as they struggled to 
balance family—their children at home all day and their family 
members dealing with sickness—and their work of caring for and 
educating their students.

When we returned to in-person learning, educators’ anxi-
ety was extremely high because there were many unanswered 
questions. Elected officials throughout my home state of Texas 
seemed to have self-serving agendas, leaving superintendents and 
principals to do the best they could to make decisions. Now we 
have a severe teacher shortage because teachers don’t feel safe 
or supported, and they’re overwhelmed.

As an instructional coach, I try to be there and give words of 
encouragement. I try to thank teachers every day for showing up. 
But then I go home and question: I’m telling someone, “Thank you 
for doing this work,” but at what expense to their livelihood, sanity, 
and families? 

“We have a severe teacher shortage 
because teachers don’t feel safe or 
supported, and they’re overwhelmed.” 

–Monique
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NICHOLAS: I can’t imagine what it is 
like for teachers who are parents. 
I’m single, and here’s my normal 
day: I wake up at 5:30. I get to 
school by 7 to get everything set 
up. My class starts at 7:35. I have 
one prep period, but throughout 
the omicron surge I had to cover 
another class because teachers 
have been out sick, and we don’t 
have enough substitutes. School 
ends at 2:35. I stay after for an 
hour to try to catch up. And then 
I exercise with a group of students 
who play sports, which is part of 

my self-care as I train and get to know them. I get home around 5:30 
and work until 8:30 or 9, editing notes and presentations, grading 
papers, calling parents—doing everything that I should have been 
able to do while I was at school. I have dinner, go to bed, and repeat.

On average, I work about three hours a day outside of school—
and I know some teachers who do far more, especially if they 
coach or run clubs. Even worse, many teachers must have second 
jobs because they can’t support their families on a teacher’s sal-
ary. One of my best friends goes from school to driving Uber at 
night. That’s not sustainable.

KELLY: My members and I are facing similar challenges. Even with 
teachers double planning for their in-person and remote students 
and covering for colleagues who are out sick—resulting in a 60- or 
70-hour workweek—there’s been no increase in benefits or salaries. 

Inside schools, it’s a really tough environment. The students 
are stressed, but teachers never have a free moment to connect 
with them because they are rushing to cover classes. Adminis-
trators are always talking about students’ social and emotional 
well-being. Of course that is important, but I’m constantly urging 
administrators to also be concerned about the social and emo-
tional health of adults. 

When the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention changed 
the COVID guidelines on staying home from 10 days to 5 days, some 
administrators accused teachers who were not able to come in after 
5 days of milking their illness and being lazy. Some administrators 
can’t appreciate how difficult it is teaching in this COVID environ-

ment because they have never had to do it. 
Teachers have to be on their feet and exuber-
ant with students. It’s exhausting even when 
you are healthy. Administrators will say that 
teachers are working hard and are appreci-
ated, but more actions to support these feel-
ings would be appreciated by my members.

EDITORS: If large numbers of experienced 
teachers do change careers, what will that 
mean for students? 

MONIQUE: We depend on our seasoned 
teachers, department heads, and teacher 
mentors to train the people coming up. I 
didn’t just become a master teacher; I had 

a mentor and others along the way to help me. But in Texas, we 
already have lost many seasoned teachers. At year three or year five, 
people are becoming mentor teachers. In three years, you haven’t 
mastered anything! 

It reminds me of a video one of my students made in 2017 as 
Hurricane Harvey turned us upside down. My student’s home was 
flooded, and her family had walked for miles in waist-deep water. 
Taking shelter under a bridge, she made a video in which she said, 
“No one is coming for us.” Today, that’s how we feel: no one is 
coming for us. It is a tough situation to be in as an instructional 
leader. I work close to the community where I live and grew up, 
so this work is near and dear to my heart. It’s not just the work I 
do to feed my kids; it’s legacy work for my family and me. I want 
to see teachers thrive, and I want to see student success increase. 

I fear that our students are going to suffer. If we can’t retain 
teachers, principals, and superintendents, we can’t guarantee 
quality instruction. If we rest everything on minimal state testing, 
what does that look like for our future? What does the future look 
like for a Black student living on the wrong side of the train tracks 
who is not getting what they need now? What happens if marginal-
ized students don’t have experienced teachers with the collective 
efficacy to say that these students can succeed and who will stay 
to see it through? It seems like the divide between the haves and 
the have-nots continues to get bigger and bigger.

I cannot see myself doing anything else. I would rather stay 
and advocate for change because my heart is filled by working in 
education—showing up for teachers, administrators, and students 
every day. And I just hope that we can come to a place in educa-
tion where everyone can feel fulfilled in this work.

NICHOLAS: I agree. I have one foot out the door, but I’m going to 
stick it out and be a part of the change. I’ve committed too much 
time and energy to stop trying to make things better for the next 
generation of teachers. I’m going to keep shouting and screaming 
as loud as I can so that, hopefully, the right people hear it.

EDITORS: In addition to experienced teachers, what else do students need?

KELLY: Students also need social workers, school psychologists, 
wraparound services, and healthy teachers. 

There are not enough social workers and school psychologists 
for the amount of trauma students are facing. In my district, one 
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social worker and one school psychologist serve two or three 
elementary schools. At my high school, we have 1,500 students 
and just two social workers; our guidance counselors have 
about 400 students each. With those caseloads, there’s no time 
to learn about families’ needs and connect them with services. 
And unless you work with both students and their families, little 
will improve for students. 

Because teachers feel they’re the ones who have to hold it 
together, they don’t reach out enough. We’re used to being the 
helpers; we’re used to being the nurturers. We’re not used to ask-
ing for help. That’s the biggest struggle right now: teachers who 
really need help do not acknowledge it. My union colleagues and 
I are on alert to figure out who needs help and then making sure 
they get it. I’ve done home well checks for a couple of teachers 
when I was concerned about suicide. We have several teachers 
who have been hospitalized for depression and suicidal tenden-
cies. Other teachers have needed counseling. It would be much 
easier to ensure educators get the mental health care they need 
if administrators would support our efforts. It shouldn’t just be 
union leaders assisting teachers with social-emotional issues and/
or placements when needed. District human resources depart-
ments should take a more active role in the social-emotional well-
being of their employees.

EDITORS: On top of the pandemic, teachers are facing enormous pres-
sure to limit what they teach about race, gender, sexuality, and other 
topics. How are these attacks on teaching honest history, book bans, 
and other attempts to censor instruction affecting you?

NICHOLAS: I will say with absolute certainty that I teach nothing 
but the truth. I provide the entire story and let students come to 
their own conclusions.

I remember taking my first college course in African American 
studies at Rutgers and learning about the Tulsa race massacre. I 
asked my professor, who is African American, “We learned about 
the Boston Massacre and only five people were killed by British 
soldiers. Why is it that something happened where 300 people 
were killed by a mob, but it’s not in the history books?” He said, 
“Because they were 300 Black people.” That stuck with me because 
it highlights that for far too long, only certain stories were told.

For the longest time, the majority of Black students, female 
students, and LGBTQ students learned almost exclusively about 
straight white male history. That was the norm. Now that we want 
to include other people, all of a sudden it’s oppression. 

As a child of German descent, I learned about the Holocaust 
and Nazi Germany, but I never felt guilty about it because it’s not 
reflective of me. So the logic that we’re traumatizing children or 
that we’re somehow indoctrinating children is one of the biggest 
farces I’ve ever heard. Making sure every child feels included 
is not indoctrination. Making sure every child understands the 
truth about the histories of other people is not indoctrination. It 
is teaching empathy and open mindedness.

I love my country enough to want to dedicate my life to teach-
ing US history, but I also want to teach it in an honest and truth-
ful way—so we don’t make the same mistakes again, and so we 
understand where we are and where we’re going. Learning about 
systemic racism, Jim Crow, and the civil rights movement doesn’t 
make me hate this country. It makes me realize we’ve come a long 

way, but we still have far to go. It makes me appreciate the people 
who fought for their rights. 

KELLY: My experience is similar to Nicholas’s. We’re fortunate to 
be in the Northeast, where the push to limit what teachers can 
teach is not strong. I have a master’s in history, and I know US 
history well. I teach the truth. Teachers are not teaching critical 
race theory, but the people who are worried about it have greatly 
expanded what that term means—they are worried about teach-
ing core topics like slavery and its aftermath. They claim that 
learning about slavery makes white students feel bad about their 
ancestors and themselves and that it denigrates the white popula-
tion as a whole.

That’s not the case in my courses—and it ignores the fact 
that students learn a great deal on social media. They are more 
mature intellectually than high school students were earlier in my 
career, and they ask more 
sophisticated questions. 
As an educator, my job is 
to bring out that inquisi-
tiveness in students. 
When they have ques-
tions, that’s when they 
are engaged and truly 
learn. And I answer their 
questions honestly.

In my AP US Govern-
ment and Politics course, 
I have to teach affirma-
tive action and gay and 
lesbian rights. It’s part of the AP curriculum. I make the students 
debate; they present multiple perspectives and reach their own 
conclusions. I do the same in my history courses. I present the 
texts in a neutral way, answer students’ questions honestly, and 
facilitate as the students engage each other in difficult discussions. 
I create the environment for respectful debates and intellectual 
discussions from the very beginning of the school year. We set 
ground rules focused on mutual respect. 

Students are often surprised as they learn US history. For 
example, when we learn about Emmett Till, many students say 
they can’t believe that happened. This can lead to an awaken-
ing—but it does not lead to guilt or shame. What I see throughout 
my history courses is students developing empathy. Whether 
we’re learning about the gay and lesbian youth movement, the 
Mexican American movement, McCarthyism and the Red Scare, 

“I love my country enough to want 
to dedicate my life to teaching 
US history, but I also want to 
teach it in an honest way.” 

–Nicholas
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the treatment of Irish or Italian immigrants, or women’s rights, 
students develop empathy. I hope they are also learning lessons 
that they will carry through their lives so our country does not 
repeat its mistakes.

MONIQUE: At the beginning of the school year, the social studies 
leader and I met with teachers to explain the new bill (which has 
since become law*) indicating that they could not teach critical 
race theory. I kid you not: the room fell silent, and someone said, 
“What is that?” We don’t teach critical race theory; we teach his-
tory as it is written in the textbook and other resources provided 
by the state and in accord with the state standards. 

So far [as of March 2022, when this interview was conducted], 
we have not yet banned books, but we were given a list of almost 
800 books that were flagged as not suitable for students.† I don’t 
know who identified these books, but I see many on the list that 
students love. Many are picture books and middle-grades books 
that I don’t see any problems with at all. For example, one book on 
the list is A Good Kind of Trouble by Lisa Moore Ramée. It’s about 
a little girl in the seventh grade who learns that there are times 
when the right thing to do is to stand up for change. I would have 
my 10-year-old read it. 

Our district encourages a 360-degree view for looking at 
political, historical, and scientific things, meaning we’re provid-
ing multiple perspectives so that students develop their thinking. 
But our teachers are scared. They want to provide quality instruc-
tion, but they don’t want to lose their jobs. 
So every other day, I get calls and emails 
from teachers asking, “Hey, I want to teach 
about the Holocaust. Is that OK?” or “Hey, 
for Black History Month, can we celebrate 
Black achievers?” They don’t know. And I 
don’t want them to be scared, but some-
times it’s hard to give answers. 

Unions are more important now than 
ever, especially the AFT. So my colleagues 
and I encourage our teachers to stay 
connected to the union for information 

because it knows the laws and what teachers can do. That has 
been pivotal in guiding our work.

EDITORS: Given the overwhelming challenges you’ve described, what 
changes are needed to make teaching a desirable, long-term career?

MONIQUE: There is no one solution, but a significant salary increase 
would help. A stipend doesn’t sustain your family, but a consider-
able salary increase would be meaningful. 

Many teachers I know, even myself, have part-time jobs or side 
hustles to be able to provide for our families. I do contract work 
for education agencies, and I offer professional development for 
teachers. I also have my own company working with districts 
and schools to improve the cultural relevancy of their curriculum 
and instruction. But honestly, I don’t think I could afford to be a 
teacher without a side hustle. I’m fortunate to do extra work that 
brings my heart joy, but many of the teachers I work with have 
to take second shifts in retail or drive for Uber just to make ends 
meet. That’s unacceptable in 2022. 

KELLY: We need to bring back respect for the profession. In addi-
tion to higher salaries, teachers need to be more empowered at 
the district, state, and federal levels. The only people who can fix 
education are those who are educating. Funding is also a huge 
issue: our school buildings are crumbling, and we have too many 
students per classroom. 

Teachers are not just teachers; they are also counselors, caregiv-
ers, and service coordinators—they strive to meet all of their students’ 
needs. It’s not unusual to be greeting the students at the door and 
have one student come in crying—she doesn’t have her homework 
and didn’t get any sleep because her mother was on a drunken 
rampage. Another student will be cranky because he didn’t have 
breakfast. Three or four more will arrive with similar concerns. So 
before you can even begin teaching, you have five or six students who 
need personal attention before they are ready to learn. And the larger 
our classes become, the more needs walk in the door. 

On top of that, you have a range of prior experiences and 
knowledge in each classroom; some students need enrichment 

“In addition to higher salaries, teachers 
need to be more empowered at the 
district, state, and federal levels.” 

–Kelly

*To learn more about Texas’s law limiting instruction, 
see “Republican Bill That Limits How Race, Slavery and 
History Are Taught in Texas Schools Becomes Law” at 
go.aft.org/e6z. And for additional context, see 
“Legislators Fight to Control the Content of Civic 
Education” at go.aft.org/jkx. 
† For information on the books being questioned, see 
“Texas House Committee to Investigate School Districts’ 
Books on Race and Sexuality” at go.aft.org/mom.

http://go.aft.org/e6z
http://go.aft.org/jkx
http://go.aft.org/mom
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Tackling the Root Causes of Staffing Shortages
Every year, thousands of teachers and 
other school staff walk out the door, many 
of them taking their talents and expertise 
to other districts and other professions. 
Determined to ensure all educational 
workers have the supports, voice, and 
compensation they deserve, AFT President 
Randi Weingarten convened the Teacher 
and School Staff Shortage Task Force in 
December 2021.

“Teachers, bus drivers, food service 
workers, nurses, and so many other educa-
tors have been heroes during the pandemic, 
going above and beyond to help their kids, 
checking in on them day and night while 
paying for supplies out of their own pock-
ets,” explains Weingarten. “The best way 
to respect and support them is to address 
the root causes of their stress, including 
low wages, poor working conditions, and 
divisive political fights.” 

The task force is bringing together union 
leaders representing teachers, paraprofes-
sionals, and school-related personnel, as well 
as the nation’s top education researchers. 
Together, they are reviewing the education 
profession to make recommendations on 
enhancing well-being, improving working 
conditions, strengthening recruitment and 
retention, and advancing the careers of 
those who choose this essential field.

To ensure that the task force tackles AFT 
members’ top priorities, a representative 
survey of our K–12 members—including 
teachers, paraprofessionals, and school-
related personnel—was conducted in 

March. Seventy-eight percent declared 
shortages of qualified teachers and staff 
to be a very or fairly serious problem, 
and 74 percent had taken on extra work 
because of shortages. Key issues that 
emerged are removing duties that are not 
directly related to meeting students’ needs, 
securing raises for all school staff, offer-
ing mental health supports for staff and 
students (including additional counselors), 
and making class sizes smaller.

A great deal of educational research 
shows that teacher and school staff well-
being and agency are the essential precur-
sors to student well-being and increased 
academic growth. As Weingarten often 
notes, “Teachers’ working conditions are 
students’ learning conditions.” Discussing 
the current crisis, she added: “Even before 
COVID, nurses, guidance counselors, teach-
ers, support staff, and bus drivers were 
facing daunting workloads and a lack of 
respect. And layoffs at the start of the pan-
demic, the virus’s malaise, political brawling 
over the teaching of honest history, and the 
challenge of this school year have made the 
current situation even worse.”

As of April 2022, jobs in local govern-
ment education, the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics category that contains almost all 
K–12 public schooling, remain down by 
331,000 since the onset of the pandemic in 
February 2020. For example, the Virginia 
Department of Education reported that 
the number of unfilled teaching positions 
across the commonwealth had increased 

by nearly 62 percent as of December 2021, 
with school districts reporting nearly 5,000 
vacancies. But even before the pandemic, 
education staffing was a challenge. In 
California, for example, around 80 percent 
of school districts were short on qualified 
teachers as of the 2017–18 school year. 

The task force will tackle the widespread 
educator and support staff shortages 
imperiling the future of public education, 
developing recommendations along with 
implementation strategies.

The task force has been drilling into 
critical issues such as working conditions, 
including reducing time on assessments, 
lowering class sizes, and creating a teacher 
evaluation system designed to improve (not 
penalize). It is also digging into compensa-
tion, including ensuring all school workers 
have living wages and access to affordable 
healthcare, and into recruitment and reten-
tion, with an emphasis on Grow Your Own 
programs to increase educator diversity, 
create opportunities for people already in 
the school community, and make education 
a truly inclusive profession.

The AFT is holding listening sessions 
with rank-and-file members across the 
country in addition to conducting virtual 
and in-person meetings with task force 
members. The task force will conclude with 
a report released at the AFT’s biennial con-
vention, to be held July 14–17, 2022. After 
convention, the report will be available at 
aft.org/education.

–AFT Educational Issues Department 

activities, others are struggling to master the content, and still 
others are in the middle. The smaller the class size, the more 
one-on-one time you have with students to give them what they 
need intellectually.

MONIQUE: Reducing class sizes is critical. Currently, we are filling 
classes to the brim because we don’t have enough teachers. The 
teachers I work with have 28 to 38 students in a class.

NICHOLAS: Along with increasing salaries and reducing class 
sizes, we have to reduce caseloads for school nurses, psycholo-
gists, and counselors. In my school, counselors have 500 stu-
dents—how are they supposed to address mental health and 
social and emotional needs?

In my ideal world, teachers would be given more time to prep, 
to interact with each other, to plan, and to mentor new teachers. 
Some paperwork and some instructional time would have to be 
taken off each teacher’s plate. I would teach five classes instead of 
six or seven, and I would have one period in which I mentor a new 

teacher who is not teaching a full-day schedule. Unfortunately, 
the reality is that we are so understaffed that new teachers are 
largely on their own.

As a student, I didn’t realize the simple things. I didn’t real-
ize that teachers paid for the supplies in my classroom. I didn’t 
realize that so many teachers had second jobs because you can’t 
support a family on an educator’s 
salary. I always appreciated and 
valued my teachers; I didn’t real-
ize that society demeaned them 
and degraded them.

Education is the one invest-
ment that everyone benefits from. 
Every single day, teachers invest 
their hearts, their souls, and their 
money into their students. We 
want society to invest in us and in 
our schools as much as we invest 
in our students. ☐

http://aft.org/education
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The Promise of School Counselors
  Why They Are Essential for Students’ and Educators’ Well-Being 

By Mandy Savitz-Romer, Tara P. Nicola, and  
Laura Hecht Colletta

Mr. Jerry Pham has taught sixth-grade English at Morningside Junior High 
for nine years but was never as concerned about his students’ well-being 
as he was at the start of the 2021–22 school year. Between the continued 
stress and social isolation brought on by the pandemic, abrupt shifts to 
remote learning as COVID-19 cases were reported in his school, and a 

national reckoning with state-sanctioned racialized violence, he was not 
entirely surprised that many of his students were either acting out or 
putting their heads down instead of engaging in class. By the end of 
September, although Mr. Pham was still getting to know this year’s stu-
dents, he had been teaching long enough to realize that he needed to 
be better prepared to support them. Mr. Pham signed up for several 
professional development workshops on trauma-sensitive schooling and 
purchased books on social and emotional development, but still he felt 
unqualified to address what he could see was getting in the way of 
student learning. 

Mr. Pham considered reaching out to Ms. Andrade. She and one other 
school counselor had recently been hired, and Ms. Andrade was supposed 
to cover grades five and six. However, Mr. Pham’s experience with the 
previous school counselor gave him little hope that Ms. Andrade would 
help. The previous counselor had been so overwhelmed by the 900 stu-
dents on her caseload, on top of what seemed like endless administrative 
responsibilities, that she rarely interacted with him. In fact, in his nine 
years at the school, he had only spoken with her when she joined his 
class to discuss electives. On a few occasions, Mr. Pham considered seek-
ing her advice regarding a student who seemed to be struggling emotion-

Mandy Savitz-Romer, a former high school counselor, is the Nancy 
Pforzheimer Aronson Senior Lecturer in Human Development and Educa-
tion at the Harvard Graduate School of Education. Previously, she was the 
associate director of the Boston Higher Education Partnership and taught 
courses in school counseling at Boston University. Tara P. Nicola is a doc-
toral student at the Harvard Graduate School of Education; previously, 
she was a research associate at the National Association for College Admis-
sion Counseling. Laura Hecht Colletta is a project manager for the Deeper 
Learning Dozen; her previous positions include serving as a research 
manager at the Harvard Graduate School of Education and as the assistant 
director of College and Career Readiness at the Urban Assembly School for 
Law and Justice in Brooklyn, New York.IL
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ally, but he didn’t know if school counselors were 
prepared to support students’ mental health. From his 
own schooling experience, he recalled only talking to 
his school counselor about college planning. Still, the 
school had intentionally hired two counselors to make 
caseloads more reasonable, so perhaps things would 
be different with Ms. Andrade?

After overhearing two students talk about a social 
scenario game they had played with Ms. Andrade at 
lunch, Mr. Pham sent her an email asking for help. 
Although he tempered his expectations—she was new 
not only to the school but also to the counseling 
field—Mr. Pham recalled that she had made a point 
to introduce herself to all of the teachers. To his sur-
prise, Ms. Andrade replied right away suggesting they 
meet during lunch so she could learn more about the 
situation. That conversation enabled Mr. Pham to 
articulate what he was seeing and separate his feel-
ings of failure from what the students might be expe-
riencing. Most importantly, Ms. Andrade helped him 
understand that some of his students’ behaviors, such 
as putting their heads down, may actually be symp-
toms of depression, grief, and anxiety and are a normal 
response to high-stress environments and ongoing 
trauma. Together, they came up with a plan in which 
Ms. Andrade would observe three of his classes and 
then send him suggestions for developmental lessons 
she could deliver to his students. She also supplied 
some sentence starters for writing assignments to open a conversation 
between the students and Mr. Pham. 

Within a few weeks, Mr. Pham noticed a difference in his ability to 
relate to his students. He felt more confident engaging them and began 
to see their behaviors in a new light. His students also were benefitting; 
after Ms. Andrade led sessions on self-regulation and mindfulness, Mr. 
Pham saw changes in their levels of focus and affect. However, he truly 
realized the value of these collaborations when a student told Mr. Pham 
that they have been feeling less anxious about coming to school because 
they now have space to process everything that is going on. 

By the winter break, Mr. Pham and Ms. Andrade had developed a strong 
working relationship. He valued her unique skills and knowledge about mental 
health, and he readily welcomed the strategies she provided for promoting 
students’ social and emotional development. One of the things Mr. Pham 
appreciated most was that Ms. Andrade recognized how deeply he cares about 
his students. Her conception of the school counseling role, as he eventually 
learned from her, was to support the success of both students and educators, 
which included consulting with teachers.¹

Teachers everywhere have witnessed the deleterious 
impacts of the pandemic on students. Soaring rates of 
youth anxiety and depression,2 declines in college enroll-
ment,3 and worrisome results on achievement tests4 are 

among the consequences of prolonged disruption to students’ 
home and learning environments. Although schools are doing 
their best to ameliorate these issues, limited staffing and resources 
remain barriers to supporting student success. How can teachers 
do more when they are already stretched so thin?

School counselors are often under-utilized, but they can be a 
huge asset as schools embark on the long road to recovery from 
COVID-19. Research repeatedly finds that when school counsel-
ors deliver comprehensive programming, student outcomes 
improve.5 In schools that allocate counselors’ time wisely, coun-
selors may spend their days providing individual and group 
counseling sessions, leading developmental lessons in a class-
room, consulting with parents or caregivers on an intervention, 
analyzing attendance data to develop outreach plans, or offering 

EdResearch for Recovery

To support educators who are giving their all to engage students throughout the pandemic, EdResearch for Recovery is a new 
initiative aimed at delivering essential resources. Working with practitioners, policymakers, and researchers, the Annenberg Institute 
at Brown University and Results for America joined forces to develop research briefs that answer educators’ most pressing questions. 
More than 20 briefs have been published so far, covering topics such as academic interventions, trauma-responsive practices, and 
engaging families—and all are online for free. This article is based on the brief “Building High-Quality School Counseling Programs to 
Ensure Student Success” by Mandy Savitz-Romer and Tara P. Nicola, which EdResearch for Recovery published in January 2022. To 
learn more, visit annenberg.brown.edu/recovery.

Research repeatedly finds that 
when school counselors deliver 
comprehensive programming, 
student outcomes improve.

http://annenberg.brown.edu/recovery
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early college and career awareness programming. However, poor 
working conditions—including enormous caseloads and exten-
sive noncounseling tasks—often compromise counselors’ abilities 
to deliver on what students need most. 

School Counselors and Student Success
While school counselors are typically associated with their college 
counseling work at the high school level, they are actually trained 
to support K–12 student development across three domains: aca-
demic, social and emotional, and postsecondary planning.6 
School counselors foster students’ academic success through 
hosting study skills workshops, working with teachers to identify 

students who may benefit from academic support, and reducing 
barriers to accessing rigorous coursework. Counselors promote 
students’ social and emotional development by providing indi-
vidual and group counseling and offering classroom lessons and 
schoolwide programming on a wide range of topics, including 
substance abuse, healthy relationships and consent, mental 
health, and racial and ethnic identity development. In their role 
as college and career counselors, they promote career exploration, 
cultivate college-going cultures, assist with all facets of the college 
application and financial aid processes, and broker connections 
with local employers. Although the scope of counselors’ work is 
quite broad, they tend to prioritize certain areas of their role based 
on the grade levels they serve and their school community’s 
needs. For example, while one counselor may emphasize sup-
porting students who are struggling with their sexual identities, 
another may not be called on to engage in that work at all.

Research consistently finds that school counselors have a 
positive influence on students’ academic, social and emotional, 
and postsecondary development. For example, studies have 
linked access to counselors with improved attendance and lower 
disciplinary and suspension rates,7 as well as higher levels of 
student well-being.8 Other studies have found that students who 
engage with a counselor are more likely not only to have college 
aspirations but also to complete the Free Application for Federal 
Student Aid, apply to a four-year institution, and ultimately 
enroll in postsecondary education.9 The impact of counselors is 
pronounced for minoritized and marginalized students, who 
tend to especially benefit from the resources and supports that 

counselors provide.10 
Despite consistent evidence of counselors’ 

positive influence, several obstacles constrict 
students’ access to school counseling profession-
als and high-quality comprehensive counseling 
programs. One of the most significant is that not 
all schools offer school counseling. Limited 
policy at the state level is partly to blame, as 
school counseling is not as tightly regulated as 
other professions like teaching. Currently, only 
29 states mandate that schools offer school coun-
seling programs to all students in grades K–12; 
even fewer require that licensed professional 
counselors administer these programs. Further-
more, even in schools that employ counselors, 
high student-to-counselor ratios make it difficult 
for students to receive the wide array of services 
that counselors are trained to offer. Despite evi-
dence linking lower caseloads with improved 
student outcomes,11 the average counselor case-
load nationally is 415 students, with the typical 
caseload exceeding 700 students in some states.12 
Caseload sizes are especially high in districts 
serving marginalized students—only one in six 
districts with predominantly students from low-
income families and students of color have ratios 
below the 250-to-1 threshold recommended by 
the American School Counselor Association 
(ASCA).13 Limited regulation of counselor casel-
oad sizes at the state level, combined with budget 

and resource constraints, makes it difficult for school and district 
leaders to prioritize bolstering counselor staffing levels. 

Misaligned expectations between counselors and school 
leaders about the counselor role is another constraint that ham-
pers counselor efficacy. Research has found that principals are 
more likely than counselors to identify student registration and 
scheduling, test coordination, and record-keeping as significant 
counseling tasks—duties that the ASCA identifies as inappropri-
ate for counselors.14 Counselors at urban schools, as well as 
those serving students from low-income families and students 
of color, are more likely to spend time on these inappropriate 
duties. When counselors are asked to carry out extensive non-
counseling tasks, it compromises their ability to provide critical 
direct services, such as implementing social skills lessons, meet-
ing with a student struggling with the loss of a family member, 
or reviewing attendance data and identifying appropriate inter-

Studies have linked access to 
counselors with improved 

attendance and lower disciplinary 
and suspension rates. 
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ventions. Not surprisingly, studies indicate that 
counselors who spend less time on direct coun-
seling work tend to have lower levels of job 
satisfaction and struggle to deliver comprehen-
sive counseling programs.15 

Another factor that impacts counselors’ abil-
ity to provide high-quality, comprehensive pro-
gramming is low support among district and 
school leaders for in-service professional learn-
ing.16 Professional development is important 
because many counselors have reported that 
their pre-service training did not adequately 
prepare them for their roles.17 For example, coun-
selors have voiced a need for more training in 
recognizing manifestations of student trauma in 
school settings,* implementing college and 
career readiness counseling, and using data to 
inform their practices.18 When school leaders 
provide access to meaningful professional devel-
opment, counselors are better prepared for the 
unique demands of their jobs.

The Impact of COVID-19
COVID-19 exacerbated many of the challenges 
that school counselors face in fulfilling their pro-
fessional roles. Notably, because of pandemic-
induced staffing shortages, counselors have 
reported taking on additional noncounseling 
work in their schools. One survey of 7,000 coun-
selors found that many have been required to 
serve as substitute teachers, perform new administrative tasks, or 
assume health-related duties such as temperature checks.19 These 
responsibilities have further limited their availability to meet with 
students at a time when students’ needs are escalating.

School closures and shifts to remote and hybrid schooling have 
also stymied counselors’ ability to effectively support students. In 
our research, which involved documenting the experiences of 
hundreds of counselors during the pandemic, a recurring theme 
was counselors’ struggle to connect with students.20 Many coun-
selors reported that just meeting with students was a challenge, 
as disparities in access to computers and the internet meant that 
not all students could connect virtually. Even counselors who 
were able to reach students online or by phone reported strug-
gling to form meaningful connections, as students were disen-
gaged and felt detached from their school support networks. 
Some students were also reluctant to speak openly while in their 
own homes.

The return to in-person schooling this academic year has 
allowed counselors to begin cultivating the personal relationships 
with students that weren’t possible during the height of the pan-
demic. However, it also has placed great demand on counselors 
to devise systems and programs to support large student popula-
tions that have faced significant challenges on account of COVID-
19. Many counselors already felt burned out before the pandemic 

started, and the additional stress and responsibilities of the last 
two years have made their jobs harder.

A New Vision for School Counselor Engagement
As schools consider how to promote the academic, social and 
emotional, and postsecondary success of their students, espe-
cially as they continue to recover from the pandemic, school 
counselors are a critical resource. Here, we outline three possible 
strategies for teachers and administrators: clarifying counselors’ 
roles, building teacher-counselor relationships, and advocating 
for improved counselor working environments.

1. Develop a Shared Understanding of the  
Counselor Role Within Schools

To ensure school counselors are well positioned to meet stu-
dents’ developmental needs, school leaders and teachers need to 
develop a shared understanding of the counselor role that is 
aligned with professional expectations. Leaders looking to unlock 
their counselors’ potential might begin by collaboratively devel-
oping clear priorities for the counseling program and how coun-
selors’ time can best be allocated to support student needs. 
Reviewing ASCA’s copious resources about the counselor role 
and establishing strong counseling programs is a good place to 
start.21 It is also essential that administrators, teachers, and 
counselors talk about counselors’ duties and see if certain 
responsibilities could be distributed to other staff, thereby 
enabling counselors to have more time for direct contact with 
students. As school leaders increase their expectations of school 

Noncounseling work limits 
counselors’ availability at a  
time when students’ needs  
are escalating.

*The AFT offers a remote course, “10 Trauma-Informed Strategies to Help Students 
Heal,” to boost resilience and promote mental health. For more information, AFT local 
leaders should contact Chelsea Prax: cprax@aft.org.
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counselors, they also need to make sure counselor caseloads are 
reasonable and then hold their counselors accountable to these 
updated professional standards. 

Once school counselors’ capacities and roles have been agreed 
upon, school leaders, teachers, and counselors should ensure that 
the whole school community understands the scope of the coun-
selor role across the academic, social and emotional, and post-
secondary domains. Like Mr. Pham, too many teachers have 
known counselors whose caseloads are too high and who lacked 
the capacity to embrace an updated role. Teachers likely would 

engage differently with their school’s counselors if they under-
stood the school counseling role today. School leaders have an 
important role to play in setting expectations. For example, a 
principal can set aside time at the beginning of the year for the 
counseling department to present to teachers on the types of 
classroom lessons they can collaboratively deliver, discuss how 
to refer students in need of additional support, and outline pos-
sible classroom strategies for integrating social and emotional skill 
development in academic content areas. School leaders can also 
encourage teachers to have counselors sit in on lessons, as coun-
selors often benefit from learning about instructional content and 
classroom dynamics firsthand. 

2. Build a Culture of Teacher-Counselor Partnerships

Teacher-counselor partnerships can amplify the impact of both 
counselors and teachers on student success. However, these 
partnerships are not always fully leveraged.22 Assuming school 

counselors’ working conditions support their efforts at partner-
ing with teachers, there are three factors to consider for cultivat-
ing these collaborations. 

First, clear, open, and consistent communication is an essential 
foundation for teacher-counselor relationships, as it establishes 
mutual respect and trust. Many teachers, like Mr. Pham, are 
unsure where to turn when they see their students struggling. 
Yet counselors are eager to collaborate with teachers. They are 
trained to be data-driven interventionists, and teachers are key 
to providing the data that counselors need to best target their 

interventions. Both teachers and counselors 
have valuable insights on the challenges that 
students face inside and outside the school 
building; openly sharing this information is 
essential to supporting student success. As with 
any organizational culture, intentional relation-
ship building among staff leads to better out-
comes for all. These relationships are especially 
valuable in enabling teachers to be vulnerable 
when they are struggling. 

Second, allocating more time for counselors 
and teachers to meaningfully connect is needed to 
build strong teacher-counselor relationships. One 
strategy is to invite counselors to join grade-level 
team meetings or serve on school leadership 
teams. Doing so not only creates more lines of 
communication but also signals to the whole 
school community (including students and fami-
lies) that counselors are leaders whose input is 
valued. Collaborative relationships can also 
serve as the starting point for consultations to 
review student data, identify and address con-
cerns, and share information. 

Third, counselors are eager to help students 
engage more deeply with instructional content. As 
postsecondary advisors, counselors help stu-
dents contextualize their learning in the “real 
world” and think about how their academics can 
help them reach their future goals. Distributive 
counseling, a practice in which school counsel-
ors provide teachers tools and resources to 

implement counseling-like practices in their classrooms, is one 
way to achieve this. For example, counselors could bring social 
and emotional learning into everyday practices or embed career 
exploration into STEM courses.23

3. Advocate for Improved Counselor Working Conditions

Improving students’ access to school counselors and the quality 
of the supports they provide requires systemic change to the US 
education system. Educators and school administrators can play 
an important role in bringing about those changes by advocating 
for improvements in counselor working conditions. The school 
counseling field has actively lobbied district, state, and federal 
policymakers for decades to reduce counselor caseloads, develop 
comprehensive counselor evaluation systems, and improve coun-
selor certification requirements, among many other things. Hav-
ing the full support of their school colleagues will amplify the 
outreach efforts of counseling professionals. 

Teacher-counselor partnerships 
can amplify the impact of both 

counselors and teachers on 
student success.
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In the short term, school leaders, teachers, 
and counselors can advocate for improved con-
ditions by urging district and state policymakers 
to use money from the Elementary and Second-
ary School Emergency Relief (ESSER) Fund to 
hire more school counselors. Several states have 
already used ESSER funding for this exact pur-
pose. For example, Washington state has allo-
cate d  $ 1 . 8 8  m i l l i o n  f o r  i mp l e m e nt i ng 
comprehensive counseling programs across 
grades K–12,24 and Oklahoma is using over $35 
million for its new School Counselor Corps.25 

Teachers have a special role in advocating for 
improved working conditions for counselors. 
Because there are far fewer counselors in schools 
than teachers, counselors are often not well rep-
resented at the bargaining table when union 
contracts are negotiated. Through collective 
bargaining, teachers and their union representa-
tives can ensure that counselors’ needs are met 
by advocating for lower student-to-counselor 
ratios and increased access to professional devel-
opment that is specific to counselors’ practice. 

A l though Mr.  Pham thoughtfully 
engaged with a qualified and collab-
orative school counselor, this is not the 
reality in many schools. Too often, 

counselors and teachers work in silos or limit 
their collaboration to team meetings. Unless we 
rethink how teachers and education leaders leverage counselors’ 
unique potential and reduce the barriers counselors face in fulfill-
ing their roles, schools will not maximize the value of school 
counselors. All educators can play a part in bringing about a new 
way to draw on school counselors’ professional skillsets. When 
counselors are well positioned and supported to carry out their 
responsibilities, everyone benefits. Ensuring that this is a reality 
for all students is long overdue.  ☐
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I Teach the Truth 

By Marcia Chatelain 

“So, what do you do?”
As a history professor, this question has felt like 

an invitation into a trap lately. 
“I’m a teacher.”

“Oh, yeah? What do you teach?”
Sometimes I’m purposefully vague. I respond to the cab driver, 

the airplane seatmate, or the fellow traveler on the crowded train 
that I teach US history. I pray that it’s left there.

“Do you have a specialty?”
“Um, yeah, US cities,” I say as I reach for my phone or focus my 

eyes back on the page in front of me.
I don’t want strangers to know that I teach African American 

history. Don’t get me wrong; I’m proud of what I do. I’m proud to 
be part of a field that has advanced knowledge about race and 
revived the legacies of freedom fighters. And I’m proud that I have 
inspired scores of my students to commit to careers in racial jus-

tice, from legal advocacy to joining the ranks of scholars and 
teachers of the subject. Whenever I have opportunities to share 
African American history with my friends’ curious children, older 
adults gathered at continuing education lectures, and learners in 
life stages in between, I feel overjoyed that I have chosen this 
career path. But these days, I can never tell what the stranger I 
have just met thinks when I say “African American history.” 

The recent and rapid organizing against content that has been 
falsely labeled as “critical race theory” has brought my work into 
a terrible, distorted focus in daily life. Critical race theory—the 
legal framework developed by the late Harvard University law 
professor Derrick Bell1 in the late 1970s—has emerged as the 
misnomer for content that offers context, critique, or concepts 
about American history while upholding the values of diversity 
and expanding the American narrative. Over the past academic 
year, we have witnessed the evocation of “critical race theory” to 
justify an array of actions—from suggesting that Black History 
Month activities should be optional to banning books, restricting 
instruction in K–12 and higher education, and even shuttering 
entire courses of study at colleges.2 

My beloved field is in the crosshairs of this most recent battle 
of our nation’s culture war. Once maybe regarded as a niche or 
narrow area of history (although it is not), African American his-
tory has become one of many targets of legislative and activist 
efforts to end the teaching of honest, thorough, and accurate his-
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tory. African American history is not alone: ethnic studies and 
women’s and gender studies are also targets of groups ranging 
from parents to politicians seeking to intervene in classrooms.3 
These reactions, practices, and forms of dramatics are not new,4 
but with each cycle of organized attempts to undermine the 
nuances of classroom subjects, teachers find themselves grap-
pling with a growing culture of fear inside their schools.5 I’m sup-
posed to enjoy a level of academic freedom because of my position 
as a college professor. Yet, it is irresponsible to believe that my 
teaching is disconnected from the preparatory K–12 years. In try-
ing and difficult times, it’s important to remember that all of us 
who teach must be united against cultures of misinformation and 
disinformation.

Education for the 
Common Good and on 
Common Ground
I’m vague about my life’s work in 
history because I’m afraid that 
the person curious about it will 
soon turn hostile and cantanker-
ous or be moved to explain what 
their child should or shouldn’t 
learn. I’m thick-skinned, trust 
me, but I’m protective too. I 
believe in what I do, and I’m sure 
the critics believe in something 
also. The fundamental problem 
with movements to narrow 
learning is that they are not grounded in and cannot remain true 
to the purpose of an education. 

Education—at all levels and in public and private settings—
must clearly show how and why our work is invested in the public 
good, a common good that allows us to use our intellectual curios-
ity to deepen our understanding and feel more compelled to care 
for our neighbors. Good teaching provides us a pathway to creat-
ing a society based in mutuality. When we fail to introduce our 
topics grounded in these ideals, we are more vulnerable to the 
anxieties of the era. 

My philosophical musings on what an education is or isn’t may 
seem inadequate to steel you against tip lines designed to unmask 
the teaching of so-called critical race theory or the chilling effect 
of watching one too many YouTube videos of explosive school 
board meetings.6 Yet, for the same reasons we ensure our students 
have aced the fundamentals of addition and subtraction before 
we lead them to multiplication, or the same reasons I introduce 
students to the 13th Amendment’s abolition of slavery before 
explaining the importance of the 14th Amendment’s position on 
equal protection, our teaching practice has to be rooted in agree-
ment on our common ground.

How exactly do we find that common ground in light of the 
varied opinions and ideas about what school should or shouldn’t 
be today?

Since 2014, I’ve spent a lot of time with teachers tackling this 
and other equally challenging questions. After police officer Dar-
ren Wilson killed teenager Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, 
the nation watched in real time as a small town became the focal 
point of world news. The uprising in Ferguson that August inspired 

me to start a social media campaign, #FergusonSyllabus, to 
encourage educators to devote some portion of the first day of 
classes to talking with students about the crisis in the St. Louis 
exurb.7 Rather than perpetuate the silences that some children 
may have encountered around what was unfolding in Ferguson, 
I believed that teachers could guide students into thoughtful 
reflection about how the moment could be better understood 
through the knowledge they were acquiring at school. Whether it 
was a science teacher explaining the chemical composition and 
dangers of the tear gas detonated in Ferguson or an English 
teacher introducing the tradition of protest literature from past 
moments of American upheaval, #FergusonSyllabus encouraged 

educators to gather and share 
ideas online. 

As this project grew and 
shaped other #Syllabus initia-
tives,8 I received invitations from 
educators across the country 
looking for help with what we call 
inclusive teaching or diversity in 
the classroom. The collective 
emotions of bearing witness to 
the events in Ferguson—and 
later in Baltimore after the killing 
of Freddie Gray and in Charles-
ton after the massacre at the 
Mother Emanuel AME Church—
exposed something unsettling in 
school communities. Teachers 

expressed that they didn’t know how to talk to students about 
national tragedies. Principals struggled with setting rules and 
guidelines for appropriate engagement on these current events. 
Students shared their frustration that authority figures did not 
recognize that they had opinions and insights that deserve to be 
heard. Parents wondered if their children were emotionally and 
existentially strong enough to monitor the same current events 
that kept them up at night. 

As an outsider to these school environments, I realized that out 
of a mix of shame, sadness, anger, and unpreparedness, admin-
istrators and educators were skipping steps in a difficult process. 
A number of well-intentioned and well-meaning diversity and 
inclusion initiatives were conceived of too rapidly, without atten-
tion to the fundamentals of delivering an education. As an out-
sider, I believed my role was often to refrain from telling educators 
what to teach (“read this book, not that one”) or what to say (“use 
these words, not those ones”). I know my audiences often wanted 
these answers, but I resisted. My job was to find out what exactly 
everyone was searching for in the name of inclusion. What does 
good teaching feel like? What events of your developmental years 
were shrouded in silence? Do you trust your colleagues to help 
you through this process? Can you explain why you are doing what 
you are doing? Six years later, when our school year was remade 
by the COVID-19 crisis and our national consciousness was 
shaken by the murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis, educators 
again were reaching out to me to ask: What comes next? How 
would the moment described as “the racial reckoning” inform the 
start of fall classes? How was COVID-19 complicating the increas-
ing calls for, as well as commitments to, anti-racism?

Teachers are 
grappling with a 

growing culture of 
fear inside their 

schools. 
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Again, I dispensed the advice that I had developed six years 
earlier. Yet, I did not anticipate that the anti–critical race theory 
movement was being mounted to efficiently and aggressively 
dismantle this response.9 Over the course of one academic year, 
schools that once sought my expertise in inclusion so they could 
actively implement programming and classes to expand their 
students’ learning shifted to asking me how to defend themselves 
against anti–critical race theory attacks. In the fall, teachers who 
were chastened and awakened by reports of their students’ experi-
ences of racism and bias at school had been moved to action. They 
had internalized the anecdotes their students shared on social 
media, in school newspapers, and in student-written open let-
ters.10 Some parents demanded that schools address climates of 
discrimination, and others joined schools on their anti-racism 
journeys as volunteers and co-collaborators. By the spring, 
however, multicultural education committees had disbanded. 
Teachers were more anxious about books being banned than 
introducing inclusive content. Principals no longer issued state-
ments about anti-racism, lest they find themselves on the local or 
national news. This pressure and 
stress on school communities is 
heartbreaking and discouraging. 

Cultivating a  
Culture of Trust
It is not clear if these efforts to 
constrict what is taught in schools 
will continue to grow next year. As 
teachers, we need to find ways to 
turn off the noise of the discord 
and prepare to care for and nur-
ture our students. Educators can 
foster a spirit of transparency that 
acknowledges the dynamics that 
inform our work, models how to 
grapple with uncertainty, and 
shows that our classrooms are places in which students’ intellectual 
growth serves them as individuals and members of society.

How do we do that? As you enter summer break and prepare 
new lesson plans, attend professional development workshops, 
and talk to your colleagues about the highs and lows of the past 
year, consider these reflections before determining what comes 
next for you.

1. Can you explain why you teach, in addition to what you teach? 
On the surface, this sounds simple, but in my experience, few 
educators spend time explaining to students the why of their 
classrooms because the what is all-consuming. Although 
students may ask “Why are we learning this?” to express their 
confusion or frustration, we can use the why to strengthen the 
work of teaching. Why are we gathered in a school to explore 
the past? Why are we conscientious of the ways that people 
in other parts of the world live? Why are we recognizing this 
achievement or contribution? These questions can also cre-
ate space to explain to students how your intellectual curiosity 
has shaped you. Explaining why you teach social studies, your 
initial engagement with the topic, and your specific interests 
can help students identify their own passions.

2. Where are you meeting your students? The relationship 
between student and teacher is akin to two people going on a 
walk. The classroom is the path, and at various points each per-
son can decide how fast or how slow they will move or if they 
will turn around or diverge from the path. Teachers are used to 
being the guiding force, but in all matters of inclusion, it’s help-
ful to recognize that sometimes students can lead. Why? Like 
us, students bring to the classroom their cultural contexts, their 
influences, and their views on the world. When teachers fail to 
consider what students bring, we often overlook what students 
can offer in the learning process. Students who are invited to 
contribute information about what shapes their worldview see 
their teachers as people willing to accompany them on their 
learning journeys. When educators enter a classroom, we are 
asking students to care about a topic or a set of ideas that is 
important to us. At the very least, we have to give students an 
opportunity to share what is equally important to them.

3. What kind of world do you bring to your students? In the ter-
rifying climate of banned content and censored words, edu-

cators who are invested in a 
social justice framework for 
teaching may feel that their 
jobs are on the line with every 
thoughtful conversation. 
There is no denying that some 
of us feel more threatened 
and vulnerable than others. 
There is no easy solution to 
this, but I encourage teach-
ers to think of engagement 
in difficult history and con-
temporary social issues as a 
matter of preparation. In my 
years consulting with schools, 
I found that teachers who felt 

All of us who teach 
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misinformation and 
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moved by a particular moment—whether it was the anxieties 
borne out of the 2016 election or the mass shooting in Parkland, 
Florida—wanted to radically upend their teaching. Teachers 
who had never broached the topics of racism or xenophobia 
or gun violence believed that 
the moment was too urgent to 
ignore it. I applaud the deter-
mination of teachers who are 
moved to action. But I caution 
against radical shifts in tone or 
topic in any classroom because 
reactive teaching rarely turns 
into sustainable practice. If a 
teacher says, “This issue is too 
pressing not to talk about it!,” I 
often respond with questions 
about their classroom envi-
ronment: Do you regularly 
ask students to debate topics? 
Do you use writing exercises as 
an opportunity for students to 

share what is on their minds? Have you ever placed topic A or 
topic B on your syllabus for discussion? What are your agreed-
upon practices for respectful dialogue? Do you have a sense 
of who among your students may feel most vulnerable if you 
have this discussion? How will you foster independent critical 
thinking among your students? These reflective questions are 
not designed to discourage tackling difficult topics; rather, they 
are ways of awakening an awareness of the importance of form-
ing community standards and building trust—both of which are 
necessary for thoughtful engagement.

4. Whom do you trust? Teaching is a strange action. We teach in 
front of a group of learners who we recognize collectively, but 

each has their own set of circumstances that informs how they 
approach the material. We are members of faculties that do the 
same job, but our identities can make executing our respon-
sibilities more or less challenging. Most of us teach alone, 

without colleagues present, 
but our teaching can be scru-
tinized by stakeholders who 
may never enter our classes—
school boards, parents, and 
even cable news reporters. In 
light of the strange position 
we are put in as teachers, hav-
ing trust in our own abilities 
is only as valuable as our trust 
in our colleagues and the sys-
tems in which we work. Many 
times, I have visited a school 
after a disruptive event that 
involved students engaging in 
racist acts in person or online, 
and that aroused discomfort 
across the whole school com-

munity. The first question I ask is, “From where you sit at this 
school, what happened?” The answers, often shared among 
colleagues, reveal as much about the power dynamics among 
educators as they do about the upsetting incident. We often 
focus on students’ behaviors and attitudes, but rarely do we 
take a step back and ponder if the tense dynamics among the 
student body mirror the strained relationships among faculty 
and staff. 

5. How can you cultivate more trust? Often, as colleagues recount 
their views on incidents and share where they stand proximate 
to those incidents, their counterparts begin to recognize the 
needs of their coworkers. This is the first step in introducing 
trust as a prerequisite for a schoolwide (or even an individual) 
commitment to addressing potentially controversial or chal-
lenging content. If teachers cannot trust their colleagues to 
help them confront injustice in their classrooms or if curricu-
lum coordinators do not have a clear sense of the apprehen-
sions of their schools’ faculties, they can’t do their best work. 
Cultivating a culture of trust means that when a teacher is 
offending or overlooking students, a colleague can guide them 
toward more responsive teaching. It means that when change 
is necessary, no one feels alone. And it means that educators 
have engaged in deep conversations that prepare them to 
explain their choices when challenged. 

Although indicators suggest that with COVID-19 mitigation, 
we may return to some sense of normalcy in our schools, we do 
not know exactly what the upcoming school year will bring us. As 
with every year, we will meet new students and encounter old 
students with excitement about what is to come: this could be the 
year one of our students discovers their passion and another 
develops a burgeoning talent and newfound confidence. We will 
welcome some teachers to the first year of their careers and cel-
ebrate others’ retirements. Everything else is uncertain. What we 
can be assured of is that what we do matters, and each new school 

Movements to 
narrow learning 

are not grounded 
in or true to the 
purpose of an 

education. 

(Continued on page 37)
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At the Lynn, MA, Back to School Fair, Lynn Teachers 
Union (AFT Local 1037) members and AFT President 
Randi Weingarten distributed food and health and 
wellness resources for children and families.



AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  SUMMER 2022    21

Back to School for All
Helping Students Recover by Creating Safe and Welcoming Environments

Todd E. Vachon is an assistant professor of labor studies and employment 
relations at Rutgers University, the director of the Labor Education Action 
Research Network (LEARN), and an American Federation of Teachers New 
Jersey vice president for higher education. Kayla Crawley is a sociology PhD 
candidate at Rutgers University examining the intersection of race, educa-
tion, and school policy, including the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on school discipline practices. James Boyle is a master’s student in labor 
and employment relations at Rutgers University; he also assists in research 
projects for the Education and Employment Research Center at Rutgers 
and LEARN.

By Todd E. Vachon, Kayla Crawley, and James Boyle

W hen it comes to in-person learning, the AFT has 
a very clear message: our students need to be in 
their schools and on their campuses. The COVID-
19 pandemic has created far-reaching challenges 

for educators and learning institutions, but with adequate safety 
measures, schools can be open. 
And they should be. The positive 
effects of in-school learning are well 
documented.1

Starting from that premise, the 
AFT launched a national Back to 
School for All (B2S) campaign in 
the summer of 2021. According to 
AFT President Randi Weingarten, 
the B2S campaign was a concerted 
effort by teachers and staff across 
the United States to tackle bar-
riers to safe, in-person learning 
and to ensure that all students feel 
welcome. “Our members have 
talked to thousands of parents, 
done hundreds of walk-throughs of 
school buildings, stood up vaccine 
clinics, given away books, and yes, 
had some fun doing it,” Weingarten 
noted.2 The campaign served as a catalyst for bringing students 
back into public schools, colleges, and universities through a vast 
public outreach effort. The AFT awarded a total of $5 million to 
over 75 grantees covering more than 1,800 AFT affiliates serving 
some 20 million students.3 Importantly, the campaigns also coun-
tered misinformation about public health efforts, demonstrated 
the important role unions play in education and society, and 
helped build stronger relationships between local affiliates and 
the communities they serve.

Now that teachers, school staff, and AFT affiliates are preparing 
for the coming school year, we thought it would be a good time to 
review campaign efforts from last summer. What are some of the 
major lessons learned? What strategies and tactics were used? 
How effective were they? And how can teachers build on those 
efforts this coming school year and beyond?

To answer these questions and more, we surveyed* B2S grant 
recipients from both preK–12 and higher education affiliates and 
conducted focus group interviews with teachers, union leaders, and 
community partners from three case sites: Martinsville, Indiana; 
two communities in New York; and several communities in Texas. 
(For our case studies, see page 32.) We hope that readers draw inspi-
ration from the work and stories of fellow educators who have been 

strengthening their unions’ connec-
tions with students, families, and 
communities and working to ensure 
all students feel safe and welcome in 
their classrooms.

This work is all the more urgent 
because the United States saw an 
unprecedented decline in student 
enrollment in public schools, col-
leges, and universities over the 
past two years. The National Center 
for Education Statistics reported 
approximately 1.5 million fewer 
K–12 students attending public 
schools in 2020–21 compared with 
the previous school year—a decline 
of roughly 3 percent.4  

Various disruptions triggered 
by COVID-19 and remote learning 
were identified as major factors 

AFT Secretary-Treasurer Fedrick C. Ingram and the Chicago 
Teachers Union (AFT Local 1) distributed school supplies 
during Chicago’s annual Bud Billiken Parade to celebrate the 
new school year.

At the Lynn, MA, Back to School Fair, Lynn Teachers 
Union (AFT Local 1037) members and AFT President 
Randi Weingarten distributed food and health and 
wellness resources for children and families.

“A lot of families were 
shocked that teachers 

were taking the time out of 
their summer to do this. 

They were super grateful. 
Families just honestly 
wanted to be heard.” 

–Gia Vallone

*Grantees are quoted throughout this article. When individuals are not identified, the 
quotes come from anonymous survey responses.
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driving many families to leave public schools. But COVID-19 
is only part of the story. As we heard from many survey respon-
dents and interviewees, enrollment 
had been declining or at best stag-
nating in the years leading up to 
the pandemic. Many cited the rise 
of school choice and voucher sys-
tems accompanied by aggressive 
recruitment efforts by private and 
charter schools. Shifting industries, 
job losses, and a lack of afford-
able housing and childcare were 
also cited as preexisting reasons 
for enrollment decline in some 
localities.

The decline has been somewhat 
worse in higher education. Total 
undergraduate enrollment at pub-
lic four-year institutions was 4.5 
percent lower in fall 2021 than in 
fall 2019.5 Our survey respondents 
identified students needing to work, pandemic-related family ill-
ness or death, and anxiety about safety as among the major factors 
leading some students to not return. Some respondents fear that 
many of the students lost momentum and may not return to col-
lege unless someone reaches out, encourages them to return, and 
helps them to do so. 

Crafting a Solution:  
Back to School for All Campaigns
Against the national backdrop of declining enrollment, constrained 
budgets, and political division, the AFT launched its national Back to 
School for All campaign. The overarching goal of the effort, as stated 
in the call for grant proposals, was to “create welcoming and safe envi-
ronments where all students thrive.” From our survey, we identified 

a number of complementary goals 
set by state and local campaigns: 
safely returning to in-person school-
ing, increasing school enrollments, 
increasing vaccination rates, improv-
ing social and emotional well-being 
for students and teachers, building 
more collaborative relationships with 
school administrations, and strength-
ening ties between unions and their 
communities. 

The campaigns used a variety 
of strategies and tactics to achieve 
their goals, including media pro-
motions, worksite visits, tabling 
at local events, community can-
vassing, hosting vaccine clinics 
with community health partners, 
and more. About three-quarters of 

respondents reported using a combination of social, earned, 
and paid media to get the word out about important campaign 
events and to reinforce messaging from phone banking and 
canvassing efforts. Just over half of respondents indicated they 
engaged in some form of internal member organizing to carry 
out campaign activities. About half reported tabling at public 

In the Bronx, NY, US Secretary of Education Dr. Miguel 
Cardona heard from students eager to get back to safe, 
in-person learning during a back-to-school event by the 
United Federation of Teachers (AFT Local 2). 

“When we seek to serve 
others first ... to share our 

knowledge, material 
resources, and union 

social capital with those 
most in need, the people 

will respond in kind.”

 –Survey respondent
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events, and a similar number reported phone banking and text 
messaging. Importantly, many highlighted the value of being 
able to support families in need, indicating that hosting public 
events that provided necessary services to their communities 
bolstered not only event attendance but also overall respect 
for and greater understanding of the role that unions play in 
school communities.

When asked to rank their strategies and tactics, most cam-
paigns surveyed found community canvassing to be the most 
effective. Some of the positive benefits included being able to 
have deeper conversations with 
community members about their 
specific needs, providing parents 
and caregivers an opportunity to 
clarify vital information impacting 
their decisions to return to in-per-
son learning, and gaining insights 
beyond pandemic-related concerns 
on what the community needs for 
its overall well-being.

The survey data revealed some 
variation in tactics used by schools 
with differing demographic char-
acteristics.  Majority-Black or 
majority-Latinx/Hispanic school 
districts were more likely to engage 
in community outreach, while majority-white school districts 
were more likely to engage in internal member organizing. We 
also found vaccine clinics were more common among locals in 
school districts that primarily serve students of color. For exam-
ple, 33 percent of respondents from majority-African American 
schools reported hosting vaccine clinics, whereas just 11 percent 
from majority-white schools did so. This makes sense given the 
initial hesitancy about vaccines among many African Americans6 
as well as the structural barriers that often made it harder to access 
free vaccines in many under-resourced neighborhoods.7 

Grantees also used printed materials (flyers, cards, surveys), 
technology (phones, texting, social media), union staff time, 
advertising (radio, TV, billboards, print, internet), and political 
capital (voices of elected leaders and community leaders). Some 
locals distributed resources such as backpacks, books, hand 
sanitizers, and KN95 masks. Others worked with social service 
organizations to connect community members with food pantries 
and rental assistance. Notably, over three-quarters of campaigns 
surveyed indicated that volunteers were used in their campaign. 
Some campaigns compensated members for participating, 
although most members volunteered their time. 

Some of the major challenges reported by preK–12 locals in 
the survey included a polarized political climate, school budget 
constraints, teacher shortages, vaccine hesitancy, and nega-
tive perceptions of teacher unions in some areas. Respondents 
from higher education locals overwhelmingly said that budget 
cuts were a major challenge during the pandemic. Other issues 
included increased difficulties with students being able to finance 
their education as well as member work overload. Recent reports 
have documented that the transition to online learning greatly 
exacerbated the workloads of many educators, at both the higher 
education and K–12 levels.8

Across most of the preK–12 locals surveyed, respondents noted 
that public support for union-led vaccine clinics was high in most 
instances, but securing participation required education and 
conversations in areas where community members were more 
hesitant. Only a few locals reported facing anti-mask and anti-
vaccine protestors. 

Beyond pandemic issues, some locals were grappling with 
negative public perceptions of the union—or unions in gen-
eral—particularly in more politically conservative regions. “The 
biggest challenge,” one survey response said, “was to engage the 

community in a short amount of 
time and establish relationships 
with school district stakeholders. 
Many people fail to understand 
what unions actually do. It’s not just 
about protecting teachers—it’s also 
about engaging communities. And 
due to [our political climate], many 
people think that unions are social-
ist organizations, which causes trust 
issues in the beginning.” 

Community canvassing to pro-
vide information and resources—
meeting parents and families where 
they are—was an effective way to 
counter the false and negative nar-

ratives about teacher unions. The distorted media conversation 
around the return to school after the winter break this past Janu-
ary was partially based on a lack of understanding in the public 
about what teachers’ unions actually do. B2S campaigns are a 
good vehicle to educate the community before those false nar-
ratives take root.

AFT-West Virginia distributed books to Charleston elementary 
and middle school students returning for the fall. These were 
the first books some students had ever received. 

“We have been working in 
solidarity with community 

organizations and 
building up those 

relationships.” 

–Alejandra Lopez
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While canvassing proved to be a vital campaign strategy, it also 
presented some challenges. For some affiliates, gaining access to 
reliable and accurate contact information for students who had left 
schools was a major challenge. This was especially true when the 
relationship between the union and school leaders was strained. 
Affiliates with a history of collabora-
tion with district administrators were 
generally able to secure support for 
canvassing efforts, including sharing 
vital data to employ more-targeted 
outreach efforts. 

Other challenges included a 
general reluctance by many mem-
bers to knock on doors because 
of discomfort, fear for personal 
safety in some areas, or feeling 
overworked and lacking the time 
or energy. Some locals were able 
to overcome this challenge by 
incentivizing canvassing. Offering 
compensation was a good motiva-
tor. As for the discomfort of speaking with strangers, many noted 
that once teachers started talking to community members, they 
realized how enjoyable and valuable the process was. In essence, 
the experience itself became an intrinsic motivator for members 
to continue their involvement in canvassing. Addressing safety 
concerns, one affiliate partnered with a local political consulting 
firm to hire canvassers who lived in the community. 

Our data suggest that some of these challenges varied based on 
the demographic composition of communities. For example, school 
districts serving mostly students of color were more likely than dis-
tricts serving mostly white students to report inadequate economic 
resources as a major challenge. Teacher shortages were a major con-
cern mainly among districts with majority-Latinx student popula-
tions and majority-Black student populations, which were about 30 
percent and 19 percent, respectively, more likely than majority-white 
districts to report serious issues with teacher staffing. 

Takeaways from B2S 2021
In the survey, 86 percent of grantees reported that their cam-
paigns were successful. Of that number, 24 percent said the 
campaigns were highly successful. Looking at these successes 
as well as the many challenges that teachers faced during their 
campaigns, we identified several key takeaways that can inform 
future back-to-school campaigns. 

Engage the Community

Community engagement was a central piece of most B2S cam-
paigns. As retired teacher Hobie Hukill of Alliance/AFT in Dal-
las told us: “We saw this as an opportunity to make contact with 
the community—the folks in the neighborhood who are almost 
always overlooked—to begin a dialogue and sustained commu-
nity connection.” Like many others, their campaign’s goal was to 
establish the union as a reliable and well-recognized resource 

for the school community and to demonstrate that teachers are 
on their side. 

Rochester teacher Molly Bianco said, “Our goal was to get into 
the community, build those connections, and see where the needs 
are for our kids and our families.” Considering the new hardships 
for students and families that were created by COVID-19, Bianco 
said she wanted to show “how teachers and the schools can be 
a foundational point for resources and any type of support the 
family needs.”

Some of the major benefits of 
community engagement reported 
by B2S grantees included counter-
ing misinformation, building trust 
among parents and the community, 
improving perceptions of the union, 
building power, and increasing sup-
port for public education more gen-
erally. One grantee shared: “When 
teachers were coming to their doors 
and helping them, providing good 
information, we were able to coun-
ter some of the misinformation that 
was out there.” 

By meeting parents where they 
were and listening to their needs 

and wishes, many locals were able to build new levels of trust in 
their communities. This of course improved public perceptions of 
the union. In the case of Aldine, Texas, the campaign effort created 
a new sense of openness and shared interests. As one respondent 
told us, “We actually had to turn people away because they wanted 
to join the union—not knowing they had to be teachers to join.”

Across most campaigns surveyed, leaders felt that students and 
parents were incredibly grateful for having a teacher check in on 
them and ask about their experiences. According to one leader from 
a higher education local, their greatest moment was “joining with 
fellow phone bank volunteers to call students who were shocked 
that a faculty member was actually calling them to check in and 
see if they were okay, to say they were concerned about and missed 
them, and to offer assistance in getting them back to their career 
path.” Beyond surprise and gratification, their phone banking 
resulted in 18 percent of the targeted students reenrolling. 

In Broward County, FL, AFT President Randi Weingarten 
visited New River Middle School, where Broward Teachers 
Union (AFT Local 1975) members collaborated on protocols to 
ensure safe, welcoming environments for students.

“This is really a  
member-organizing 

opportunity.... It can help 
build the bench of 

potential future leaders.” 

–Laura Franz
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Dozens of AFT volunteers helped distribute books and school 
supplies and staffed games at the New Bedford Federation of 
Paraprofessionals (AFT Local 2378) Back to School for 
Everyone fair in New Bedford, MA. 
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Witnessing parents become more engaged was also a notable 
moment for many campaigns. As one respondent said, “Hear-
ing from parents how much they appreciated the extra effort in 
reaching out to make sure this year was off to a good start truly 
encompasses why we applied for the grant.” Rochester teacher 
Gia Vallone told us: “A lot of families were shocked that teachers 
were taking the time out of their summer to do this. They were 
super grateful. Families just honestly wanted to be heard.” Report-
ing how the community responded positively to their outreach 
efforts and how well-attended their events were, one campaign 
leader told us their enrollment ultimately ended higher than pre-
COVID-19, “with families moving to our district because of our 
engagement with the community.”

Having experienced the value of community engagement, 
many respondents advocated strongly for incorporating it into 
the union’s regular work going forward. As one respondent said, 
“We must get into our communities more and talk to parents at 
their doorsteps instead of thinking they will meet us at ours.” 

Albany Public School Teachers’ Association (APSTA) President 
Laura Franz said it reminded her of the importance of making con-
nections between the work teachers do and the people they serve. 
She said they plan to be more intentional about creating the time 
and space for community engagement moving forward. Accord-
ing to another survey respondent, “When we seek to serve others 
first, and seek ways to share our knowledge, material resources, 
and union social capital with those most in need, the people will 
respond in kind.” 

Through this work, B2S campaigns offered many grantees an 
opportunity to see the shared interests they have with their com-
munity members as well as the long-term value of taking a social-
movement approach to organizing and bargaining. For example, 
San Antonio Alliance President Alejandra Lopez explained that 
her local has been pursuing a “bargaining for the common good” 
approach in recent years and that the B2S campaign further rein-

forced their resolve to build strong community partnerships. “We 
don’t have collective bargaining, but we still follow that model. 
We have been working in solidarity with community organiza-
tions and building up those relationships.” 

The San Antonio Alliance worked closely with community part-
ners to develop a platform that informed their school board elec-
tion efforts. “We had a massive canvassing program. We had field 
organizers out knocking on doors using a script that was much more 
rooted in a concrete vision for transformation in our district,” Lopez 
explained. These efforts have begun to build real power as indicated 
by the victory of their preferred candidate in the local school board 
election and the establishment of an Elementary and Secondary 
School Emergency Relief stakeholder committee. “We’ve been con-
sistent with our message,” she added. “Nothing about us without us. 
Any decisions that are being made in this district should be made 
with workers, students, parents, and community.”

Community engagement has been an essential element of the 
labor movement from its inception—from the sit-down strikes of the 
1930s9 to the farmworker strikes in the 1960s10 to the recent teacher 
strikes.* In fact, many of labor’s greatest victories have in some way 
depended on strong community support and often consisted of 

demands that reflected the values and needs of the whole com-
munity.11 This should come as no surprise because union members 
are also parents, homeowners or renters, taxpayers, neighbors, and 
community members.

Community-engaged campaigns like B2S can tap into all of 
those identities and their associated hopes and dreams, instill-
ing a sense of pride among members as they fight not only for 
themselves and their coworkers but also for and in partnership 
with their neighbors and the broader community. In sum, com-
munity engagement is essential work for all unions, but perhaps 
especially so for teachers’ unions, whose position in society offers 
tremendous opportunities to promote equity and further the 
causes of economic and social justice.

Start Early 

The most common response we received when asking campaign-
ers what they would do differently next year was this: start earlier.

A majority of respondents wished they had more time to plan 
their campaigns. This sentiment was also echoed by many partici-
pants in the case study interviews. Given the constraints caused by 
the pandemic, all of the campaigns we examined still conducted 
impressive and groundbreaking work in their schools and commu-
nities. However, looking forward, future campaigns can definitely 
benefit from pre-summer planning and member recruitment. 
Many leaders explained that it is much easier to recruit members 
for summer projects during the school year rather than after school 
lets out for the summer. Moreover, some locals also placed B2S 
campaign work within their larger strategic plan to regularly secure 
more member and community participation. 

Organize Member-Led Campaigns

The B2S campaigns were largely member-driven efforts. Accord-
ing to APSTA President Laura Franz, “From a local leader stand-
point, ... [B2S] offers pathways for members to get involved with 

At McKinley STEMM Academy in Toledo, the Ohio Federation 
of Teachers arranged for students to work with an artist from 
South Africa on standards-aligned projects that stimulated 
their excitement for learning. 

*To learn more about recent teacher strikes, see “Organizing and Mobilizing: How 
Teachers and Communities Are Winning the Fight to Revitalize Public Education” in 
the Spring 2021 issue of American Educator: aft.org/ae/spring2021/casey.

http://aft.org/ae/spring2021/casey
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the union that go beyond bargaining or directly confronting 
management. This is really a member-organizing opportunity that 
allows people to engage with both the community and the union. 
It can help build the bench of potential future leaders.” This is an 
important consideration, particularly for locals looking to build 
their members’ capacities and skills. 

Many affiliates that did use paid staff leveraged that support 
to train members and collect data and information, keeping 
the focus on putting members out 
front because education profes-
sionals are the most well-posi-
tioned school district stakeholders 
to reconnect students and families 
with their schools and help the 
larger community understand the 
value of public education. 

Recognizing that B2S works best 
as a member-driven effort, locals 
that did not have much experi-
ence with canvassing and other 
campaigning tactics sought staff 
support from their state or regional 
leadership for training and educa-
tion. Many leaders we interviewed 
said that developing these skills for 
the B2S campaign is now part of a 
long-term effort to build a group of member leaders who can aid 
in future electoral and community organizing efforts.

Create Varied Opportunities for Involvement

We heard many times that canvassing was typically the most 
effective tactic, but it was often challenging to identify and recruit 

members willing or able to participate in door knocking or phone 
banking. This highlights the importance of offering myriad ways 
for members and supporters to get involved. Designing a com-
prehensive campaign with earned and paid media, social media, 
public events, data collection, and other efforts supporting the 
core canvassing activities creates a variety of opportunities to 
engage a broader set of members in the union efforts. Some are 
more artistically inclined, others more social, some analytical—

these are all valuable skills, and the 
more hands involved in the work, 
the lighter the lift is for each. 

Equally important is offering 
opportunities with varying levels of 
commitment. Our survey revealed 
that being overworked cuts across 
every sector of education, so pro-
viding a range of commitment levels 
helps members feel a sustainable 
balance among work, union, and 
personal life. Multiple respondents 
noted that this approach allowed 
members to engage at their own 
comfort level, perhaps just a few 
hours per week. Even if campaign 
work is taking place mostly dur-
ing the summer, campaign leaders 

should also recognize that all educators need a break, especially 
during the pandemic.

Providing some compensation for campaign activities is 
also a good recruiting tool and helps support members facing 
layoffs or reduced hours. According to one survey respondent 
from an institution of higher education, “With low levels of full-
time employment, college-proclaimed budget shortfalls, and 

AFT-West Virginia members listen during a back-to-school 
press conference commemorating the 10th anniversary of the 
AFT-First Book partnership, which has resulted in over 60,000 
books being given to children throughout West Virginia.

“Our goal was to build up 
a committee of parents 

and community members 
that could … have more  
of a voice going forward 

on all issues.” 

–Gail Buhler
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related staffing short-
ages, ... our members ... 
are exhausted.... Being 
flexible in offering mul-
tiple small commitment 
opportunities on a num-

ber of projects was key. Being able to pay volunteers—most 
of whom were part-time faculty and staff—thanks to support 
from the AFT helped in volunteer recruitment efforts and 
most importantly helped these colleagues that were hit hard 
employment-wise during the pandemic.”

Engage All Stakeholders

Many respondents discussed the importance of engaging a 
diverse set of stakeholders—students, parents, support staff, and 
other school employees—to participate in campaign activities. 
Many campaigns emphasized the importance of involving stu-
dents to help with canvassing, phone banking, and coordinating 
events. According to one leader, their greatest moment was “see-
ing our students emerge as organizers and leaders serving their 
communities [and] helping others meet basic needs such as food 
and water, school supplies, and sanitation supplies.” 

The San Antonio Alliance had collaborated with students 
prior to COVID-19, and as a result, students naturally plugged 
right in to the B2S work. “We’ve been working in solidarity with 
students for a couple of years now. The students have organized 
themselves into a student coalition. And so we were very inten-
tional about offering support. We offer our offices and backyard 
for them to meet. We’re not here to tell you what students want; 
we’re here to make sure students are at the table and meaning-
fully engaged,” said local President Alejandra Lopez. Education 
Austin’s staff director, Gail Buhler, shared that “voices of the par-
ents, the community, and the teachers were being diminished. 
Our goal was to build up a committee of parents and community 
members that could work on not just return-to-school issues with 
COVID but also be sustainable and have more of a voice going 
forward on all issues.” 

Engaging a broad set of stakeholders can help B2S organizers 
better deliver on the promise of a high-quality public education 
that serves the interests of their communities. Including the voices 
of parents, students, and other school staff can broaden the scope 
of demands that are made and also strengthen support for back-
to-school efforts. As one survey respondent stated, it is “human 
interaction at its best—cooperation toward a common purpose.”

Build Year-Round Organizing Infrastructure

Most grantees said they hoped to extend the work they began with 
their B2S campaigns. One survey respondent said, “I honestly 
hope we can do this annually and offer as much as we can to 
our families and students. They deserve it!” Some grantees were 
following up with new and returning students during the school 
year to see how they were doing with attendance and participa-
tion in school. Others committed to make their fall festivals or 
B2S community nights annual events in partnership with their 
school administrations or are continuing their community out-
reach efforts to build their contact lists for next year and beyond. 

The San Antonio Alliance incorporated B2S work into its strate-
gic plan to ensure it isn’t forgotten or left to the last minute during 

In Massachusetts, United Teachers of Lowell (AFT Local 495) 
engaged the entire community with its Back to School for 
Everyone fair: the local library, fire and police departments, 
election office, racial justice task force, and small businesses. 
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the school year, when so many other pressing issues arise. Aldine 
AFT reported that “the work that has been done in this campaign 
was just the start, but now it’s time to help meet the needs of mem-
bers, schools, students, and the community as a whole.” 

Beyond continuing their B2S efforts, many spoke about the 
need for building a more permanent organizing infrastructure that 
could be operational year-round, 
including a bench of canvassers, 
strong ties with parents, and regular 
contact with the community. One 
survey respondent said, “We need 
more strategic and planned efforts 
to organize our communities. This 
must be continuous and ongoing.” 

“We’ve been thinking about how 
to keep some of this going, because 
I think it’s important that we’re hav-
ing conversations not just during 
the political times but outside those 
times and building those relation-
ships,” said Zeph Capo of Texas AFT. 
He added that they were currently 
thinking about how to systematize 
their program with canvassing team 
captains as well as hiring and train-
ing retirees and training volunteers in 
order to function year-round. “That’s 
what we’re trying to think about now because those folks are really 
what allow you to have continuous improvement in your work.”

By always organizing, local unions can be better prepared for 
annual B2S efforts and for serving the needs of students, teachers, 
and communities throughout the year. For example, one respon-
dent told us how the B2S effort helped their local become better 
organized for a later campaign in their district: “It gave us infor-
mation to organize a subsequent campaign.... We used the data 
and internal organizing structures learned from the B2S campaign 
in order to be more efficient.” 

This can be applied to school board elections, contract cam-
paigns, legislative efforts, and more. In short, having a strong 
relationship with the community through year-round organizing 
can build real power to pursue the shared interests of the many 
stakeholders in the school community.

Collaborate with Management as Much as Possible 

From Rio Rancho, New Mexico, to Lynn, Massachusetts, one of 
the biggest lessons from the 2021 B2S campaigns was the impor-
tance of collaboration between the union and school leadership. 
Locals that historically have had good working relationships 
with their school administration or school boards were able to 
quickly draw on those ties to make their B2S campaigns more 
effective. Hobie Hukill of Alliance/AFT in Dallas told us: “Com-
pared to the difficulties they had with the administration in some 
other counties, I can say that [Alliance/AFT President] Rena 
Honea’s connection with the administration gave us credibility. 
Everything else was magnificent. We actually got lists from them, 
which other counties fought tooth and nail for several weeks 
to get. It’s just one of those things where face-to-face credible 
contact over time makes a difference.” 

Having a collaborative relationship with the administration 
often meant the difference between access to reliable lists for can-
vassing versus creating lists from scratch that were typically less 
accurate or less focused. It also played an important role in access 
to school facilities and other resources that helped make various 
B2S campaign events possible. Several teachers in districts with 

more collaborative relationships 
told us how much the adminis-
tration appreciated the plans the 
union initiated and offered support 
to achieve the shared goal of getting 
kids back to school. 

Jackie Anderson, president of 
the Houston Federation of Teach-
ers, described how the district had 
been attempting to do outreach 
previously, but its efforts were not 
very strategic, lacked a basic under-
standing of organizing principles, 
and, as a result, were ineffective. 
She said, “[the district leaders] were 
overjoyed when they saw that we 
had a plan for [distributing infor-
mation] and for canvassing in the 
neighborhoods, and all we needed 
from them was to identify the areas 

“This campaign 
demonstrates what 

success we can have when 
we’re in alignment ... 

working directly with the 
district for the betterment 

of the community, the kids, 
and families.” 

–Zeph Capo

AFT Executive Vice President Evelyn DeJesus and McAllen AFT 
(Local 6329) gave books to elementary students in McAllen, 
TX. The local also hosted a vaccine clinic. 
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where the most students were missing so we could actually make 
the calls, [drop off the informational literature], and canvass.” The 
district provided a space for phone banking and shared the neces-
sary data for targeted outreach. “It was an experience for them 
to see how we organize—they did not know what real organizers 
do,” she said.

Countless other grantees described how the union had 
brought the plan, had the skills, 
and provided boots on the ground, 
while the administration was asked 
to provide data and sometimes 
facilities. A good collaborative 
relationship made a big difference 
when the time came to make this 
ask. Zeph Capo of Texas AFT told 
us, “There was clearly a definitive 
difference where districts were 
more collaborative with us, and 
we were working together closely—
those were the districts where we 
were better able to close the gap, 
bringing more kids back to school.” 
A good example is the enrollment 
gap in Dallas, which decreased from 20 percent to just 8 percent, 
a reduction that was predicated on good union-district relations. 
Capo continued, “I do think this campaign demonstrates what 
success we can have when we’re in alignment—teachers and 
the Alliance/AFT working directly with the district for the bet-
terment of the community, the kids, and families.”

In areas where the relationship between the union and the 
administration was antagonistic or strained, it was more difficult 
to identify and locate students whom the campaign was aiming 
to bring back to school. “Having access to that data would have 
made for a better campaign for us. We could have ... canvassed 
the people who said, ‘I’m not sending my child back,’ and instead 
we were ... just door-knocking families that we know were in the 

city schools,” APSTA President Laura Franz told us. With a more 
collaborative relationship, she said, “we could have made bet-
ter use of our canvassing time and their social media resources 
and all the other things that the district could have supported 
us with.” 

Many anonymous survey respondents indicated that their 
biggest challenge in the campaign was lack of cooperation from 
their school administration or school board. One respondent said, 
“Our biggest challenge was that our school district did not want 
to partner for the first nine weeks of the campaign, which meant 
that they did not share data for our canvassing program.” And 

another stated, “Most of our chal-
lenge depended on the willingness 
of the district to share data in order 
to reach the right families. A part-
nership with the district would have 
led to a more fruitful campaign.”

Some locals in this situation 
opted to go past superintendents 
and speak directly to school board 
members. According to one local, 
“Although it was initially frustrating 
that the superintendent would not 
partner with us, we learned that if 
we approached individual school 
board members and explained the 
benefit, ... we could get support for 

our initiative.” Others confronted the challenge by using public 
voter registries or existing lists the union had generated for previ-
ous campaigns. 

Many locals that took this approach expressed that, despite 
not always directly targeting families who had disconnected 
from schools, it was still useful for the union to connect with the 
broader community. This broader targeting strategy also proved 
to be particularly useful for unions in districts facing intense com-
petition with charter schools, many of which regularly engage in 
similar canvassing strategies to market their schools to families. 

Given how critical union-management collaboration seemed 
to be to the success of B2S campaigns, some locals saw their 
campaign as an opportunity to hit the refresh button on their 

“When we all get in it 
together, and we put all of 
the other stuff aside, great 

things happen for our 
people and our kids.” 

–Shannon Adams

In Scranton, PA, the Scranton Federation of Teachers (AFT 
Local 1147) hosted community block parties with food 
trucks, music, arts and crafts, and COVID-19 vaccines for the 
community. 
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we listen,” AFT President Randi Weingarten has said in several news 
media interviews. Public health mitigation strategies—most espe-
cially vaccination—are essential for safe in-person schooling. And 
in-person learning is essential for providing high-quality instruc-
tion and supporting the social and emotional development of our 
children from pre-K through young adulthood.

Through the AFT’s Back to School for All campaign, teachers 
have begun to build stronger relationships with the communities 
they serve. Countering misinformation about vaccines and school 
safety, they have done what teachers do best: educate. Providing 
vaccine clinics and material resources in underserved commu-
nities, they have helped support social justice. And advocating 
for common-sense safety measures while welcoming students 
back to school, they have helped to create safe, nurturing learning 
environments and to reassure families. 

There is still much work to be done, and many of the same 
challenges still exist as we prepare to start another school year this 
fall. The B2S campaign provides great examples of the work that is 
needed to rebuild support for and participation in public schools, 
colleges, and universities. The single most important step any affili-
ate can take right now is to begin making a plan and pulling together 
a team to do the vital work of community engagement. This is no 
longer just an option; it is an essential piece of union work.  ☐

(Endnotes on page 37)

relationship with their district leadership and demonstrate that 
the union can be a real partner in reaching out to the community. 
According to one respondent, “One of our goals was to have a 
better and more trusting relationship with our central office. We 
are constantly reaching out to them to see how we can support 
enrollment, school immunization, and vaccination clinics.” 

Another local said that staying in touch with relevant stakehold-
ers from the district was critical to overcoming challenges that their 
campaign faced: “We maintained positive communication with 
members and all stakeholders, working with the superintendent.” 

The campaign in San Antonio sought to build greater trust with 
the school board as well, which by most accounts has historically 
been very anti-union. According to recently elected union-backed 
school board member Sarah Sorensen, the efforts did help to 
build some bridges. “I actually am very hopeful,” Sorensen said, 
“that this shifts the tone in terms of the way that the board, the 
union, and the administration work together so that there will be 
a positive relationship. And I am excited to see what opportunities 
will grow out of this.” 

San Antonio Alliance President Alejandra Lopez agreed: “We 
have historically had a very antagonistic relationship with the 
school board members.... It was a real shift for them to be thank-
ing the union for knocking on doors to get people to the vaccine 
town hall.”

In some cases, a recent change in district administration had 
opened an opportunity to build new and better relationships or 
to work collaboratively for the first time with a less antagonistic 
administration. Commenting on a recent shift in her district, Shan-
non Adams, president of the Martinsville Classroom 
Teachers Association, said, “I hope administrators read 
this. When we all get in it together, and we put all of the 
other stuff aside, great things happen for our people and 
our kids.... If we want to save public education, that’s 
what it takes. If teachers aren’t organized, they need to 
get organized and stick together, start working on their 
collective voice, and then be cooperative participants 
in moving forward. It’s the only way we protect public 
education for the community.”

Even for locals that were not able to establish a 
good working relationship with management last 
year, many expressed an eagerness to go back to their 
administrations this year. They plan to highlight the 
successes of their campaigns and begin a fresh con-
versation about how much more could be done to 
engage with families and the community if manage-
ment and labor work together. 

Conclusion
The COVID-19 pandemic created—and continues to 
create—tremendous challenges for educators and 
educational institutions alike. But teachers and their 
unions have confronted these challenges head on, 
adapting their practices, advocating for their members 
and students, and fighting to ensure the best possible 
education for all. 

To this end, the AFT has consistently urged school 
leaders and other public officials to follow the science 
on safety measures. “When science and evidence speak, 

Thanks to collaboration between the North Bergen (NJ) 
Federation of Teachers (AFT Local 1060) and school leader-
ship, North Bergen students are learning in person safely.
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Experiences from Three B2S Campaign Sites

To get a better sense of what some of the 
B2S campaigns looked like on the ground, 
we spoke with teachers, community 
members, and union leaders at three case 
sites—Martinsville, Indiana; two communi-
ties in New York; and several communities 
in Texas. Each is described below.

Transition Plans and  
“Returning Joy” in Martinsville
Martinsville is a town of about 11,000 
residents in Morgan County, Indiana. The 
school district includes 10 schools (7 elemen-
tary), serves about 4,000 predominantly 
white students, and employs 281 teachers. 
Being in a rural area, the elementary 
schools are small, and the bus rides to the 
centralized upper-grades schools can be 
quite long for some students.

Like other school districts across the 
country, Martinsville has seen a decline 
in enrollment that began prior to COVID-
19—a result of population changes, 
economic shifts, rising competition from 
school voucher systems, active recruitment 
campaigns by charter schools, and, in some 
cases, dissatisfaction with previous school 
administrations. But the problem was exac-
erbated by the pandemic. In particular, the 
decision by the district to not offer a virtual 
option (citing equity concerns) led many 
parents to seek alternatives for remote 
options or to homeschool their children. 
Other parents chose to move their children 
because of an opposition to mandatory face 
masks in public schools. Altogether, district 
enrollment was down by 300 students at 
the start of the 2020–21 school year—about 
8 percent lower than the previous year.

When Martinsville Classroom Teachers 
Association (MCTA) President Shannon 
Adams saw the AFT’s call for B2S grant 
proposals, she jumped on it. Working with 
MCTA members, school administrators, and 
parents, the local union crafted a multi-
pronged plan to “return joy” to the schools. 
When asked what she meant by returning 
joy, Adams explained that schools are an 
important part of the community in rural 
areas, and during the first pandemic year, 
only parents were allowed to attend their 
child’s arts or athletic performances, leaving 
other community members cut off from a 
significant piece of local culture. “Students 
could not even come watch their friends 
perform,” she said. “School felt sterile and 
unwelcoming, despite our best efforts.” The 

resulting B2S campaign was designed to 
send a message to the community that the 
public schools were open, safe, fun, and, as 
Adams said, “the best game in town.” 

“When we found out we got [the 
grant], I sent a video out—I think I was cry-
ing, ... and I hadn’t brushed my hair—I was 
just so excited. I had to ... do a quick pre-
sentation … to our members, and the word 
got out.... I ran into a school board member 
that morning.... I said, ‘We’re going to help 
get our kids back in schools!’ ” The major 
components of the plan included direct 
mailings to the community, a community 
night, targeted canvassing, a booth at the 
county fair, visible signage throughout 
town, and, perhaps most innovative, 
assigning transition assistants to each 
newly enrolled (or reenrolled) student as 
they navigated their first 8 to 10 weeks 
back in the public schools. 

The community night event was coupled 
with the school’s annual “red and blue” 
scrimmage football game. The MCTA 
offered a free movie following the game 
and bounce houses and other activities 

during the game, including giant Connect 
4 and Jenga and multiple cornhole boards. 
The association also provided a concession 
coupon to every child to purchase a hot 
dog or snack at the food stand. Tables were 
set up for each of the 10 school buildings 
and were staffed by volunteers to talk 
with families about school, programming, 
classrooms, and culture. Fortuitously, the 
district had just built a new field house, 
making the event an opportunity to provide 
a sneak peek of the new facility, which was 
a big deal for the community. Reflecting 
on the event, Adams said attendance was 
great—about 300 people—and everyone 
had a good time: “Just bring bounce houses 
and they will come.” 

Direct mailings were used to promote 
the community night event (about 4,500 
mailed), and they were also used to reach 
households with children who were not 
enrolled in the district’s public schools. 
These targeted mailings included infor-
mation about the school system and its 
amenities as well as a QR code linking to a 

In Indiana, the Martinsville Classroom 
Teachers Association (AFT Local 6548) 
worked with the Martinsville school district 
to reach out to families of 300 students 
who were “lost” during the pandemic.
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what we have to offer.’ That’s the only way 
our public really knows who we are.”

Harnessing the Power of 
Conversation in New York 
Despite having a progressive state political 
climate, members of New York State United 
Teachers (NYSUT) confronted significant 
challenges during the pandemic and the 
return to in-person learning. Representing 
more than 600,000 teachers and education 
professionals, NYSUT is home to more 
than 1,200 local affiliates. According to 
Executive Director Melinda Person, the goal 
of NYSUT’s B2S campaign was threefold: 
providing stipends for parents to prepare 
their kids for a return to in-person learning, 
doing community outreach to discuss safety 
and provide accurate information on vac-
cines, and conducting a parent survey. 
     We had the opportunity to speak with 
teachers from the Albany Public School 
Teachers’ Association (APSTA) and the 
Rochester Teachers Association (RTA) to 
gain insights into what their campaigns 
looked like on the ground, including some 
of the challenges they had to overcome.

We learned that both locals faced 
significant budget cuts. During the pan-
demic, former governor Andrew Cuomo’s 
administration threatened a 15 percent cut 
to local school budgets, a significant cut on 
top of what was already reduced funding 
for public schools in the state. While NYSUT 
was able to effectively challenge the con-
stitutionality of the proposed cuts in court, 
superintendents in some school districts 
made budgetary decisions that anticipated 
these reductions in funding. 

According to APSTA President Laura 
Franz, the district laid off nearly 275 people 
in the fall of 2020. Many of these posi-
tions were not restored until May 2021. 
The funding cuts and layoffs increased 
workloads for teachers, who faced larger 
classes and increased course loads on top of 
the logistics challenges created by remote 
schooling. Not surprisingly, the experience 
strained the relationship between the local 
union and district leadership. Both Albany 
and Rochester saw declines in enrollment 
across 2020 and 2021.

On top of budgetary shortfalls and 
layoffs was an absence of meaningful 
guidance about the return to in-person 
schooling from either state or local leaders. 
Franz noted, “We spent all summer think-
ing we’re just going to open up schools like 
normal.... July and August are when you 
plan and figure out what you’re going to 
do next. In the absence of that guidance, 
none of us knew what we were going to 
do next.” 

teacher-made website with more informa-
tion and easy access to enrollment forms. 
The school district helped with the post-
age—freeing up some MCTA resources for 
other parts of their plan. 

In conjunction with the mailings, the 
teachers had a large banner placed in a 
highly visible area of town. The banner 
let thousands of community members 
know the public schools were open, safe, 
and the best educational choice for local 
children. Rounding out the campaign’s 
visibility was the MCTA booth at the 
Morgan County Fair, a popular event with 
thousands of attendees each day. There, 
teachers had conversations with families 
and asked what they needed to feel 
comfortable with the idea of returning to 
school. (The teachers even won the prize 
for the best-decorated booth.)

Beyond these public appearances, the 
Martinsville teachers pulled together a 
team of eight member-canvassers who 
went out in pairs to knock on doors in areas 
with high concentrations of unenrolled 
students. Teachers were equipped with 
flyers, school enrollment forms, and school 
backpacks with some starter supplies for 
families in need. “I can guarantee,” Adams 

said, “the parents we spoke with never had 
anybody come to their door and say, ‘Tell 
me about your kids’ education and tell me 
what you want.’ ” Based on one of these 
conversations, the MCTA worked with the 
transportation company to create a new bus 
stop, which made for a safer pickup for one 
student whose family then returned to the 
public schools (and was very thankful!). 

Overall, the canvassing experience was 
great, Adams said, but she confessed that 
getting members to participate was initially 
more challenging than she had anticipated. 
“A lot of people don’t feel comfortable can-
vassing—it’s perceived as somehow confron-
tational, which it totally is not.” The MCTA 
therefore decided to incentivize canvassing 
by offering stipends for participation. “I 

think we doubled, maybe even tripled, our 
budget [for canvassing and school supplies], 
but for good reason—because that’s where 
we were getting the greatest impact.”

The final piece of the Martinsville plan, 
which dovetailed with the canvassing 
and was one of the more innovative B2S 
recruitment tools we encountered, was the 
creation of transition plans for new and 
returning students. School workers sought 
out “lost” students, engaged their families 
in deep conversations about their child’s 
education and the district, and developed 
a strong relationship with the student and 
family. Then they created an agreement 
to be that student’s “transition person” as 
they were welcomed back into Martinsville 
schools. The transition person was to be the 
key contact person for the student for the 
first 8 to 10 weeks of school, helping them 
(re)acclimate, answering questions, offering 
advice, and providing personal support. 

“The transition piece,” Adams said, “was 
about having someone that the student 
felt comfortable with, and they were going 
to help solve any issues they had. They 
were their contact person, and it was that 
person’s job to make sure that all of their 
problems were taken care of.” At first, the 
MCTA thought all the transition people 
would be teachers, but they ultimately 
decided to include other district employees, 
including paraprofessionals, school staff, 
and a bus driver.

The Martinsville B2S plan had many 
bright spots and offers many lessons and 
ideas for other local unions to engage 
with their communities to bring more 
students back to public schools this year. 
Although Martinsville has a very conserva-
tive political climate and the statewide 
voucher system in Indiana is one of the 
most robust in the country, the MCTA 
reported overwhelming support from 
families, who were excited to see teachers 
at their door and loved the opportunity 
to talk about their children and grand-
children. The transition teamwork was 
rewarding for both the incoming students 
and the transition people, who played an 
important role of building trust and a feel-
ing of belonging. In the end, Martinsville 
student enrollment in the 2021–22 school 
year was up by 150 students, representing 
about half of the lost students returning 
to in-person public education.

“One of the biggest takeaway lessons,” 
Adams said, was “if we want our public 
schools to thrive, then our public needs 
to see our schools outside of the school, 
and the way they do that ... [is to] see our 
people talking to them, listening to their 
needs, and saying, ‘Hey, let me tell you 
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The guidance was not issued until 
August 18, 2021, with students returning to 
schools on September 5. “That’s ridiculous,” 
Franz noted. “A lot of parents were con-
cerned about the lack of planning, and it 
was really hard to reassure people because 
we were feeling the same way.” 

Rochester teachers Gia Vallone and Molly 
Bianco also noted that although the district 
has largely failed to address enrollment 
decline, much of the public discourse has 
conflated RTA with the school board and 
superintendent. “I think the relationship 
between our district as its own board of edu-
cation entity and the union gets very blurred, 
especially with the media,” Bianco said. 

RTA members saw their B2S campaign 
as an opportunity to draw a sharp contrast 
between their union’s support for a safe and 
just return to in-person learning and what 

they saw as a lack of action by school leaders 
to make those goals a reality. Both RTA and 
APSTA viewed their campaigns as a means to 
build stronger relationships and trust with 
their local communities. Vallone said she 
wanted to better understand how teachers 
could serve their students and families, but 
the campaign was also an opportunity to 
help the community better understand the 
union’s role. “Having those conversations 
just helps us to be on the same page and 
move forward together,” she said. 

Similarly, Franz explained that the goal 
of APSTA’s campaign was to “foster com-
munity connections between teachers and 
families about a safe, in-person return to 
school, as well as making sure we were com-
municating and educating about vaccines.”

Both campaigns sought to accomplish 
these goals primarily through canvassing 
in areas of their districts that had been 
hard-hit by the pandemic. APSTA was able 
to pull from the ranks of their laid-off mem-
bers—many of whom were also residents of 
Albany—as well as other teachers in their 
membership. Franz said the most effective 
way to recruit canvassers in her local was 
calling members and being diligent about 
follow-up. 

Similarly, despite having never canvassed 
before, Vallone and Bianco in Rochester 
were both recruited by their local leadership. 
NYSUT provided extensive training and 
technical support to all locals engaged in 
canvassing, which Vallone and Bianco found 
helpful in building their confidence and skills. 

The scripts used by APSTA and RTA 
canvassers were more open-ended than 

those used in a traditional Get Out the 
Vote effort. This allowed for more organic 
conversations focused on what parents and 
community members needed and wanted 
out of public education. According to Franz, 
APSTA wanted “to communicate to parents 
about what we were doing as a union, 
that we wanted students back, and that 
we wanted a safe working and learning 
environment. We also wanted to ask about 
why parents were [deciding not] to send 
their students back, and what we could do 
to help facilitate that return.” 

RTA was also looking to understand 
parental concerns, in addition to increas-
ing membership in the Rochester Com-
munity Coalition to Save Our Schools, a 
community-labor coalition fighting for 
adequate funding of public education in 
the district. In this way, RTA struck a balance 
between overcoming the short-term barri-
ers that parents were facing in the return 
to in-person schooling and building the 
long-term power required to create a more 
accessible and responsive public education 
system in the city.

The APSTA and RTA campaigns both 
reported receiving little assistance from 
their district leadership, due in large part 
to strained relations between labor and 
management. Both unions believed that 
better data from the district could have 
increased the impact of their canvassing 
efforts. NYSUT helped by providing affili-
ates with local voter files (which are public 
records) to develop canvassing turfs. Both 
locals stated that these lists were effective, 
albeit less targeted—but even if canvassers 

“I can guarantee the 
parents we spoke with 

never had anybody come 
to their door and say, ‘Tell 

me about your kids’ 
education and tell me 

what you want.’ ” 

–Shannon Adams

In Albany, NY, AFT President Randi Weingarten and leaders 
from the Albany Public School Teachers’ Association (AFT 
Local 2455) and New York State United Teachers spoke 
with parents about students returning to school.
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districts, a factor that influenced the nature 
of grant proposals coming from the Lone 
Star state. Local campaigns in these highly 
diverse school districts comprised a range 
of tactics, including community canvassing, 
worksite visits, phone banking and texting, 
internal organizing of members, vaccine 
clinics, tabling at public events, and offering 
educational sessions about topics such as 
vaccines, masks, ventilation, distancing, test-
ing, and/or outbreak protocols. A common 
theme was the concerted effort to build 
deep and lasting relationships between the 
union and the community. “Certainly part 
of our interest,” said Hobie Hukill, a retired 
teacher and canvasser from Alliance/AFT 
in Dallas, “was to make direct contact with 
the folks in the community—the parents, 
the grandparents, and uncles and aunts—to 
establish our union as a go-to resource, a 
reliable source of information and support 
that was on their side.”

In addition to making community 
connections, some Texas affiliates sought to 
empower communities by increasing their 
influence in local policy decisions. The San 
Antonio Alliance exemplified this effort 
by hosting regular community-labor town 
halls at outdoor venues. The meetings 
typically attracted around 40 attendees to 
discuss school and community concerns, 
including how best to use the public money 

were knocking on doors of people who 
were not families in the district, they were 
still increasing public awareness and sup-
port for the union’s work for a safe return 
to in-person schooling. 

In other words, while collaboration with 
administration can contribute to success, it 
does not determine success, and B2S cam-
paigning can still be a great way for locals 
to engage with their community—even if 
district leadership chooses not to. As Franz 
argues, “We are as much entitled to go and 
connect with families in the community as 
our district leadership is.”

Both locals reported that B2S gave 
members a firsthand lesson about the 
pressing needs in their communities, as 
well as the opportunity to deepen com-
munity partnerships to help create a long-
term transformation in their cities’ public 
school systems. According to Bianco, 
“Parents and families are our partners. It’s 
super important to hear them, listen to 
them, and work together in partnership 
to do what’s best for our kids. I’ve always 
thought that, but this [campaign] just 
put it in your face. It’s so easy to separate 
school and community.” 

Similarly, Franz underscored how the 
campaign illustrated clearly that there 
is more commonality than difference 
between educators and their community. 
“I think it reminded me of the importance 
of making that community connection 
between the work we do with the people 
we serve and reminding me that we all 
have a common goal to provide our stu-
dents ... with the best possible educational 
outcomes that we can. We are more alike 
than different, and we need to continue to 
connect and communicate around how we 
are trying to achieve that.”

Building Labor-Community 
Connections in Texas
In Texas, some union leaders were project-
ing public school enrollment would be 
down by 8 to 10 percent statewide before 
the start of the 2021 school year, based on 
their conversations with community mem-
bers. But actual declines in AFT locals were 
much smaller. According to union leaders 
we interviewed, Aldine reported a decline 
of 3,800 students from 63,130 students 
in the 2019–20 school year, San Antonio 
reported a decline of 3,000 from 48,495 stu-
dents, and Houston was down 12,000 from 
209,309 students. Other districts in the state 
experienced similar levels of decline. In 
many cases, declining enrollment predated 
COVID-19, due in part to the rise of charter 
schools and their active advertising and 
recruitment campaigns.1

“We have been monitoring the charter 
work in Texas,” Texas AFT President Zeph 
Capo told us, “and they put quite literally 
millions and millions of dollars into advertis-
ing, commercializing their programs, and 
we simply just don’t do that in [traditional] 
public schools.” 

Political concerns related to COVID-19 
have also impacted school enrollment 
significantly in Texas. Specifically, with a 
state government that was preventing local 
school districts from making decisions about 
masking and other safety protocols, along 
with little reliable information about school 
safety plans being shared with parents, the 
charter and private schools in Texas jumped 
on the opportunity to recruit even more 
public school students by offering the safety 
measures (or freedom from them) that 
some parents wanted for their children. 

Capo explained, “There was so much 
going on that people didn’t know which 
way they were going, whether there were 
going to be mask mandates or not,” and 
it inhibited decision making. Ultimately, 
several public schools defied the governor’s 
ban on mask mandates and were trium-
phant in court, securing the right to require 
masks in school buildings.

In the midst of this confusion and uncer-
tainty, several B2S grants were awarded in 
Texas, including a statewide grant and a 
number of smaller grants to individual affili-
ates. According to Capo, the primary goals 
for the statewide campaign were gathering 
and disseminating reliable information to 
communities about the operating status 
and safety of public schools; retaining and 
bringing lost students back into public 
schools; and supporting decision making on 
schooling from a local level—by community 
members, teachers, students, parents, and 
local elected leaders. 

Additionally, teachers from the Aldine, 
Austin, and Houston locals described leader-
ship building and making strong com-
munity connections as two of their goals 
in order to provide greater teacher and 
community voice in their districts. Represen-
tatives from Education Austin told us they 
were trying to create strong and enduring 
partnerships with parents and community—
a long-standing goal that the campaign 
helped to jump-start. Similarly, teachers in 
San Antonio talked about listening to their 
members, students, and community mem-
bers to identify issues and build a unifying 
campaign, and teachers from Dallas spoke 
about building a better relationship with 
their district and school board. 

Unlike in Martinsville and New York, 
teachers in Texas are not permitted to 
engage in collective bargaining with school 

“We all have a common 
goal to provide our 
students ... with  
the best possible 
educational outcomes.” 

–Laura Franz

Texas AFT members assured their communities 
that masking and other strong protocols were in 
place to support safe in-person learning. 
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allocated by the state through the Elemen-
tary and Secondary School Emergency 
Relief (ESSER) program. 

As part of a progressive labor-community 
coalition, the teachers also helped to elect a 
pro-public education member to the school 
board and ultimately won the establish-
ment of an ESSER stakeholder committee to 
ensure community participation in decisions 
on resource allocation. San Antonio Alliance 
President Alejandra Lopez told us: “We 
knew that there was a timeline on these 
funds, and we tried to think, what would 
best position us to continue to have robust 
community engagement around these 
funds? We settled on getting a stakeholder 
committee to ensure community engage-
ment around the ESSER funds as a vehicle to 
have more democratic decision making.”

The Houston Federation of Teachers 
dedicated much of its efforts to providing 
material support to students and families 
in need, including helping them access 
rental support and meet other basic needs. 
Describing the dire nature of the situation 
in some communities, local President Jackie 
Anderson explained: “The places where a 
lot of people worked had closed down, so 
they had no income, and we are talking 
about both parents without a job, unable to 

provide food and shelter for their children.” 
As part of its B2S campaign, the Houston 

Federation of Teachers equipped canvass-
ers and phone bankers with resources and 
contact information to connect families 
with much-needed public services. “Not 
only did we work on getting students back 
to school,” Anderson said, “but we had to 
be able to get the assistance they needed 
... because if they don’t have a place to live, 
they’re not going to be able to send their 
students to school.” 

Local canvassers also helped connect 
families to healthcare, utility bill relief, food 
drives, and information about the safety of 
vaccines and where to access them for free. 
“They have to have those basic needs met,” 
Anderson said, “and so we were happy that 
we were able to get them that information 
and build trust.”

Economic challenges were pervasive 
in Aldine as well, a Title I district serving 
a student population that is 80 percent 
Hispanic and 18 percent African American 
and where 80 percent are eligible for free 
or reduced-price lunch. “Many of our 
families have two and three generations 
in the home,” Aldine AFT President Candis 
Houston told us, which made many families 
reluctant to send children to schools 
without a mask mandate in place. 

An important part of Aldine AFT’s B2S 
campaign was a series of fall festivals orga-
nized in partnership with the school district 
and hosted at each of the high schools. The 
festivals were a place where the community 
could meet the teachers—all proudly wear-
ing their AFT shirts—but they were also used 
as free vaccination clinics. “We partnered 
with Harris County [Public] Health to pro-
vide those vaccinations,” Houston said, “and 
since the county was no longer giving gift 
cards as an incentive for being vaccinated, 
we provided Visa gift cards ourselves out of 

the grant money, just to show appreciation 
and create an incentive.”

In the face of the difficulties created by 
inadequate and confusing state govern-
ment policies around school safety and the 
inability to bargain directly with school 
districts, the Texas teachers’ locals had to 
take a social-movement approach in their 
efforts first to ensure that schools were safe 
and second to bring kids back into the build-
ings. By standing up for strong school safety 

protocols, including supporting 
mask mandates that the governor 
had banned, the local union canvass-
ers were reflecting the desires of 
their school communities and, in the 
end, created a pathway to a safe 
school reopening for students and 
teachers alike. 

“The families that we were talk-
ing to felt that [Governor Greg Abbott] was 
no friend of theirs for a whole multitude of 
reasons,” Hukill from Dallas told us, “and 
in an odd way, that was helpful to us. They 
appreciated us standing in opposition to 
the craziness he was putting out, ... and we 
were well-received for just being on the 
right side of the issues.”

By reaching out to, listening to, speak-
ing with, and aiding local communities, 
Texas teachers began to build stronger 
relationships with parents and often with 
school district administrators and school 
boards as well. In the end, the combined 
Texas B2S campaign efforts helped reduce 
the enrollment gap from an expected 8 
percent decline to an estimated decline of 
just 2 percent—no small feat in the face of 
great adversity. When reflecting on what 
they would do differently next year, Capo 
said he would definitely start earlier. And 
what would help? “Support for really solid 
year-round organizing infrastructure, ... 
[and] a team that can be around more often 
than just when there’s a program going on. 
That’s really important.”

Many of the Texas locals we interviewed 
expressed similar feelings about needing to 
plan sooner for the following year. There 
were also some unique suggestions about 
needs for next year, including greater access 
to shared materials and resources. Candis 
Houston of Aldine AFT raised the concern 
that a lot of smaller locals don’t have the 
staff to create materials on their own. She 
said that to the extent materials “can be 
provided [or shared] that can be adapt-
able to our own use, [that] would be very 
helpful”—an idea that can now perhaps 
take shape after the insight and experience 
gained from the first year of the campaign.

–T. E. V., K. C., and J. B.

“Not only did we work on 
getting students back to 
school, but we had to be 

able to get the assistance 
[families] needed....  
We were able to get  

them that information  
and build trust.” 

–Jackie Anderson

(Endnote on page 37)

Members of the Houston Federation of 
Teachers (AFT Local 2415) have reason to 
celebrate: they braved the summer heat to 
help students enroll in the Houston 
Independent School District. 
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year provides an opportunity to correct 
misinformation and bring people and 
communities closer to the learning we so 
value. And as I start to travel again and talk 
to strangers about what I do, I will over-
come my reservations about sharing the 
details of my life’s work. 

What do I do?
I teach African American history. I teach 

the truth.  ☐

Endnotes
1. J. Cobb, “The Man Behind Critical Race Theory,” New 
Yorker, September 13, 2021.

2. A. Steinberg, “Lawmakers Want to Ban Discomfort in 
School. But Black History Isn’t Always Comfortable,” NPR, 
February 24, 2022; D. Love, “What’s Really Lost When 
Schools Only Make Black History Month Lessons Optional,” 
op-ed, NBC News, February 28, 2022; E. Harris and A. Alter, 
“Why Book Ban Efforts Are Spreading Across the U.S.,” New 
York Times, January 30, 2022; J. Sachs, “Steep Rise in Gag 
Orders, Many Sloppily Drafted,” PEN America, January 24, 
2022; and J. Young and J. Friedman, “In Higher Education, 
New Educational Gag Orders Would Exert Unprecedented 
Control Over College Teaching,” PEN America, February 1, 
2022. 

3. Sachs, “Steep Rise.”

4. J. Lepore, “Why the School Wars Still Rage,” New Yorker, 
March 14, 2022.

5. L. Meckler and H. Natanson, “New Critical Race Theory 
Laws Have Teachers Scared, Confused, and Self-Censoring,” 
Washington Post, February 14, 2022.

6. V. Strauss, “Youngkin’s ‘Tip Line’ to Snitch on Teachers 
Suffers from This, Too,” Washington Post, January 28, 2022; 
and K. Lah and J. Hannah, “Discussions of Critical Race 
Theory, Covid-19 Rules Whip Up School Board Meetings to 
the Dismay of Students,” CNN, October 31, 2021.

Honest History
(Continued from page 19)

Endnotes
1. US Department of Education, “Supporting Students 
During the COVID-19 Pandemic: Maximizing In-Person 
Learning and Implementing Effective Practices for Students 
in Quarantine and Isolation,” ed.gov/coronavirus/supporting-
students-during-covid-19-pandemic; A. Duckworth et 
al., “Students Attending School Remotely Suffer Socially, 
Emotionally, and Academically,” Educational Researcher 
50, no. 7 (July 13, 2021): 479–82; and C. Halloran et al., 
“Pandemic Schooling Mode and Student Test Scores: 
Evidence from US States,” NBER Working Paper No. 29497, 
National Bureau of Economic Research, November 2021.

2. R. Weingarten, “Where We Stand: Reopening Schools 
Means Prioritizing Safety for Students and Staff,” American 
Educator 45, no. 3 (Fall 2021): 1.

3. Weingarten, “Where We Stand.”

4. National Center for Education Statistics, “Nation’s Public 
School Enrollment Dropped 3 Percent in 2020–21,” US 
Department of Education, June 28, 2021.

5. National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 
“Overview: Fall 2021 Enrollment Estimates,” 
nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/CTEE_Report_
Fall_2021.pdf.

6. K. Kricorian and K. Turner, “COVID-19 Vaccine 
Acceptance and Beliefs Among Black and Hispanic 
Americans,” PLOS ONE 16, no. 8 (2021): e0256122; and G. 
Sanchez et al., “Discrimination in the Healthcare System Is 
Leading to Vaccination Hesitancy,” Brookings (blog), October 
20, 2021.

Back to School for All
(Continued from page 31)

Experiences from Three 
B2S Campaign Sites
(Continued from page 36)

Endnote
1. Texas Education Agency, Enrollment in Texas Public 
Schools 2020–21 (Austin: Texas Education Agency, June 
2021), tea.texas.gov/sites/default/files/enroll-2020-21.pdf.

7. N. Feldman, “Why Black and Latino People Still Lag on 
COVID Vaccines—and How to Fix It,” National Public Radio, 
April 26, 2021.

8. L. Phillips et al., “Surveying and Resonating with Teacher 
Concerns During COVID-19 Pandemic,” Teachers and 
Teaching: Theory and Practice, published online October 
20, 2021; Sykes Enterprises, “2021 Teaching Survey: K–12 
Teachers Are (More) Overworked During Pandemic,” 2021, 
sykes.com/resources/reports/2021-teaching-workload-
during-pandemic; E. Steiner and A. Woo, Job-Related 
Stress Threatens the Teacher Supply: Key Findings from the 
2021 State of the U.S. Teacher Survey (Santa Monica, CA: 
RAND Corporation, 2021); and Fidelity Investments and the 
Chronicle of Higher Education, “On the Verge of Burnout”: 
Covid-19’s Impact on Faculty Well-Being and Career Plans 
(Washington, DC: Chronicle of Higher Education, 2020).

9. To learn more, see E. Loomis, A History of America in 
Ten Strikes (New York: The New Press, 2018); C. Smith, 
“The Flint Sit-Down Strike of 1936–1937: Remembered in 
Oral Histories by the Participants,” Perspectives on Work 
19, no. 1 (2015): 34–37, 88–89; and Sloan Museum, “The 
Flint Sit-Down Strike,” Flint Cultural Center Corporation, 
sloanlongway.org/flint-sit-down-strike.

10. To learn more, see M. Ganz, Why David Sometimes 
Wins: Leadership, Organization, and Strategy in the 
California Farm Worker Movement (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2009); and L. Flores, Grounds for 
Dreaming: Mexican Americans, Mexican Immigrants, and 
the California Farmworker Movement (New Haven, CT: Yale 
University Press, 2016).

11. C. Calhoun, “ ‘New Social Movements’ of the Early 
Nineteenth Century,” Social Science History 17, no. 3 
(1993): 385–427; and J. Pope, “Labor-Community Coalitions 
and Boycotts: The Old Labor Law, the New Unionism, and 
the Living Constitution,” Texas Law Review 69, no. 889 
(1991): 901–4.

7. Georgetown College, “The #Ferguson Syllabus,” August 
27, 2014.

8. L. Lum, “Georgetown University Professor’s Ferguson 
Syllabus Growing Nationwide,” Diverse, October 6, 2016. 

9. B. Wallace-Wells, “How a Conservative Activist Invented 
the Conflict Over Critical Race Theory,” New Yorker, June 
18, 2021.

10. U. Hoque, “How Teens Are Using Online Platforms to 
Call Out Racism in High School,” Prism Reports, June 16, 
2021.

American Educator strives to publish the 
highest quality research and ideas. To 
strengthen ourwork, we need to draw on 
your experience and expertise—so we’re 
developing a peer review board. 

If you share our commitment to educational 
equity from early childhood to adulthood, 
please visit aft.org/ae/peer-review to 
learn more about becoming a reviewer 
and submit your application today.

http://ed.gov/coronavirus/supporting-students-during-covid-19-pandemic
http://ed.gov/coronavirus/supporting-students-during-covid-19-pandemic
http://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/CTEE_Report_Fall_2021.pdf
http://nscresearchcenter.org/wp-content/uploads/CTEE_Report_Fall_2021.pdf
http://tea.texas.gov/sites/default/files/enroll-2020-21.pdf
http://sykes.com/resources/reports/2021-teaching-workload-during-pandemic
http://sykes.com/resources/reports/2021-teaching-workload-during-pandemic
http://sloanlongway.org/flint-sit-down-strike
https://www.aft.org/ae/peer-review


38    AMERICAN EDUCATOR  |  SUMMER 2022

AFT Supports for Trauma and Healing
May was a devastating month for the United States. With two 
mass shootings and reaching 1 million deaths from COVID-19, 
students, families, and educators are reeling. For AFT members, 
we offer a free trauma counseling benefit; please visit aft.org/
benefits/trauma to learn more. And to help our members sup-
port their students, we offer “10 Trauma-Informed Strategies 
to Help Students Heal,” a remote learning course on primary 
prevention skills to promote student well-being and resilience. 

While students’ mental health has long been a grave con-
cern, it is now a national public health crisis. Social stress, 
isolation, and loss of loved ones to the pandemic, the opioid 
crisis, and senseless violence have translated into steeply rising 
rates of child and adolescent anxiety and depression, self-harm, 
and suicide. Declining mental well-being also manifests in the 
classroom, leading to withdrawal, aggression, and impulsivity. 

In the AFT’s course, educators can learn to address these 
trauma responses in ways that support students’ mental health 
and increase their readiness to learn. The course contains 
10 modules, each focused on a research-based practice for 
responding to student trauma, including helping students 
manage triggers and supporting grieving students. Participants 
can receive 20 credit hours for completing the course modules; 
locals may also request skills training workshops on individual 
strategies to meet specific needs. For more information, contact 
Chelsea Prax: cprax@aft.org. 

Children’s Book Highlights Working Immigrants’ Contributions to the Labor Movement
The American Labor Museum/Botto House National Landmark 
has stood as a beacon of light on labor and immigrant studies 
since 1982. To commemorate its 40th anniversary, copies of the 
book The 1913 Paterson Silk Strike: The Children’s Story are being 
distributed by AFT New Jersey and the New Jersey Education 
Association (NJEA) to public school fourth-grade classrooms, 
school libraries, and public libraries throughout New Jersey. 

The book, funded through a grant by the New Jersey His-
torical Commission, was coauthored by two of the museum’s 
leaders: Dr. Angelica Santomauro, executive director (and 
NJEA member), and Evelyn Hershey, education director. It tells 
the story of the biggest strike in Paterson’s history through the 
eyes of four children: two young brothers who needed to work 
in the silk mills to financially help their family, and a brother 
and sister who had the privilege of attending a public school 
because they did not have financial responsibilities. Although 
the characters are fictional, the story and illustrations are 
historically accurate. Teaching materials that accompany the 
story give readers a greater understanding of the role of labor 
unions, democracy, and civic engagement.

The 1913 Paterson Silk Strike: 
The Children’s Story may be 
purchased for $10 through 
the American Labor Museum 
website at go.aft.org/a93—and a 
40 percent discount is avail-
able for educators outside of 
New Jersey by contacting the 
museum at labormuseum@
gmail.com. To learn more 
about the American Labor 
Museum and access lesson 
plans and supplemental 
materials about the strike, 
visit labormuseum.net.
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