
THE EDUCATION OF 
LBERT SHANKER, the 
leading organizer of 
New York City teachers 
and one of the most 
powerful union leaders 
in the United States, 
looks disheveled in 
whatever he wearS. 

he lounges in his 
Mamaroneck home, his faded jeans and 
workshirt hang on a torso that seems 
never to have caught up with his over-
grown legs. When be works in his 
Manhattan office, his well-tailored busi-
ness suit appears limp, as though it 
tired long before its wearer. 

At 55, he has been president of New 
York City's United Federation of Tea-
chers for 19 years. When we talked in 
early spring, he had just been re-elect-
ed to his 11th consecutive term rep-
resenting 75,000 teachers and school 
employees. For the past nine years, 
Shanker has also led the American 
Federation of Teachers, a nationwide 
union with- 560,000 members (23,000 in 
Westchester and Rockland counties) in 
the teaching and health·care profes· 
sions. 

Shanker, however, seems less a 
power broker than a professor. Remi· 
niscing- about his childhood in Queens, 
he explains the history and sociology of 
the Depression so that a younger listen· 
er can better understand why he is the 
way he is. Expounding on the problems 
that plague teachers and schools today, 
his deep voice rises and falls, dramati· 
cally underscoring the importance of 
his words. 

At times, Shanker Is funny, and no 
one laughs louder than he. He is never 
boring, but he is often dogmatic, as 
though the Shanker point of view is the 
only responsible, informed position to 
take. 

Shanker moved with his wife, Edie, 
1 and three children from New York City 

I to Putnam Valley in 1966, and then to 
. Mamaroneck a decade later. In his cozy 
I living room-a clutter of African folk 

~ masks, house plants, magazines and 
... records-he talked about how teachers 

influenced his childhood and deter-
mined his life. 

When you moved from Manhattan 
to Putnam Valley, did you get any fJak 
about leaving the school system your 
union represents? 

The man who speaks for the teachers 
remembers when schools were a good 

place to learn, and to work. Now, he 
says, they are 'dumping grounds,' where 
professionals are treated like grunts. 

BY LISA FAYE KAPLAN 

A little bit. There are a lot of 
teachers who live out of the city, why 
should I be the only one who has to 
stick it out? (Laughs.) No, actually most 
of them live in the city. 

Look, it's a free country. I even 
think that teacbers have a right to send 
their kids to private schooL That's what 
freedom is about. I didn't give up my 
rights as an American citizen when I' 
became the head of the union. 

Didn't that move indicate to some 
tbat yon bad no confidence in the very 
people you represent? 

It didn't show that at all. The school 
my kid left in Brooklyn was a better 
school than he went to in· Putnam 
Valley. But it did show that I didn't 
want anybody knocking at my door at 
midnight because they couldn't reach 
me in the office. I wanted a certain 
amount of privacy and distance. The 
alternative might have been to hire 
guards. (Laughs.) 

Look, if they didn't like my moving, 
they could have voted against me. I 
didn't inherit the office. I'm not a king. 

How did you research tbe Putnam 
Valley Schools? 

We bought a very nice house near 
the Appalachian Trail, and we didn't 
bother to ask about the schools-or 
transportation. 

You didn't think to ask about· the 
schools? 

We really didn't. We just assumed 
everything would be all right. And we 
were satisfied with where we were, so 
we didn't raise that question. Putnam 
Valley at one time had one of the best 
school systems in the state, 

of things to look for. She knew exactly 
what she wanted. She researched the 
schools. 

What were you looking for? 
We wanted a number of things. Our 

three children (Adam, now 22; Jennie, 
19; and Michael, 17) are very different. 
One of them, I won't say which one, did 
very well in school. One was an aver-
age student, and· another had problems 
with learning. So we were looking for a 
district that had programs for all three 
of them. We also wanted a/town that 
would have a lot of activities-athlet· 
iCs, movies. A place where they could 
get around on their own. Putnam Val-
ley was very rural. 

We wanted a community that was 
pretty friendly. When we moved up to 
Putnam Valley, the local newspaper 
had an editorial at the ·time, "Shanker 
Go Home:" 

When we moved here· (Mamaro-
neck), it was just wonderful. Our neigh-
bors wouldn't let us cook for two 
weeks. It's a community where people 
don't compel you to engage in commu-
nity life, but whenever there is any 
problem, everybody is willing to help. 

Mamaroneck is a school system that 
the community really supports, in spite 
of the annual fights that are the same 
in most communities. 

IT you lived in New York City now 
and still had small children, would you 
send them to the public schools? 

I would send them to all but maybe 
10 percent of the schools. Ten percent 
of the schools are problem schools in 
terms of real dangers. But 90 percent 
of the schools are safe as schools are, 
as safe as streets are. 

You went through the school system 
in Queens. 

But then the people around Lake 
Oscawana, who used to be s!.\mmer 
residents, retired and moved in year-
round. The support for public school 

1--------------1 declined. 
I lived at the foot of the Queensboro 

Bridge-the bridge over troubled wa-
ters. Lisa Faye Kaplan recently interviewed 

theatlJr director and former teacher Gene 
Feist for Suburbia Today. 

After Putnam Valley, because of the 
problems with schools and transporta-
tion, Edie by that time had a whole list 

It was a working-class neighbor-
hood, a very tough neighborhood: very 

poor. I grew up in the middle of the 
DepresSion, the 1930s. I can remember 
a monthly experience of some family 
being evicted from the apartment 
house because they couldn't pay their 
rent, so they'd be out in the snow and 
rain with all their furniture. And my 
mother would send me out with· peanut 
butter sandwiches or apples for the 
children. 

And I went to a public school, which 
in those days were very heavily 
streamed (children were separated into 
classes according to ability). 

I had many excellent teachers, and I 
remember many of tl1em very welL 
They were teachers during the Depres-
sion, which was an excellent job. Twen-
ty-five percent of the people were out 
of work completely. 

You mean teaching was better than 
no job at all. 

Teachers were able to afford to go 
to Europe. which was cheap; to afford 
to buy automobiles. 

Was school important to you? 
My parents were immigrants. 

spoke only Yiddish when I entered 
school. To my parents, school was 
salvation, I was gOing to be the first 
American in the family, and I was 
going to be a doctor or lawyer or a 
dentist or a teacher, or something that 
was going to take me out of the life of 
poverty that they lived. 

My mother was a garment worker, 
and my father was essentially a news· 
paper delivery boy. He got up at 2 in 
the morning. In those days, there had to 
be 40 different newspapers, and he 
would go from apartment to apart-
ment, climbing up five or six flights of 
stairs. He only had three days a year 
off-the High Holy Days. He really 
worked like a beast. 

My parents thought America was a 
place where I was going to make it 
because I was goirig to get an educa· 
tion. If you got an education, you could 
do anything. 

T.Qey made sure I did homework and 
behaved. If I ever said anything about a 
teacher when I got home-if I said this 
teacher is no good or did something 
wrong-I'd get quite a licking. Because 
it was not my business to evaluate 
teachers or say if I liked them or not. 

My job was to get my work done 
and bring good marks home. And if I 
did well, I got all sorts of rewards. I'd 
get gifts. I'd get allo.wance. I'd get to 
see movies I wanted to see. And if I 
didn't do well, I was punished. 

Did vou do well? 



I did well until I was in the seventh 
grade, I was always in the top class, 
Then, in the seventh grade, I failed 
grammar, and my ego was absolutely 
shot when I was moved from the first 
track (level) to the second track, 

And the teacber there kept me after 
school every day of the year and helped 
me to write and rewrite essays and 
learn my grammar. And I became the" 
whiz of the school in grammar. I went' 
from being a failure in that subject to 
being the school expert. 

Did teachers "burn out" back then? 
Yes, I don't know if they bad "hum· 

out," but there was stress. 
I remember the principal in the 

school was a tyrant. He was a man of 
Napoleonic stature, short and square. 
And he had a gold .watch and next to it 
was a Phi Beta Kappa key. And every 
time he was coming towards the class-
room, you knew, because the key would 
bang against the watch. 

He'd throw a door open and start 
aSking questions of the students. Wen, 
the teacher ~ould be in tears when he 
came in, because he would frequently 
criticize them in front of the students. 
Even though this was the middle of the 
Depression, and they couldn't find other 
jobs, some teachers left. 

It was a job that had many tensions 
even then. But of course, the tensions 
were much different from what they 
are now. 

In what way? 
Student behavior was very well con-

trolled. You came to school and wore 
certain types of clothing, or you were 
sent home right away. You sat down 
and folded your hands, and you raised 
your hands. The business of being 
caught chewing gum, or whispering, 
was a very serious offense. And I think 
all parents were like my parents. They 
were very supportive of the schools. 
Whatever the teacher wanted, that's 
what the child was going to do. 

Once I didn't memorize "The Star-
Spangled Banner" when I was supposed 
to. So one night my assignment was to 
write "The Star-Spangled Banner" lOllg-
hand, 40 times. 

The whole thing? 
The whole ,thing/" By the time I 

finished, theJ,'e· were little blood marks 
on my index finger from just holding 
the pen. 

. What do you think would happen 
today if a Mamaroneck student was 
given that sort of an assignment? 

. Most parents wouldn't stand for it. 
c,ntinued on page 18 



Tney would report the teach-
,~r, and the teacher would be in trouble. 

What changed? 
By and large, we had par-

ents who were uneducated, 
and there was this tremen-
dous educational gap. And 
they completely accepted the 
authority. 

Do you think it's good for 
people to completely accept 
authority? 

It's better than what we 
have now. As we parents got 
educated and more affluent, 
we got less driven as a peo-
ple to push au: children to 

. succeed. We also felt the 
distanc'e between ourselves 
and the teachers is certainly 
not the same as the distance 
between our parents and our 
teachers. 

Secondly, I'm not driven by 
the same fears for my chil-

dren-that. they're going to 
starve on the street, that 
they're going to end up in a 
life of crime because they 
can't make a living. I've said 
to my children, "Hey, you 
feel uncomfortable about 
going to college? I think 
you'll be making a terrible 
mistake if you don't go. But 
you don't want to do that? 
What do you want to do?" 

. (Two of his children are in 
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T· he kids growing up with two 
parents at work are put into 

an institution right away. They 
get "quality time," so called. 
Pretty soon, they won't even get 
quality time. They'll get a 
quality telephone call.' 

college.) 
Yet, you seem regretful 

that the old work and disci-
pline ethic is not as strong 
today as when you were 
growing up. 

We are now coming to the 
end of a very small, short, 
unique period in American 
history where we thought, 
"Now we have built every-
thing. We are an affluent 
sOciety. And the only prob-
lem we have is what to do 
with our leisure time." 

Look how fast that 
changes. Now all our indus-
tries are falling apart. We 
didn't rebuild our roads, our 
bridges, we have no railroad 
system. The Japanese are 
killing us in international 
trade. So is Taiwan. So is 
Korea. So is Germany. 

We felt that tradition 
wasn't important. We felt 
family values weren't impor-
tant. We felt that self-disci-
pline wasn't important. We 
developed the "MEism" 
thing. And we have more 
suicides and lower productiv-
ity, more drug use, less in the 
way of belief and commit-
ment. 

What do you think is the 
result? 

I think there is a 
movement back. There's a 
feeling that you can't just do 
your own thing. You have to 
rebuild the country. You have 
to work hard so you can 
compete with other countries 
and raise our standard of 
living. You have to have a 
dedication to country and 
have to be willing to fight for 
it. 

The kids growing up with 
two parents at work are put 
into an institution right away. 

They get "quality time," so 
called. Pretty soon, they 
won't even get quality time. 
They'll get a quality tele-
phone 'call. 

It seems you'd like to go 
back to the time when kids 
weren't allowed to question 
authority. In an environment 
like that, how does a child 
ever learn to question, to 
make judgments on his own? 

They do. The fact is, all the 
kids I went to school with did 
rebel. They ,rebelled against 
their parents, As an adult, I 
rebelled against the sys,tem. I 
violated the law, went to jail 
(for 15 days in 1967 and again 
in 1970 for defying the Tay~ 
lor law, which prohibits pub-
lic employees from striking). 
I did all sorts of rebellious 
things. Right? I also did them 
in my adolescence, when I 
went to college. 

You were a teacher at one 
point, weren't you? . 

I became a teacher acci-
dentally. I was completing a 
Ph.D. at Columbia University 
in philosophy, but I ran out of 
money and patience. I said, 
"For one year I'm going to 
stop. I need money. So for 
one year, I'll teach." 

In those days, there was a 
terrible teacher shortage. So 
I became a permanent substi-
tute teacher. And I taught in 
an elementary school on the 
west side of Manhattan. It 
was the beginning of the 
Puerto Rican influx, 1952. 
And it was very, very rough. 
My salary was $2,600 a year. 
My take-home pay was $38 a 
week. 

r would have left, but I 
joined the union. The union at 
that time was very small. 
Nationally, the whole union ' . .1. 
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had. only organized 50,000 ends or cave exploring. There 
people. Most teachers were was a close community 
afraid to join the union, or relationship with students 
they didn't believe in it-they and their families. 
thought it was not profession~ Do you miss"teacbing? 
aI. I do not at aU miss those 

Because of my family classes that bad violent and 
background, my parents were disruptive kids. I cry- for 
very pro·union. And here I those teachers who have to 
was, getting no money, doing go to schools every day 
a very hard job, with a very where they fear for them-
dictatorial principal, no time selves and for their students. 
for lunch, even. On the other hand, I had 

What kept me in teaching some average c)asses that 
through the 50's was that I really wanted to learn, and 
was active in the union, and I others that were really bright 
felt that teachers ought to classes. If I had classes like 
have a strong organization to that, I never would have left 
improve their salaries, to teaching. Even with all the 
change their relationship to belief in the union, I would 
the principals, to have some have tried to do that after 
voice in their own occupatio~ school, or part time. 
nallives. I loved to teach those stu~ 

Things had changed. dents who wanted to be 
In my neighborhood kids taught and who were recep-

came to school and they sat tive. And I absolutely hated 
there with folded hands. being a policeman and a psy~ 

And here I walked into the chiatrist and a jailer with 
classroom with kids yelling kids, many of whom were 
four~letter words, flying pa- sick. They're not getting any-
per airplanes and making fun thing out of the school set-

.. 0Cmy n~.rn~:...I felt destroyed tiog. They're driving.teachers 
··my' first day in school: I did out ,of the profes.~lon; 'and' 

not know how to get the kids they~re also preventing other 
to sit still and be quiet long kids from being educat'ed. 
enough to ,listen. How sbould teachers disci-

How did you? Or, did you? pline students today? 
Not always. There were I think you have to have 

bad days when it just didn't certain rules in the school. If 
work. There were some you get a child who can't get 
cla~ses where there were too along with any teacher, and 
many kids who were too vio- not just today and yesterday, 
lent and disruptive. But witl:J but year after year, I think 
most classes, I did. I found it's the job of the school to 
out that teaching was not so say, "This child doesn't be-
much what you had in your long in school. Let society 
head, hut to a large extent, it provide some other place." 
was like an actor onstage- School is for those who 
the way you moved your follow the rules of the game. 
eyes, the way' you moved You can't play ball I,lnless 
your body, the way you you follow the rules of the 
looked at the students. I had game. You don't stay in any 
to establi~h a stage presence. place unless you follow the 

What was your stage pres~ rules. 
ence? You can't just say the 
··It was a combination of schools are a dumping 

being serious and tough, but ground that takes every per-
always with a sense of hu~ son between certain ages, no 
mor. They knew I meant matter how that person be-
business, but they also knew haves. There's no other insti-
that I liked them and I joked tution in society like that. 
with them. And if the schools' don't 

Most of the years I taught, adopt that, we'll have vouch-
I taught in Astoria Junior ers and tuition tax credits. 
High School in Queens, and I Because parents are going to 
lived in the neighborhood at say, "If my kid's education is 
the t'ime. And I w~uld invite going to be destroyed by one 
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.f\LntKl 
me tuition tax credits, and let 
me ,take -my child across the 
street to a private or a paro· 
chia! school where they ei· 
ther won't let a kid like that 
come in, or they'll kick him 
out the first day he misbe· 
haves," 

H you cao't "dump" these 
troubled kids in the schools, 
where will they go? 

You need therapeutic fa· 
cilities for those people, 

But, 'you do not destroy the 
education of 98 percent of 
the students because you 
have 2 percent of the stu· 
dents who decide they have 
to scream, yell, throw things, 
pull knives. 

Why don't these therapeut. 
ie facilities already exist? 

It's expensive. But part of 
it is ideological. It's the old 
Spencer Tracy "there's*no. 
sucb·thing·as-a" bad-boy." 
Public schools feel they have 
to say every single child is 
educable. It's a good slogan, 
and a good thing to aim for, 
but it's an idea. 

Do you think teachers to~ 
day are as well-educated and 
as competent as they where 
when you were in school? 

They're 'more educated. 
They m?y not be as well-
trained. When I went to 
school, most elementary· 
school teachers didn't go to 
college for four or five ye~rs. 
They went for two years and 
training school. They did. re-
ceive a lot of practical in-
struction-how to set up 
lesson plans, how to set up 
your blackboard, how to use 

13 your voice. Some of these 

1 dramatic things I was talking 
about. I Remember, in those days, 
only about 5 percent of the I people in this country went 
to college. So teachers in I those days came from the top 

I 5 percent of the population. 
But today, 50 percent of the 

I population goes to college, 
and by and large teachers I come from the bottom of 
that 50 percent. In a sense, I we've moved backwards. 

Why are they coming from I the bottom 50 percent? 
. Economics is an important I part of it. A teacher's aVer. 

I age starting salary today is 
about $12,000; whereas you 

J can become a trainee in most 

companies for $18,000. 
Second, it's the image in 

our society of working with 
children.1f you don't c.all. me 
a sexist, it's what used to be 
called "women's work." And 
now women are no longer 
going to do it either. 

We got a big bunch of 
people during the Depression, 
because there were no other 
jobs. Then we had lots of 
talented women who had no 
place else to go. And then we 
got a whole bunch of people 
in the 60's who preferred the 
schools to Vietnam and got 
draft exemptions. Now we 
don't have a draft anymore. 

Third, you have the author· 
itarian structure of the whole 
industry. I do not know' of 
any other field that employs 
3 million college graduates in 
which the principal and the 
superintendent are still four~ 
star generals who can order 
people around. Get your plan 
book in every Friday; put it 
in the following boxE!s; I'll 
come in to observe you five 
times this year; make sure 
you have the following bul· 
letin boards; do this, do that. 

You're told you're a pro~ 
fessional, but it's more and 
more like factory work, like 
a military situation. 

What are some otber rea· 
sons people don', want to go 

into teaching these days? 
There's the whole question 

of standards. A person in 
mathematics, a person inter~ 
ested in French, is likely to 
go into a 'field . where they 
feel they can share that with 
others. They're not likely to 
go into a school where kids 
can decide not to take En~ 
glish, not to take math, in-
stead take movies or 
camping or "life experience." 
Because then' they feel the 
classes will be empty, and 
they're not going to be teach~ 
ing at a level they're inter~ 
ested in, doing for kids what 
some teacher did for them. 

I could stand in front of a 
bunch of kids and do what 
my teachers did for me. But 
I'm not going to stand in 
front of a class that says, 
"Who cares? I'm going to be 
promoted anyway. I'm not 
going to do my work." 

How do you feel about 
your un re~election? . 

The first time I was· elect~ 
ed, I thought that would be 
my only term, because the 
union was so filled with inter· 
nal strife. So I thought I'd do 
what I could for two years 
and then somebody else 
would be president. I didn't 
think I'd get . reelected. 

You were wrong. 
I was wrong .• 


