
T h e  W a y  
T h in g s  W e r e

By  J a c k  Sc h i e r e n b e c k
With attacks on teacher unionism  the fash ion  o f  

the day, it m ight be useful to recall what things were 
like before collective bargaining brought conditions 
o f  dignity, equity, a n d  security to the teaching profes-
sion. The follow ing excerpt is taken fro m  part one o f  
a six-part series on the history o f  the United Federa-
tion o f  Teachers, New  York City. The series ran peri-
odically over the last year in the union ‘s newspaper.

/ts  Sandra  F eldm an, p re s id e n t o f  the UFT, re-
marked in her introduction to the series last Febru-
ary, “These stories show that m ost o f  the day-to-day 
rights and  dignities we take fo r  granted had  to be 
w rested  f r o m  a sy s te m  th a t  w o u ld  n e v er  ha ve  
changed on its own.

“Thirty-six years later, w e ’re still fighting. Today 
our union is fig h tin g  fo r  a contract that acknowl-
edges our true worth to this city and  its future, our 
students, and  fo r  a  school budget that provides the 
means fo r  us a n d  our students to teach and  learn. 
Nothing will change unless we m ake it change.”

JEANNETTE DILORENZO remembers coming home 
from her first day as a teacher in “total shock.” She 
and her husband John had come into teaching at the 

tail end of the 1950s as a second career after organiz-
ing investigators, accountants and clerks at the city’s 
Department of Finance for the American Federation of 
State, County and Municipal Employees. “We were 
adults where we were and w e’d come into a system 
where the teachers were treated as if they were chil-
dren. It was almost a throwback to feudal times. The 
principal was the lord. You were the serf.”

Lou Carrubba had done a hitch in the service, so he 
was familiar w ith authority. But life in uniform was 
noth ing  com pared  to  the  n itp icking bullying that 
teachers suffered. “There was no real grievance ma-
chinery, no protections, no due-process procedures.

Jack Schierenbeck is a s ta ff writer fo r  the New York 
Teacher/City Edition.

Besides, if you complained, they’d make your life even 
more miserable.”

So did teachers have to “eat a lot of crow ” back 
then? “Today’s teachers have no idea. I’m telling you, 
hardly a day went by when we weren’t humiliated in 
one form or another,” responded Carrubba. “Let’s just 
say eating crow is a nice way of putting it.” Authoritar-
ian rule had always been a sore spot for teachers. The 
original Teachers Union was founded in 1916 in no 
small part “to fight oppressive supervision.”

T h e P r i n c i p a l as T y r a n t
“The principal was a real matriarch, a tyrant,” re-

called Alice Marsh, who started as a teacher in 1929. 
“They thought we were their children.”

Marsh recalled how she and her colleagues devised 
a system of shared monitoring that would have saved 
them all from climbing five double flights of stairs four 
times a day. Marsh was chosen emissary and walked 
into a frosty reception with the principal.

“She looked at me with those steely blue eyes and 
said: ‘I am the principal of this school. Good day!”’ 

Around the same time, a first-year substitute teacher 
at a Brooklyn elementary school got an early lesson in 
the doctrine of principal infallibility. “She [the princi-
pal] came in and thought [my class] was too noisy and 
disorderly,” Si Beagle recalled shortly before his death 
in 1985. “Being a wise guy, I said to her, But this is 
creative disorder.’ She immediately told me to look 
elsewhere for work.

“In those days, the principal had the power to bring 
me up on charges by simply saying, ‘Mr. Beagle has 
shown conduct unbecoming a teacher.’ It was as sim-
ple as that.

‘“Conduct unbecoming a teacher’ meant anybody 
could be fired. Teachers would be asked to do work 
after school and you cou ldn’t refuse.” Beagle said. 
“When my principal said, ‘Stay after school and coach
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the track team,’ you did.” 
Abe Levine did likewise 

w h e n  o rd e re d  to  sk ip  
lu n ch  in favor o f “yard 
duty.” Even by th e  early 
1950s a teacher was still 
v e ry  m u ch  u n d e r  th e  
thumb of the principal. “I 
felt very m uch taken ad-
vantage of,” said Levine. 
“You were completely be-
holden to  the  principal. 
He was the king. We had 
absolutely no rights. We 
were afraid to speak up.”

C h e a p L a b o r
Along with monastic-like obedience came a vow of 

poverty, or something close to it. So pitiful was the pay 
that there  was a long-standing joke that w henever 
teachers w ere in troduced  to each o ther th ey ’d ask 
what the other did for a living.

A N ew York Times editorial in January 1955 titled 
“Teach or Wash Cars” posed the question why anyone 
would take a job teaching at $66 a week w hen wash-
ing cars paid $72.35.

The fact is, it w asn ’t just anyone w ho w ent into 
teaching. Beginning in the m id-nineteenth century, 
schoolwork was w om an’s work, a natural extension of 
the home schooling that wom en had always done. Be-
sides, as Diane Ravitch writes in her book The Great 
School Wars, school officials preferred women. With 
other “respectable occupations” all but closed, they’d 
be happy to take the job and all that came with it.

Low salaries were easily explained away. Teaching, 
after all, was only a “temporary” occupation before a 
woman settled into her real career as wife and home-
maker. Besides, as unmarried women they could “af-

ford” th e ir jobs because 
they lived at hom e w ith  
their parents. Later, offi-
cials used m arriage as a 
convenient rationale  for 
m iserly  w ages. W hen  
Brooklyn sch o o lteach e r 
Mary Murphy successfully 
m o u n te d  a c o u r t  c h a l-
lenge  in  1905 th a t  a l-
low ed  w o m e n  to  k e e p  
their jobs after marrying, 
the official line was that 
with husbands to support 
them, wom en didn’t need 
the money.

Things began to change 
after World War I. Due in large part to stricter enforce-
m ent of child labor laws, more and m ore children 
were going beyond grade school. As the num ber of 
high schools quadrupled in the decade after the war, 
an acute shortage of teachers developed. At the same 
time, there was an audible concern among school offi-
cials and others that the teaching of older male stu-
dents would be better left to men. To attract male 
teachers in the post-war boom economy, salaries were 
raised—so m uch so that by 1928, teach e rs’ wages 
were competitive with most private sector jobs. As an 
added inducement, the board maintained separate eli-
gibility lists from which men were often given prefer-
ence in hiring. Slowly more men began to enter the 
teaching field, including many Jews w ho could not 
find work in WASP-dominated banking, insurance, and 
law.

Still, it wasn’t until the Depression of the 1930s that 
many men, desperate for any kind of job, thought 
about teaching. The promise of a steady job drew out- 
of-work Ph.D.s, accountants, and even lawyers—men 
like Jules Kolodny, Dave Wittes, and Charles Cogen
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who, over the coming decades, would play pivotal 
roles in the growth of teacher unionism.

Together w ith  equally brilliant but professionally 
thw arted women, there evolved what many have ar-
gued was the greatest assembly of brain power ever in 
the schools. But if it was the Golden Age of talent, it 
was anything but golden for the teachers themselves.

These mind w orkers came cheap. The deepening 
Depression had all bu t w iped  out the salary gains. 
With more qualified candidates than openings, teach-
ers were in no position to bargain. The city had the 
upper hand and used it, cutting salaries and imposing 
one-month unpaid furloughs—even going so far as to 
coerce teachers into “voluntarily” contributing 5 per-
cent of their pay for needy children.

The School Relief Fund, as it was called, raised close 
to $6 million at the height of the Depression. While 
there’s no denying that the m oney w ent to a good 
cause—everything from a hot lunch program to cloth-
ing and eyeglasses—it amounted to yet-another shake- 
down scheme. A little nudge from a supervisor or prin-
cipal was all it took to leave teachers in a giving mood.

The Depression had given the Board of Education 
the chance to keep thousands of teachers in a perma-
nent state of job insecurity. Instead of appointing a 
teacher to a regular position whenever there was a va-
cancy, the board filled it with a substitute. These “per-
manent substitutes” had no sick pay, no paid holidays 
or vacations, no pension, no health insurance—and 
they could be let go at any time with or without cause.

With as much as 25 percent of the teaching force 
employed as substitutes, management’s already consid-
erable pow er got even stronger. Lacking even the 
slightest leverage, all teachers were forced to work 
under the most demoralizing conditions.
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T eachers Continue R evolt Aga inst
A c t ivi t ies —• K-6B G  roup Protests

Mayor O T W tf'i  1150-1250 salary » creas* proposal for th* tea< 
ir«r staff drex no expressions of gratitude from UMtasra tod 
In s t e a d , they aeemed more resentful at the "token" Increase otfei 
lh»n they had been before.

The executive committee of the 
Hi eh School Teacher* Assn.. spear-

af»n

salary schedule" la  recommend 
a salary differential for h

b
*.•>** yyi* .

♦•’y »«-*<

N ew York Sun, Feb. 16, 1947

How Pupils Are Jamr
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The New York ' 
Oct. 2, 1952

SIX C I T Y !

P regn a n t? Le ave N o w!
Double and even triple sessions were not uncom-

mon, especially during the post-WW II baby boom  
years. As part of a series called “The Scandal of Our 
Schools,” the New York Post reported in January 1952 
that one Queens elementary school built for 1,140 stu-
dents had an enrollment of just under 3,000.

The forty-eight children who jammed Alice Marsh’s 
first-grade class w ere typical. “My first year I had to 
leave twelve children back because I couldn’t get to 
them when they were slipping. This was par for the 
course.”

Lunch was no break. For elementary school teachers, 
there was no such thing as a duty-free lunch period. 
Lunch, what there was of it, amounted to a sandwich 
gobbled down in makeshift, overcrowded rooms. “You 
lined up with your kids in the schoolyard and stayed 
with them the whole day, even eating with them —not 
even a bathroom break,” remembers Janet Miller.

As for sick pay: You needed a doctor’s note if you 
were out sick for even one day. No note, no pay.

Sabbaticals w ere a luxury few could afford, since 
the pay was only 40 percent of the regular salary.

It wasn’t until 1957 that teachers, along with other 
city employees, were allowed to participate in the gov-
ernment retirement and disability program.

, Money Is °' a Gr0Win9 
Rebellion in School System. 

With Pupi's the losers

Refusal to Tell 
They Are Reds 

Dismissal U

TRIAL OF 8 01
By BENIAMIN FIN«

T " .  o '  —  Week’s Delay

And pensions? You got one, but not until you were 
either sixty-five or had logged thirty-five years of ser-
vice.

Until 1937, teachers were forced to take a two-year, 
unpaid maternity leave. Though this was a far sight 
better than in the private sector, where maternity pro-
tection was rare, the practice of forced leave was a 
huge financial hit. Even later when the rules were re-
laxed, teachers were still required to report to their 
principals as soon as they became “aware” they were 
pregnant. But since admission m eant you w ere re-
quired to leave immediately, teachers usually hid their 
condition until there was no denying the evidence.
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the night before,” Marsh remembers the prin-
cipal saying.

Board and school authorities w ere intent 
on teachers setting a “proper exam ple” to 
their studen ts—so m uch so that very little 
about a teacher’s appearance, speech or even 
personal politics escaped their scrutiny. For 
example, while the board never had an official 
standard of “school attire” for teachers, many a 
principal drew the line w hen it came to sport-
ing facial hair or m en’s not w earing jackets, 
even in the hottest weather.

The Board of Examiners, which had the final 
say in the issuance of licenses, was a law unto it-
self, functioning as the educational equivalent 
of th e  m edieval Star C ham ber by a llow ing  
anonymous complaints against the character of 
candidates.
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“You stayed until you showed,” said Phyllis Wallach, 
w ho favored loose jackets during her pregnancy in 
1962 .

Wallach scoffs at the idea that the board was simply 
worried about a wom an’s health. “It was Puritanism, 
pure and simple,” she said. “God forbid students would 
see that their teacher was having sex. For them, expos-
ing children to a pregnant teacher was akin to corrupt-
ing the morals of a minor.”

Three decades earlier, Alice M arsh’s elem entary  
school principal had made known her disapproval of 
female m arried teachers. “I don’t see how  you can 
stand in front of a class after you’ve slept with a man

F r e e Sp e e c h  D e n ie d
In 1937, Albert Smallheiser, president of the 

Teachers Guild, challenged the Board of Examin-
ers for capricious practices such as disqualifying 
c a n d id a te s  w ith  a foreign  a c ce n t fo r hav ing  
“speech defects.” Even as late as 1950, “peop le  
who had foreign accents could forget it,” said Car- 

rubba. “Even a distinct Brooklyn or Bronx accent was 
looked down on.”

It was an open secret that many racial and ethnic 
m inorities w ere not welcome. In her book H aving  
Our Say, Sadie Delaney tells of how  she, a young 
black woman, had outwitted a bigoted principal. An 
elementary school teacher, Delaney had made it to the 
top of the seniority list for a high school appointment. 
All that stood in her way was an interview with the 
high school principal.

“At the appointm ent they would have seen I was 
colored and found some excuse to bounce me down 
the list,” wrote Delaney. Instead, she skipped the ap-
p o in tm e n t and  ju s t sh o w ed  up  at th e  a ll-w h ite  
Theodore Roosevelt High School on o pen ing  day. 
“Child, they just about died when they saw me.”

For Eastern European Jews and other immigrants, on 
the other hand, getting a job meant long hours learning 
how to break the board’s sound barrier. In anticipation 
of the dreaded oral interview, many a would-be teacher 
took the mandatory speech course at City College and 
fretted over how to avoid the dead giveaways.

Just how much of the board’s standards can be ex-
plained by simple prejudice will never be known.

There was no question, however, that certain forms 
of “speech” could get a teacher into trouble. In her 
book My Daughter, the Teacher, Ruth Markowitz tells 
of how one teacher in the 1930s was censured and 
w arned by her principal not to “plant any seeds of 
doubt in her pupils’ minds.” Her crime? She asked her 
high school civics class “to debate w hether President 
Roosevelt had too much or too little power.” Another 
was chastised for calling a num ber of congressm en 
“racists.” Still another was transferred after posting a 
union notice on the school bulletin board. U
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