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PRESIDENT ALBERT SHANKER 

Seventy~five years, that's a long time. 
Two years ago, when we met in San Francisco, I was able to say proudly 

that the AFT, with unprecedented growth of 55,000 members, had had the 
two best years in its history, and one of those years was the best year in 
ten. And now I can proudly say that in the last two years we've taken in 
nearly 70,000 new members - 36,000 in this last year alone. 

(Applause) 
Some of you were around during the years from 1916 to 1950, '55, '60 

- a long period of lime - and we managed to reach 50,000 members af-
ter all those years. And now we've grown more in a two-year period than 
we were able to grow in more than three decades. 

As Bob Porter pointed out, it's not only the 70,000 members that we've 
added since our last convention. We also need to recognize that, just to 
stand still, we had to sign up 80,000 more members. And that means that 
all together we really organized over 200,000 people in the last couple of 
years. Membership in the AFT now stand at 743,000, and we can see that 
with a growth rate like that, one that is accelerating each year, we'll be 
reaching that million mark soon, something that seemed impossible just 
a short time ago. 

(Applause) 
Part of our future prospects rest with the 40,000 people in the brand-

new units that we organized in the last two years, Some of them are mem-
bers, but most of them are not yet members. And since we now represent 
them, bargain for them, handle their grievances, we have a great opportu-
nity, that being, that the overwhelming majority of them will be with us as 
members by the time we meet two years from now. 

We have other records that we can be proud of, as well. In general, there 
are fewer and fewer collective bargaining elections in the United States. 
II's getting more difficult for unions to sign up people even to get an elec-
tion, And then once the elections take place, not very many of them are 
won, But we were involved in 237 bargaining elections, and we won almost 
75 percent of them, which is the highest record of success in the entire 
labor movement. 

(Applause) 
This growth is not in one area at the expense of others, Every single one 

of our groups - K to 12, higher education, PSRPs, health care profession-
als, state and local employees - all of them shared in that growth. 

Moving into our 75th year, we've paid tribute to some great people and 
to all of those 400 outstanding locals, the Pride of the Union, that made 
the AFT's growth possible, And as we move through this convention, we 
need to recognize the contributions that so many others have made, 

With us at this convention, not well in recent months, over 90, and still 
an important part of us is our long~time president, Carl Megel, who helped 
this organization grow. (Applause) , 

Retiring from our executive council this year will be two of the strongest 
and best people the union has had in all of the years of its existence. Peo-
ple who are tough, people who work hard, people who have the integrity 
to differ with everybody else on the council when they feel that they're right, 
who help to shape us up: Bob Healey of Illinois and Pat Daly of Michigan. 

(Applause) 
There are many more, but I think special mention ought to be made of 

Bob Porter, now in his 30th year as AFT secretary-treasurer. 
(Applause) 
There are certain ideas that have moved this organization throughout 

all these years. Many things have changed. We've changed many policies, 
we've changed our minds on different things, We've changed tactics, we've 
changed strategy from time to time. But there are some things that have 
been with us from the beginning, 

First, the idea that, in a democracy and a free society, every group of 
people - that includes teachers, paraprofessionals and school·related per-
sonnel, college teachers. government workers, health care people, every 
group - has the right to organize and fight for their economic well-being 
and that there's nothing wrong with that. 

In 1916, a lot of people thought that there was something wrong with 
that idea, They felt that jf you were a teacher or a health care worker or 
a college professor or a government worker, somehow you ought to give 
up your rights, And of course, it was not only the general public we had 
to convince, The most difficult part was convincing our own colleagues, 
because they, too, shared the general view that there was something wrong 
with organizing and fighting for their economic well-being, 

I remember going from schoo! to school in the 1950s and early '60s and 
relating a story that came from an essay by Arthur Koestler, the Hungarian 
novelist and essayist. He wrote an essay that retold the story of the foX 

and the grapes. And his teUing of it was that the faxes all looked up and 
the grapes were up there very high, and none of the faxes could reach the 
grapes, One fox, however, decided that he would go to school at night and 
take climbing lessons. He enrolled in a course, and he did his homework, 
He practiced every night, and after quite a while, that fox was able to climb 
aU the way to the top of the wall. He was able to reach the grapes. 

He was about to reach out and eat them when he thought to himself, 
"You know, not only will I get pleasure from eating those grapes, but I'll 
get even more pleasure from having aU the other foxes watch me because 
they will be so envious." 

So he made some loud noise, whatever loud noise faxes make, and he 
summoned the others, They gathered down below, and because they in-
deed were envious, they started shouting out, "The grapes are sour. The 
grapes are sour," 

He grabbed a bunch of grapes and threw them into his mouth, Indeed, 
they were Ihe sourest grapes he had ever tasted in his life, But of course, 
he wasn't about to admit it because there were all those env'IOus faxes look-
ing up, shouting that the grapes were sour, So he ate all the grapes, and 
a half hour later he rolled over and died of extreme stomach acidity. 

(Laughter) 
Now this was an essay on snobbery, Many of our colleagues came from 

working-class families. They took lessons at night, and they climbed up 
to taste the fruits of professionalism, When they found that the fruits of 
professionalism meant that you couldn'! drink, you couldn't participate in 
politics, you couldn't express your views, you had to sign oaths, you had 
to Jive in poverty, you had to do all sorts of things, they still went around 
saying, "But we can't organize for our rights because we're professionals." 

Somehow the toughest job that we've had, and the greatest success that 
we've had over the years, was not so much convincing the general public 
as convincing our own constituencies of their rights and what they ought 
to be doing to secure them. This has been the greatest breakthrough, 

Something else we've seen throughout our history is that we have not 
achieved this success in the way that some people get rich, namely, by 
inheriting their wealth from their parents, We fought for every member that 
we have, and we did it from the ground up, and we did it against tremen-
dous opposition, As soon as we started, there were locals that formed very 
quickly, but they were wiped out fight away because their members were 
all fired. Even in the state of Illinois, there was a decision that membership 
in the American Federation of Teachers constituted enough evidence that 
a person was not professional to cause that person to be fired. 

We were accused of being aU sorts of things: unprofessional, communists. 
A$late as the 1960s in NewVork, some local school districts would actual· 
ly dismiss our teachers because they prevented the district from having 
100 percent membership in the Association. So if we look at the other or-
ganization, we see they have done some organ'lzing and growing recently, 
much the same that we have. But their early growth, and probably their 
first million members, was pretty much gotten the easy way, through prin-
cipals and superintendents and requirements to join, 

Over this period, we also have been leaders in a very special way, There 
is something that unites all the groups in this room, even with the differ-
ences Ihat we have, and that is that we all engage in a special kind of work. 
Teachers and other school employees, those who work in colleges and 
universities, in the health professions and public employment can all say 
that there is a very special bond that exists between us and the public. That 
is, that the public expects things of us, and, indeed, we entered into these 
fields because we want to serve in certain ways. There is something differ-
ent about being in these fields from most other types of work, 

And throughout all these years, another one of the guiding ideas was 
the idea of being in the labor movement. Years and years ago, when John 
Dewey helped to found this union, he wrote, "Teachers had, from time to 
time, banded together to take care of their own interests, but the public 
usually gets angry when teachers fight for their own interests in isolation. 
And the success is much greater if teachers would realize that they need 
to band together with other people who work for a living." 

And then he said, "Other people who work for a living have a special 
reason to help teachers and public schools, because rich people can af-
ford to, and usually do, send their kids to private schools, but the public 
schools provide the avenue for the children of workers to succeed," and 
that's why workers and unions throughout our history have provided that 
support, 

So let's look at who is here, who we are, what we're dOing, Twenty-five 
years ago, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, in those days, 
Title 1, established paraprofessionals. Oh, yes, we've had other school-
related personnel going back to 1916; we had some school secretaries in 
the very early days and some others. But paraprofessionals came into ex-
istence 25 years ago, And we can be proud that, throughout AFT's history, 
paraprofessionals and other school-re!ated personnel have always had ex-
actly the same rights as teachers. We never said, "Here's second-class 
citizenship; join our organization, but you can't vote or run tor office." 
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(Applause) 
And we now have mora than 150,000 paraprofessionals and school-related 

personnel in this union. 
(Applause) 
Every one of you who works in a school, whether as a teacher, a guidance 

counselor, a bus driver, a paraprofessional. a secretary or in food service 
or maintenance or as a custodian, must be part of the answer and the so-
lution in terms of restructuring schools. Everyone. Having aU of you peo-
ple in one organization gives us strength. It gives us an ability to cooperate. 
And aU of us have an interest in seeing to it that the purpose of the schools, 
which is to educate our kids, is carried out and done so properly. 

With our paraprofessionals and school-related personnel, we can be proud 
that we didn't say, "This is a dead-end job, Stay there. We are teachers, 
and you are 'other' people." In most of our jurisdictions, we have deve· 
loped career ladders, college programs, staff development. We've essen-
tially said, "You're part of a team. There's room to move, there's room to 
grow. But if you want to stay in the position you're in right now, that's great, 
too. That job needs to be done and done well, and we'll help." And each 
year we've had our special PSRP conferences, and huge, huge groups at-
tend. The rate of growth has been just phenomenal. 

We have just barely begun to scratch the surface here. There are still 
one million unorganized paraprofessionals and SChool-related people work-
ing in the United States, and another 150,000 who are in unions not as-
sociated with the AFL·CIO. 

So here's a job that needs to be done, But we're moving quickly, and 
we can see our union moving not only to a million but way past a million 
as we do this job effectively. Many of you here have in your own districts 
people who are still unorganized, The job is there and needs to be done, 
Higher education, I mentioned John Dewey, a college professor, a 
philosopher, From the very beginning, people in higher education were an 
integral part of - pioneers - in the American Federation of Teachers. We 
pioneered in the unthinkable: collective bargaining for higher education per-
sonnel. Believing that professionalism meant that a union was unneces-
sary was not a disease exclusive 10 K-12. It was in higher education that 
this idea had its strongest hold. 

Yet, we moved, We organized across the country until we had one very 
important and crucial setback: the Yeshiva decision of the United States 
Supreme Court, That has had a chilling effect because it has, effectively, 
said that no private college or university comes under any labor laws and, 
therefore, organizing has pretty much totally stopped there. There are a 
few exceptions, 

There's a close connection between higher education and elementary 
and secondary schools. There is no way we will reshape our elementary 
and secondary schools without research and development in our colleges 
and universities. There's no way in which we will improve our schools without 
changes and improvements in teacher training, 

On the other side, you are not going to be hearing speeches any longer 
tooting that we have terrible elementary and secondary schools but the 
greatest higher education system in the world because many of the poorly 
prepared kids who graduate from high school are the ones who go to col-
leges and universities, And if we can't do a better job in elementary and 
secondary education, we will have more and more of what is a growing 
trend in higher education; that is, students are getting the education they 
should have gotten in junior high school and high school when they ad-
vance to college or university, Speeches about the finest higher education 
system in the world will not pass muster unless we work together to solve 
this problem, 

FNHP: Twelve years ago, a number of groups came to us from the Ameri-
can Nurses Association and from other independent groups, We'd had in~ 
quiries about us before that, because many nurses and other health care 
professionals liked what they saw in our union, They liked the militancy, 
they liked the professionalism, they liked the autonomy. And we've grown 
from 11 up to 60 locals: 40,000 members. Here's a group that includes not 
just registered nurses, but LPNs and medical technicians, physical and oc-
cupational therapists, pharmacists, laboratory and other techniCians, and, 
recently, some doctors and some dentists. 

You might say, "Why only 40,000? How come we're not talking about 
150,000, since with others the numbers are so big?" The answer is that 
FNHP deals with employers in the private sector, and they are a much tough· 
er group of opponents, 

I'll give you a feel for how difficult this has been and what an achieve~ 
ment the 40,000 represent. It's an example from one of our original health 
professional locals, S1. Anthony'S FNHP in Denver, Colorado. In 1978, we 
organized a number of hospitals in Denver, 2,500 members. We had a very 
good local. We had tough oppOSition, with management going in with all 
sorts of anti-union stuff, but we won these elections. 

Then what happened? Well, we thought we would just sit down at the 
bargaining table, the same way we usually do. But not in this situation. The 

employers immediately fired some of our people. They declared that the 
elections weren't worth anything; they claimed that there were some su~ 
pervisors involved or that there shouldn't be nurses in with others. They 
raised all sorts of questions as to whether the bargaining unit had been 
shaped correctly, 

And from 1978 on, we saw lots of intimidation, spreading of fear, firing 
of people active in the union, employment of anti-labor consultants and more. 
We went to the NLRB local; we went to the NLRB regional to appeal; we 
went to the NLRB national. We went back and forth. We went to the Circuit 
Court of Appeals and finally back to the NLRB, By now, we have only one 
group left in this one hospital. And yet finally, the NLRB has said that the 
AFT was right all along and has given an order to the hospital to bargain 
in good faith. 

(Applause) 
I know that the reaSOns we're at last bargaining is because of a very cou-

rageous woman, Dorothy Mall, who's our president there. She started with 
us in 1978. She made phone calls, she issued newsletters. she kept hold-
ing people's hands, and she kept a small local intact from 1978 on. And 
now this week, she and the remaining members of the group have formed 
a negotiating committee, The reason they're not here is that they're in there 
trying to negotiate a contract after 12 years of this struggle. 

(Applause) 
We all face tough situations, We face budget cuts, unfair management, 

crazy legislation once in a while - we face all sorts of things. But very few 
of us have faced the kinds of problems that our colleagues there have. So 
that 40,000? That membership is going to grow. But the opposition has 
been so great. 

We still win over two-thirds of our elections in the health care field, and 
we have contracts in 90 percent of the cases where we win an election. 
which is the highest percentage in the labor movement We believe that 
very soon, there will be an NLRB ruling that will define these bargaining 
units, and that will mean employers can't get away with this trick of say-
ing, "Well, we're not sure whether you can put this category of worker with 
that category of worker, so we're going to take you through 12 years 01 
litigation in the courts, " Once that definition is before us, we wi!! engage 
in major drives and make major progress. 

Just as we have problems in elementary and secondary education, we 
also have problems in health care, I'm not going to give you a speech on 
health care problems. You've been reading about them. We apPOinted a 
committee, chaired by Candy Owley, and that committee studied the 
problems of health care, The U.S. spends more, but we're not getting as 
much for our money as other countries. There's great dissatisfaction with 
the health care system in this country. While we spend more, we have more 
people who have no medical care at all, It's a horrible situation. 

The FNHP committee came through with a fine analysis and report Ihat 
will help us define our policies, And you will have before you at this con-
vention a resolution that summarizes the report and establishes policy for 
the American Federation of Teachers as the president and the C0ngress 
and the business community and others move 10 figure out how to straighten 
out the health care system. 

State and local employees: Our fastest..growing group. 1I's kind of neck 
and neck with paraprOfessionals and school-related personnel. Because 
state and local employees started later with us, their percentage growth 
is faster. We have been affiliating a large number of organizations that have 
been around for a long time, and we have done a good job for their mem-
bers. These organizations have a history, and they have come 10 realize 
that they ought to be part of the labor movement. And SO they start looking 
around, and they ask, "Which union should we belong to?" A very large 
number of them come to us because we have a structure of autonomy. We 
have no provision in our Constitution that enables the national union to come 
in as a trustee or take over local unions. And they like the kind of assistance 
that we offer and the kind of expertise that we provide, 

We have organized and affiliated more independents than any other un· 
ion in the last two years, We recently brought in North Dakota and Alaska, 
In addition to affiliating independents, we're also organizing from scratch. 
We're reaching out to state and local employees, 

I guess the best example of that is in Baltimore, Maryland, where our 
members - teachers, paraprofessionals and school~related personnel -
have organized just about all of the city employees in the City of Baltimore. 
And our Baltimore union now represents 15.000 members and is the lar-
gest union in Baltimore, 

(Applause) 
We did the same thing in Montana, And the result of reaching out and 

organizing many of these' other groups is that the AFT is now the largest 
union in the state of Montana, 

(Applause) 
In Kansas, the Kansas Association of Public Employees, with our sup-

port, is now reaching out to organize a number of bargaining units. As I 
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said about PSRPs, don't just take this as a report of nice things that are 
happening somewhere else. Look around in your state. Is there an indepen-
dent association that is not affiliated with labor? Is there a group of state 
or local employees nearby who have no union affiliation? Talk to them. Let 
us know. That's how we build the union. 

The biggest challenge that we have in the field 01 state employees is the 
state of Indiana. There soon will be an election for 35,000 employees in 
that state. This represents a tremendous opportunity for the AFT, and it 
would be great for those workers. The governor Of the state issued an ex-
ecutive order. It's not an order for collective bargaining. All the employees 
have is the right to vote for a bargaining agent. That will be the exclusive 
agent, but there's no bargaining yet. We'll have to go to the legislature and 
get a law. 

We need help with this campaign. It's a whole state. We need volunteers. 
We're going to call you, we're going to ask for staff, we're going to ask 
for people, especially in nearby states, who can go in and spend some time 
there. Because this will never ever be done with only full-time AFT people. 
The state is too big, and the campaign is too important. 

Our state and local employees face problems similar to the ones educa-
tion faces with vouchers and tuition tax credits. They face constantly the 
threat of privatization. They face constant budget cuts and layoffs. And the 
answer is the same: Just as we're working as school employees on jm~ 
proving and restructuring schools, our state and local employees are tak-
ing the position that the best defense and the best way to get the public 
on your side is to talk publicly about what the shortcomings of state serv-
ices are and to provide our own answers and plans about how to improve 
things. 

Now, times have changed, because I used to stand up here and talk 
almost exclusively to teachers. And you can see from this talk that we have 
become a different kind of union. Yes, we are a teachers' union, but we 
also are a union of higher education and health care professionals, 
paraprofessionals and other school workers, state employees and, in some 
cases, local and city employees. So we've begun the process of thinking 
about how we organize ourselves internally to make the greatest use of 
the diversity that we have while maintaining a sense of unity in the organi-
zation so that we don't go off in different directions. 

Two years ago, you voted to create separate divisions for each of our 
groups, and this was a very important and a very good step. This year we 
move a little bit further in that we will devote a period of time for each group 
to have a separate meeting where members can deal with problems that 
affect only their own group. This gives us the opportunity to have general 
sessions where we all deal with issues together, and it gives us the chance 
to meet separately. And we need to look at this approach each couple of 
years to see whether it needs to be expanded or modified in some way. 

We're all together on some things. We want to elect a president of the 
United States whom we can work with. We want to make sure that we've 
got world-class institutions so that we can face international competition. 
We want to make sure that we have adequate financial support for all of 
the services that we deliver, which really define the quality of people's lives. 
All these things we're together on. 

But there are some things that are technical or special that a group will 
want to work on alone, And in each and every one of our groups the idea 
is the same: nobody has a better idea of how to fix what is wrong with each 
of our institutions than the people who work in those institutions. As a mat-
ter of fact, a lot of what's wrong with them right now is because somebody 
far away, somebody high up, really knows it aU and understands it all, and 
that we don't: we're just there to carry out and follow somebody else's ord-
ers. John Dewey had something to say about that during the foundation 
of the union, as well. 

It's rather interesting that those countries in the world that stood for that 
idea - that somebody up on top has all the brains, and all you have to 
do is get the people down there to follow orders - are falling apart. I mean 
the authoritarian and totalitarian countries. That idea doesn't work, Because 
you can't get good ideas and you can't get commitment to fulfilling those 
ideas unless you involve all of the people who are working in the institu-
tion. And if you try to do it from the top, you're absolutely destined to fail. 

(Applause) 
While most of us are sitting in this room enjoying the rights of collective 

bargaining - and I don't know whether enjoying is the right word - we 
should remember our weaker members. But with all our suffering - budg~ 
et crunches, layoffs. other problems like those - just remember that there 
are brothers and sisters among us for whom collective bargaining is still 
far in the future. In their states, nobody is talking about it, at least not their 
governor or their legislature; only our members are, and they are still in 
a small minority. The dues that you pay this organization have gone to help 
bring about our overall membership growth. But it's also going to bring col· 
lective bargaining to those states that do not have it. 

There are other items on the agenda of this convention designed to 
change our operations on the basis of the new organization that we now 

are. For example, there's a constitutional amendment that will be before 
you to change the way in which people are represented at the convention. 
It used to be that people were represented on the basis of the amount of 
per capita divided by the total amount that you pay. And since those who 
are lower-paid workers pay less in the way of per capita. they were not 
represented on the basis of one person, one vote; it was sort of one dollar, 
one vote. I hope that we change that at this convention so there's not only 
representation but full representation. 

(Applause) 
Another exciting proposal that will be before us deals with the fact that. 

within the next ten years, 350,000 of our current members will retire, And 
they will live long in retiremel!t. (Applause) 

It would be a terrible shame for us just to say good-bye. thank you, 
Of course, we've had retiree membership in the past, but it's hard to ask 
people who are retired and who are no longer working in a schoo! to cons-
tantly write letters or to make phone calls. So we came up with a different 
idea. We said, "If you've been an AFT member aU these years, once you 
retire you can be a member without any cost for the rest of your life." 

(Applause) 
Now, of course, that does cost something, and so there is a piece of that 

per-capita increase that's going to pay for retirees. But the idea is that we 
all will be paying a few cents a month while we're members so that after 
we retire we'll still be in the organization. It's !ike Social Security. And, of 
course, it will add tremendously to our numbers, It will mean an additional 
300,000 to 350,000 with whom we can communicate, for whom we can pro-
vide some service, and who will be pOlitically active in their states and lo-
calities. It is extremely important. 

I would also like to mention the AFT's Futures Committee; you may have 
heard about it. The world is changing and our union is changing, and there 
are all sorts of questions to address. How do we help to prepare a new 
round of leadership? I mentioned two great people who are retiring. Within 
the next number of years, many more people who were there at the begin-
ning of collective bargaining, who led the first strikes. who led their unions 
into the AFT. who started things and worked them up to something really 
huge, will be retiring. 

How do we develop a successor generation? How do we modify the or· 
ganization to see to it that each of our constituency groups has the proper 
services and the proper types of representation? What role can we play 
to help build a strong labor movement in this country? We've been grow-
ing bigger and stronger, but the labor movement in general has not. Of 
course, other unions face those tough private employers I was talking about. 
But even if we were to build a union of one or two or three million. if the 
rest of the labor movement declined, we would not be in a particularly strong 
situation. The public would not favor us if private employees have aU aban-
doned unions and the only unionized employees left are in the public sec-
tor. The attacks have already started, 

So, our committee is working very hard, and we hope that in the next 
two years we'll come up with some proposals for modifying our union. our 
services, perhaps our structure and for changing education in the schools. 

Finally, I'd like to say something about our relations with the National 
Education Association, We still have some competition with them. and 
there's still a few places where they try to raid us, and there are a few where 
we feel that the teachers want us to represent them. So that hasn't totally 
ended, However, for almost 20 years nOw, since the early 1970s, we have 
worked for the idea that there ought to be one united teacher union in this 
country 

(Applause) 
One time in the early 70s, we thought that maybe merger would hap-

pen, but it didn't. Instead, the war heated up and lots of differences emerged: 
differences over the AFL-CIO, over where we should go in education. and 
a lot of other differences. 

I'm happy to report that over the last year our relationship with the NEA 
have become significantly better. As she was leaving office, I had a num-
ber of meetings with outgoing President Mary Futrell; we were able to ex-
change some ideas and concerns. She's still working on the international 
scene with the NEA and on the National Board for Professional Teaching 
Standards, and we've had a much more cooperative relationship, I've also 
had several meetings with Keith Geiger, who was elected last year. We've 
had two very good meetings. 

This is not an indication that there's a piece of paper in my pocket that 
we're about to sign; that isn't so, But we are thinking and talking about 
ways in which we can cooperate more to bring the two organizations closer 
together. If that happens, that may lead to other things. 

We have cooperated on a number of pieces of legislation this year, and 
we've cooperated in a few other areas. But that is a changing scene And 
I hope that, when we meet two years from now, there will be a positive report 
about a bunch of things that we've done that will bring us closer together 

I want to reflect over the last couple of years, years that have beer> very 
exciting. r mentioned our growth, but there were outside events. as well 
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There was the education summit. and I'll have more to say about that. I've 
been working on the President's Advisory Committee on Education, and 
Ihat will have some important things to do. 

This also was a period in which a school system in this country, in Chel· 
sea, Massachusetts, was turned over to a private concern, and we're still 
in the middle of that. It was a two-year period during which the schools 
of one of our largest cities, Chicago, engaged in a very radical type of de-
Centralization, the creation of parent-majority school boards in each school. 
This poses a new challenge and new work for our union there, and it's a 
model that's being looked at elsewhere. 

Milwaukee: quite bad news. The state legislature passed a voucher bill 
that will permit students to go to nonpubHc schools at public expense. I'll 
have a little mare to say about that, 100. 

Over the las! two years, we also began a new process of assessing stu-
dents, For the first time in our history, the National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress actually assessed students on a state-by-state basis that 
will permit reporting results on a stale-by-state basis; I think about 40 states 
participated. But when the next batch of results come out, for the first time 
we'll get a picture of how similar or how different states are in terms of stu-
dent performance. 

Chapter One: There have been some changes in terms of concentration 
f<;lr areas of need and greater flexibility in the use of money. But in the ear-
ly childhood bill we face a major problem. Here's a major piece of legisla-
tion, but in it is a specific provision that would allow not only religious 
institutions to be used as sites for early childhood programs - we have 
no problem with that - but the money to be used specifically for religious 
purposes. The institution can require that only teachers of their own religion 
be hired, that any teacher who disagrees with the tenets of that particular 
faith be fired, and that students be restricted on the baSis of their religious 
views, It will be possible to support religious instruction with public funds. 
Directly stated, that is a major challenge we have. 

Kansas City: The federal judge came down with a landmark deCision. 
The decision was that when a federal judge orders a school district to 
desegregate, the federal judge can also order that district to spend the 
money that's necessary to make desegregation work, And the Supreme 
Court of the United State. upheld that. 

Now, you have gotten some filers here about the tragic situation in Boston 
concerning whether to preserve seniority or affirmative action. I suggest 
that, instead of picketers or demonstrators or leafleters being outside this 
convention, that they ought to be in front of Judge Garrity's headquarters. 
Because instead of ordering that one group or another group of teachers 
be dismissed, he ought to be ordering the city to put up the money to avoid 
this type of confrontation, 

(Applause) 
Over this two-year period, I had tne great privilege of meeting with some 

quite amazing and wonderful human beings. I met with Andre Sakharov 
at AFL-ClO headquarters and spent a few hours discussing things that were 
happening in Eastern Europe and especially in the Soviet Union and get-
ting his wise advice about what the American labor movement could do 
to help, 

Just two weeks ago, 1 had the privilege of meeting in that same room 
with Nelson Mandela, a meeting that was broadcast by satellite through~ 
out the world, a meeting at which Nelson Mandela recognized that the AFL-
CIO's commitment to ending apartheid didn't begin last year or two years 
ago or five years ago. It began in the 1950s. We were one of the first or~ 
ganizations in the United States of America to enter into that campaign, 
decades ago, not yesterday, 

(Applause) 
And there was an exciting event at the time of the AFL-CIO convention 

when, as chairman of the International Affairs Committee of the AFL-CIO, 
! had the privilege of spending several days with Lech Walesa and his as-
sociates, They not only came to the AFL-CIO convention but they also were 
greeted at the White House and in the halls of Congress, 

And I had the privilege just a year ago of visiting a totally different type 
of school. It's a medical school, and there are five of them around the world. 
It's something that ought to make us think a little bit about education. This 
is a medical school in which students do not go to class, Instead, seven 
or so students work as a team, and they constantly meet simulated patients. 
The students spend their time figuring out what's wrong with the patients 
and how to cure them, That's their entire medical education, solving 
problems, These schools - they include Harvard, McMasters in Hamilton, 
Ontario, which is the school that we went to, one in Beersheba, Israel, one 
in Holland, and more- are some of the finest medical schools in the world, 
You will be hearing more about this, because they give us some idea as 
to how teachers and principals might be educated in the future. and they 
give us some ideas as to how high school students might be educated in 
a totally different way, 

During this two-year period of time, we also had our San Francisco vic-

tory and San Francisco merger with the local NEA. 
(Applause) 
We have also seen the creation and forward movement of the National 

Board for Professional Teaching Standards, an idea that we first proposed. 
The idea was that it shouldn't be some private company or some state that 
figures out how to recognize teacher professionalism; it should be a na-
tional professional board that is dominated by teachers and not by outsiders. 

(Applause), 
We've seen statewide strikes in West Virginia, Oklahoma, and elsewhere. 

We've seen a very comprehensive educational plan in Kentucky, which in-
cludes the creation of centers that will take care of the many problems of 
children in povertyand give aSsistance to schools. It also legislates school-
based management and shared decision making, programs of incentives, 
and totally new ways of assessing kids. There are some things wrong with 
it, but it is the most comprehensive and interesting statewide reform plan 
in the country. 

We had with us at out last convention Osvaldo Verdugo, He then didn't 
know whether he could get here because the government in Chile didn't 
want him to leave, Since then, Mr. Pinochet has been ousted, and we had 
dozens of observers from the American Federation of Teachers helping 
down there to make sure that the people had a free and democratic vote. 

(Applause) 
We can also be proud that we have had contacts with and educational 

programs in Hungary and in Poland. There will be two of those this sum-
mer, with AFT staff members and local leaders and volunteers going both 
to Hungary and Poland. There also will be teachers there, as there are here, 
from Bulgaria and Romania and Czechoslovakia and Lithuania and Yugos-
lavia, Basically, they want several things. They want to know how unions 
operate, how you function here in political action, how you organize, how 
you communicate, the relationship between a national and a local organi-
zation, and other such things. And they also want to know what kinds of 
materials we have for teaching democracy in the schools. This is very ex-
Citing, and we can be very proud of our role. 

We recently had a committee of officers visiting South Africa with the 
goal of helping the black teacher trade unionists there end apartheid, And 
we had a group of people in Nicaragua during the elections there. 

So it has been a very, very exciting time, two years filled with all sorts 
of things. Some of them, like Milwaukee and like the religious provisions 
of the child care bill, were and are tough challenges, And some of them 
have been great opportunities, 

I have some remarks on education, but if I went on now my speech would 
become very Castro like in length, and I'm tired and you are. I wHi have 
an opportunity to speak about education issues on Wednesday at 2: 15 p. m. 

I want to thank you for your tremendous support over these two years. 
We in the AFT have really carved out a special role in this country, 

ADDRESS 
PRESIDENT ALBERT SHANKER 

I'm standing here this afternoon to ask for your help. To some, it may 
seem strange. I know that there are lots of articles that talk about me as 
being a powerful person or that talk about the organization as being powerful. 
I have traveled across the country urging certain reforms, and our organi-
zation has adopted many resolutions and positions. Yet, the fact that I talk 
about these things or urge that we adopt resolutions doesn't necessarily 
make anything happen. 

Some critics are starting to say that, while the organization has the right 
positions and "m saying the right things, not that much is happening. Now. 
of course, I don't have the power, and I shouldn't have the power, to tell 
local unions what to do, and neither does the AFT, and we don't seek that. 
We do have the power to persuade, to plead, to offer leadership, to argue. 
And, of course, the only real test of leadership is whether anybody follows. 
So I want to reach out today, and I want to ask you to do a number of things 
to make things happen. 

Let's look over the last seven years. There have been lots of reports. 
And largely as a result of things that we have done - I should say that 
you have done and that we have publicized and assisted - we've gotten 
a good deal of support from the business community, There's been a good 
deal of money spent on education over the last seven years. I know. not 
everywhere, but overall, a lot more money, more than double the rate of 
inflation. Of COurse, all it did was enable us to catch up to where we were 
in 1972 and go a little bit beyond that. 

But now good times seem to be ending. There's a budget crisis in loIs 
of places. The New York City delegation is sitting here with a huge budget 
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deficit back in New York and wondering what negotiations are going to be 
like, wondering whether there may have to be layoffs again. 

You heard during the debate that Connecticut is facing severe problems. 
Massachusetts certainly is, and Boston is just one example. The whole state 
is in a terrible fiscal situation. 

I've been to southern states, and it's the same kind of thing. We've seen 
statewide strikes. Chicago has recently discovered a tremendous budget 
deficit. I was down in Florida a few weeks ago with Pat Tornillo, and our 
people were in the middle of a tremendous budget fight with the governor, 
one that, unfortunately, the governor won. I'm sure I've left many places 
out. The good times cannot last. They were with us for a time, thank God, 
but we can't count on their lasting. 

Once again, we've got to ask ourselves if we are just going to settle for 
a few gains a few years, then go down again, then go right back to where 
we were before, and back and forth, like being on a treadmill. 

Well, since the last convention, there was a national summit on educa· 
tion. I know most teachers and maybe most of us here kind of shrugged 
it off and said, "Well, it doesn't make any difference. It won't have any ef· 
fect on us. We've seen this kind of thing before." I can understand that 
attitude, but it's wrong. The summit started something. The governors and 
the president met a second time to issue national education goals. The 
governors are continuing to meet in order to make the process work. I mean 
aU of them. I'll be in Mobile in a few weeks where the governors are having 
still another session. 

The Business RoundTable, a major business organization, has enlisted 
200 executives of the top corporations to meet regularly with the gover· 
nors of the states in which they do business to make sure that the agenda 
of the education summit is moved ahead. 

Other parts of the world are concerned about our educational perfor-
mance. I don't know if you noticed it, but the other day the United States 
and Japan entered into a trade agreement. These two countries had been 
talking for a couple of years about structural barriers to trade. Among them 
was our complaint, because Japan doesn't have a certain type of depart-
ment store, we can't go over there and sell all sorts of materials to one 
vendor. We complained about aU sorts of ways in which they inspect our 
products and make it difficult for them to get in. And we said, "Look, these 
are really a way at stopping us from selling stuff to your people." They said, 
"Okay. there are some things that we do that are no good; we'll recognize 
that. But there are some things that you do that you have to change if you 
want to trade with Japan." If you saw the papers the other day, one of the 
things the Japanese government put on the table was that we do not do 
enough for education in the United States. and that's why we have a lot 
of poor products. We're not investing in education. 

(Applause) 
And the United States actually is involved now in signing a trade treaty 

with Japan in which we commit ourselves to improving American educa-
tion. Essentially, each country is telling the other one what to do to shape 
up. And education has become part of this, That's very fascinating. 

What is the education summit structure like? Where do we go from there? 
What's going to happen? 

The first thing the governors and president did was to come up with some 
goals. Now, you may say, "Well, that's just words." But think about this: 
One or two or five years ago if any president had said we're going to have 
national goals in education, he would have been considered out of his mind, 
"Education is states' rights, it's local rights: keep the federal government 
out of it, get the government off your back. We don't want the federal govern-
ment doing this," is more likly something the president would have said. 

To have a Republican president, in a period of time that's fairly conser· 
vative, say that we are going to have goals that over·arch all of our states 
is a very radical act, and it's the first time it has happened in the entire 
history of the United States. That in itself is very important. 

I don't necessarily think that the goals they adopted are particu!arly great. 
For instance, the goal that says we're going to be first in the world in math 
and science by the year 2000 is pretty unrealistic. When John Kennedy 
said that within the next few years we're gOing to reach the moon, they 
were already polishing up the equipment. If George Washington had said 
in the next few years we're going to reach the moon, that would have been 
a different kind of statement, and we wouldn't have believed him. And the 
math and science goal is that kind of statement. 

But what we have to realize about goals is that every couple of years 
they'll sit down and say, "That wasn't so smart," and they will change them. 
We will now be a nation with national goals in education, and we'll keep 
changing them and improving them. 

The second thing that they're now working on is the question of know-
ing whether you're meeting the goals. How do you know whether you're 
succeeding? It Is the old question of assessment. And this is important to 
us because we have been making a lot of noise over the years about the 
negative effect of the overemphasis on standardized tests. I'm not saying 
that standardized tests are never any good or should never be used. I'm 

against the overemphasis, against our having to spend so much time get-
ting kids to figure out choice A.8,C or 0 instead of reading or writing or 
dOing things that are worthwhile. 

Now we're going to get an assessment that will be different. It wiU give 
us information, and it's going to tell us and the public what's really hap-
pening. So that's an important difference. 

Then there's a third thing that the president and the governors are com-
mitted to. If you have goals and if you figure out how to measure whether 
you're getting there, the next thing, they say, is you have to get rid of a 
lot of state, local and federal regulations so as to aI/ow people in the schools 
to try different ways of reaching those goals. You know these regulations: 
12 minutes for this, 22 for that, use this book, use that for something else. 
And so you will see very soon in state after state, a tremendous amount 
of attention directed at eliminating and reducing these restrictions, and many 
of them will be lifted. 

(Applause) 
Finally, they're committed to a system of accountability. And that is be-

cause jf we're going to let people in the schools exercise their own judg-
ment as to what ought to be done, then there needs to be something that 
says that those who succeed are treated one way, and those who have 
tried, made a good effort, treated another way, and those who constantly 
fail and are always wrong, treated another way. So there is discussion of 
accountability. 

No, this summit and the goals are not just public relations: they are not 
just "read my lips"; they are not just bully pulpit. There is something there. 
They can be used as a whip. They can be used to say, "The public schools 
are never going to change; they're not going to reach these goals; they're 
too bureaucratic; they're too inflexible, we have to change things." That's 
what Mr. Chubb and Mr. Moe say. Remember those names: They just came 
out with a book that essentially says the public schools are too bureal-crat-
IC and too rigid, and we've got to have a voucher system. So we have to 
be very careful because the whole voucher movement has been given new 
life. Or it could be that the goals become a powerful tool for us. We could 
say, "Sure, we're going to try to reach those goals, but you've got to help 
us. You've got to provide Head Start for every single kid who needs Head 
Start. You've got to provide services for pregnant women so they give birth 
to healthy babies and not babies who enter the world neurologically 
damaged." 

(Applause) 
"You've got to provide full service centers, and you've got to prOVide 

staff and other types of training." We can use these things, and the gover-
nors actually are saying exactly that. There will be an increase in Head 
Start this year, largely because the governors and we and other grol..ps 
pressed the president of the United States. We said, "These goals don't 
mean anything unless every kid comes to schoo! ready to learn. And If you 
really mean that, start putting some money into Head Start and programs 
of this sort." 

How this works out is going to depend on what we do.! told you the good 
news about the assessment. I think there will be new and much better 
methods of assessing, But, in some ways, there will be negatives I don', 
mean we should be against new assessments. But the testing system we've 
got now doesn't give anybody any information. When you give tests and 
your school district says 58 percent of the kids are above average. what 
does that mean? If you're above average in height in a nation of pyg("'lles 
you're not very tall. 

(Laughter) 
So being above average doesn't mean anything unless you know what 

the average is. So all these tests we give and all this time and money we 
spend don't teU us anything. 

But now you are going to have an assessment that is not just gOIl"g :0 
tell us national averages. It will be state by state, and it will probably be 
school by school, and it may even be individual by individual. so lila! 
leachers and parents and bUSiness people and governors and other pea· 
pie are going to know how many kids are able to write a letter, how f'T'Iary 
kids are able to read this type of newspaper orthls type of book. And .... 9 
will for the first time have a lot of bad news out there that people will ~", 
derstand, 
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Now, I'm often criticized for saying these things. j've been traveling !!"e 
country and talking not only to many of you in your meetings but also 10 
many business people and others. And, often, many members and 01..( iead· 
ers and other people come up to me and they wonder - and I unders! and 
why they do - "Why should you, AI, be saying these things? If yOl. gc 
around saying how bad things are in the schools, don't you think that Ihere s 
going to be a loss of confidence? Don't you think some teachers will :" ro.. 

this is teacher bashing? If you talk about how poorly the schOOlS are jo· 
ing, doesn't that mean that the teaChers are doing a bad job?" 

Well, I look at it a little differently. First of all, I think that if you get a 'ee ",. 
talion for telling the truth, even if the news is bad, other people de·.~ ·~o 
confidence in you. For example, some of you weren't around or we'e . x 



young to remember, but during the first part of World War II. Hitler was 
winning, and the news was all pretty bad. The British Broadcasting Corpo~ 
ration every night broadcast the news around the world, saying "Today, 
the Germans killed 5,000 British soldiers; today they sunk three of our ships; 
yesterday they sunk two of our submarines." People thought that the Brit~ 
ish were crazy. Why were they broadcasting all over the world that their 
own ships were being sunk and their own submarines and their own soldi-
ers were being killed? 

Well, the BBC knew what it was doing, because when we started win-
ning the war and the British broadcast that they advanced 20 miles and 
got so many German airplanes and so many German tanks, people be-
lieved them. Because the British told the truth when they were losing, peo-
ple beHeved them when they were winning. I think we need to adopt precisely 
the same philosophy. Would the public have more confidence in doctors 
if doctors went around saying that the AIDS crisis isn't really serious? Would 
we have more confidence in the police if they said crime is really exagger-
ated, don't worry about it? 

We can gain the public's faith and confidence as teachers and as an 
organization if we are the first to bring them the news, whether it's good 
or bad, And the news has to be the truth. And if we tell them the truth now 
that things are bad, when we see and say that things really are improving, 
they'll know that it's not just public relations. They'll say, "When things 
were bad, the AFT and AI Shanker told us they were. They said that the 
kids couldn't read and couldn't write and couldn'! do mathematics. And 
now when they come and they say it's improving, we belleve them because 
they told the truth when things were bad," We need to see that. I know 
it's tough, but we need to explain that to our members. 

I'm especially bothered when the question is raised, "Doesn't this reflect 
badly on teachers? Isn't this teacher bashing? Teachers work hard. They 
don't get very much money, and the last thing they need on top of all that 
is to be dumped on all the time," 

Well. it isn't the teachers. There's a lot of evidence as to what's wrong 
in education. There's a plant in California called the NUUMI plant. It's a 
joint Toyota-General Motors operation, I believe. And it used to be a lousy 
plant that almost closed until Japanese management came in. The wor-
kers were blamed for the plant's troubles. But Japanese management came 
in with exactly the same workers, the same United Automobile Workers 
members, and with a different way of organizing things and a different kind 
of management team and style, those workers started turning out some 
of the best cars in America, 

It wasn't that the workers were no good; it was that the plant had a lousy 
management and production system before that. The same workers, if the 
system changes, can produce great work, and if the system is lousy, they 
produce lousy work. And precisely the same thing is true of schoo!s, It isn't 
the teachers. 

So I need your help - and ,'m going to ask you for it a number of times, 
I need help, and the AFT needs help. We need to get teachers, starting 
with all of us in this room, to talk honestly to each other and with the public 
about the seriousness of the problem, We shouldn't act like public rela~ 
lions people out there with a big smile, saying everything is fine when every~ 
thing is not fine. We ought to look at the facts; we ought to look at the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress; we ought to look at the var-
ious international comparisons, We ought to look at many things because 
we ought to be knowledgeable, And in each and every one of our commu-
nities, we shouldn't make believe that nothing is wrong, and we shouldn't 
be the last ones to agree that something is bad, We should be the first. 

The public will know it sooner or later. But if we're the first to tell them, 
we'll be dOing the right thing - which I think is the most important - and 
we'll also be in a much better position. 

Now, how bad are things? I talked about that in detail in my speech last 
year at QuEST and the year before that at the convention. But we aU know 
something about human beings, whether they're children or adults. You're 
not going to change things very quickly. Change will come slowly. There-
fore, anybody who thinks that you can turn things around in a short period 
of time is just kidding, But in order to pursue change, you first have to know 
and believe the facts. And the facts are still hard to believe. 

Only 3 to 6 percent of the kids who graduate from high school in this 
country are really able to meet world-class, college~level standards. Three 
to 6"percenl are able to write a good essay, a good letter, able 10 read some--
thing that's fairly difficutt, or solve a mathematical or a scientific problem 
- only three to six percent. 

Even if you accept being able to produce a one~ or two- paragraph letter 
applying for a job, something that can have some mistakes in it, you'U find 
that only 20 percent of our 17-year-old high school students are able to 
do that. 

Ninety-five percent of the kids who graduate high schoo! in Japan do as 
well in math as our top 5 percent of students do in math. South Korea comes 
out on top in international comparisons of mathematics and SCience per-
formance. The United States comes out on the bottom. But when Korean 

kids were asked how well they think they do in malh and science, they said, 
"We don't think we do so well." When the American kids were asked how 
weI! they thought they did in math and science, they said, "We think we're 
great." 

(Laughter) 
If you ask the American public what it thinks of education in America, 

they answer it's bad. That's because they've been reading the newspapers. 
But when you ask, "How do you like the school your kid goes to?" most 
of them say, "I think it's great." 

Why do they say it's great? Because 55 to 60 percent of the kids are 
gOing on to college. "If my kids are going 10 college, the school must be 
good; my kid must be getting a good education, right?" 

Wrong. I'd say ninety·five percent of the kids who go on to cofJege in 
the United States would not be admitted to a college anywhere else in the 
world. The reason so many kids go to college is that our colleges all have 
different standards. It also means that, since only 3, 4, 5 or 6 percent of 
our kids could meet college standards elsewhere in the world, we're bound 
to have a shortage of teachers in this country who can themselves read, 
write, do mathematics and science at a rea! college level. !n other words, 
if only 3 to 6 percent of these kids really can handle college-level stuff in 
these fields, and yet 23 percent of college graduates have to become 
teachers to meet the demand, and from that 3 to 6 percent you also need 
doctors, dentists, nurses, lawyers, people working for government, and so 
forth, then there's bound to be a shortage of qualified teachers, There's 
absolutely no question that as long as low standards prevail in elementary 
and secondary schools there will be a continuing and increasing criSiS in 
terms of getting not only the number of teachers we need, but also the quality 
we need. 

These are the unfortunate things that the new assessments will proba-
bly show. And so there's a second area in which! need your help. Most 
of our members, maybe most of the people in this room, maybe most Ameri-
cans don't believe this, We probably think, "This really doesn't describe 
my school, so it must be schools in that big city down the road. Sure. we 
understand why they have those problems: They've got aU those kids in 
poverty, there's discrimination and racism and everything else. We under· 
stand why that's happening there, but that isn't my community." So here's 
how you can help show whether the problem is in your community. First, 
study the national figures. Second, figure out a way of assessing your Own 
17·year-olds who are still in school. See how many of them can write a really 
good essay or a good letter. Give them an editorial in a fairly difficult 
newspaper and see whether they can read and analyze it. Give them a two· 
step mathematical problem, not anything very complicated, but something 
where they have to read and do some thinking about whether to add, sub-
tract, multiply or divide and whether to do so more than just once, 

Don't just do it for the public, Do it for your own members and for your-
sell, Because you are not going to change things - nobody is - unless 
you really believe that things are bad. It's going to be hard. But we're not 
the only ones in that situation, After aU, these are much harder times for 
police. They are dOing a much more dangerous job, and yet crime keeps 
going up. We're producing better automobiles in the United States than 
we ever produced before; we did finally wake up. But we keep !osing on 
percentage of sales. Why? 

Because people have lost confidence in American cars. One of the in-
teresting things about that factory in California is that it turned oul two cars 
that were the same. One was a Chevy and ons was called a Toyota. They 
were the same, But everybody in the United States was buying the Toyo-
ta, even though it was the same car as the Chevy, because they were con-
fident Japanese products were of high quality and American products were 
of low quality, Even when you turn things around, you have the problem 
of re-establishing a reputation, 

Of course, there's another reason why it's hard, and that is because there 
are so many conditions beyond our control. Not everything that determines 
whether a child becomes educated is under our control. But still, it's our 
job to recognize the problem, to tell the truth to ourselves and to the pub· 
lic, and to do everything that we can within the power of schools to change 
and to make things better. 
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What are some of these outside factors? One of them, and the most solid 
one, is poverty, If there's anything that we know in education, if there's 
anything that anybody who's ever done any educational research agrees 
on, it is that success in education and income - money, socioeconomic 
status, whatever you want to call it - are correlated perfectly. That is. if 
you're down and out and real poor, statistically your scores are going to 
be a lot lower, If you're not down and out but pretty bad off, they're going 
to be higher, If you test all the rich folks and their kids, on average their 
scores are going to be very, very high. 

Income makes a difference. It has a lot to do with health and with the 
things you can do for children when they're young to protect them from 
the kind of life that you saw depicted on the screen the other day Yes. 
you can rescue desperate, neglected, poor kids, but it's difficult 
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What has been happening with income in the United States? In 1972, 
individual earning power was greater than it is today. The reason most fa~ 
milies don't feel the pinch so much is that, today, two people are working. 
But they're not doing a heck of a lot better than when only one person used 
to work back then. 

In 1972, somebody could go into the job market and expect to buy a house 
and pay 16 percent of his salary on his mortgage. Today, a new entrant 
into the work force who wants to buy a house will probably be spending 
40 percent of whatever he earns on a mortgage. 

The average U.S. manufacturing worker is making a thousand dollars 
more a year now than in 1972. When you take added taxes into account, 
he's making less. The average German worker has increased his salary 
by $7,500 in that same period. The average Japanese worker has increased 
his salary by $5,000 in that same period, We've got an economy that's stand-
ing still. As a matter of fact, it's going downward, 

You heard the facts: 25 percent of our kids are in poverty. And almost 
that same percentage, 24 V2 percent, of all the kids born in the United States 
last year were born out of wedlock. In 1952 it was 2 112 percent. Last year 
it was 24 112 percent, one million out of four million kids. 

What does that mean? These kids were born mostly to mothers who were 
11,12,13,14,15 and 16 years of age. They were born, many of them, 
to mothers who did not have adequate nutrition. Many of their mothers were 
on alcohol, on drugs, and most of them were depressed and somewhat 
emotionally disturbed. Four hundred thousand of those youngsters were 
born neurologically damaged as a result of alcohol or drugs. They will never 
function normally. 

Every other country in the world has early childhood programs. Every 
other country in the world has all sorts of family support programs, child 
care, and so forth. And here I'd !ike to talk about President Bush's veto 
the other day Of the family medical leave act. In most other countries, if 
you've got to take leave to care for your family, the government requires 
the employer to pay you while you're out. But the bill the president vetoed 
was about unpaid leave. 

(Applause) 
Just to give a human picture of what that means, here is a paragraph 

from the newspaper about the impact of President Bush's veto. The Den~ 
ver Post says, "Somewhere in the U.S. today there may be a man who 
spends his days at work while his cancer~stricken wife slowly dies alone 
in the hospUal.1f he stays by her side instead of coming tothe factory, he'll 
lose his job. And if he loses his job, he can't feed his children, So, she dies 
in solitude while he toils in despair. 

"And somewhere there may be a woman who has lost her job for the 
crime of getting the flu. A few weeks ago she used up aU her own sick leave 
to care for her seriously ill child, When later she herself became sick, her 
employer fired her for being absent. The family leave measure would 
eliminate such desperate situations, But Bush obviously believes Ameri· 
cans should have to endure such personal heartache for the privilege of 
earning a paycheck, Is this his idea of a kinder, gentler nation?" 

(Applause) 
The headline on this veto the other day in the Boston newspaper was 

that the president showed ignorance and indifference. That's pretty close 
to ignorance. and apathy. 

(Applause) 
Some teacher asked a student which is worse, ignorance or apathy. The 

student answered, "I don't know, and I don't care." 
(Laughter) 
We can be very proud of what we've done, We welcomed reform. We 

proposed charter schools, which would mean that lik&-minded teachers who 
agreed on the kind of program they wanted could get together to run one, 
That's really the origin of the idea of school-based management and shared 
decision making. And two years ago, we unanimously adopted the report 
of the AFT's Committee on the Future of Education, "The Revolution that's 
Overdue," which called for wholesale restructuring, If you haven't re~d that. 
you should go back and read it. There are a tremendous number of very 
good ideas there, which, unfortunately, have not been picked up by 
management. 

We've urged our locals and our members to loosen up, to get ready for 
the deregulation that is part of the summit. But I'm very disappointed be-
cause we've been out there alone pushing for reform and, unfortunately, 
we don't really have any eager partners. And we can't do it alone because 
we don't manage the schools and we don't run them. 

Sometimes we're fortunate and have superintendents and school boards 
who will say okay. But I don't sense very much enthusiasm out there on 
the part of school management. I don't hear many of them saying, "You 
guys and your union have come up with some pretty good ideas. We never 
thought we would hear a union say that. We want to be partners and help 
make this work and really do it together," 

You know we can't do these things without a certain amount of support. 
Take a look at what General Motors and the UAW have done. They have 

this new plant in Tennessee, the Saturn plant, which will start producing 
a new car this year, When they decided they wanted to produce a new au-
tomobile, they didn't tell the workers who were making Chevies to start mak-
ing some new car while they're still putting out the Chevies, that is, have 
two assembly lines next to each other. They actually gave workers some 
time off. They sent them to Sweden and to Japan and to Korea, and they 
allowed them to look at different systems of designing cars and managing 
a work force. They put a lot of money into it, a lot of planning, a lot of retrain-
ing of workers, and other changes. They invested in it. 

There's no way in which we're going to radically transform schools un-
less a school district agrees to put up some resources. You can't run the 
current school system and create a brand new one at exactly the same time. 

(Applause) 
I also think that when both sides get into reform, we're a lillie bit too cau~ 

tious. As I look at many of the agreements across the country, I find the 
school board says, "If the principal wants to do something, he's got to ask 
somebody upstairs. And if the teachers in the school want to do something, 
they've got to get waivers from the union." It's almost as though we think 
that if all the faculty of a school were given the freedom to do what they 
want, they'd destroy the school system and the contract all at once; the 
next day they would do things that are so radical it's unbellevable. Well. 
do you really believe that? I don't. 

People - all people, not just teachers and principals - are. preny con-
servative. They like to do what they did before. 

They're cautious. The more obstacles we put in the way, the less people 
will change, If we tell some teachers in a schoo! who have a really good 
idea that they can't move ahead until they get permission, send in an ap-
plication, and try to convince somebody, some teachers will do that, but 
a lot of them will get discouraged. It's hard enough to get people to change, 
and the more obstacles we put in the way, the more difficult we make the 
enterprise. 

So, here is another way that you can help. Try to make the changes the 
teachers want to make at the school !evel as easy as possible. Take away 
obstacles. Urge the superintendent and the school board to do the same 
thing. 

One more thing that you can do - and this is a very powerful one -
is develop model schools. You know, talking about new ways of teaching 
kids does not appeal to many people. Most people in the United States 
are not very attracted to ideas. They want to know, "Where is it? Where 
can I see it? Where can I touch it? Show it to me." And if you can't show 
it to them, they don't believe it. 

So, we very much need schools that are fully restructured. Now, I know 
that all across the country, and with great effort and difficulty, you have 
been putting into place peer review, or cooperative learning, or satellite 
schools, or experiments with technology, or some form of career ladder. 
If you go across this country, we find a tremendous list of all kinds of differ-
ent things that have been done. However, one piece of reform is in one 
place, another piece is in another place, a third piece is in a third place. 
We don't have any place where we can go and say, "This is a totally differ-
ent school, This is what we're talking about. It's not finished yet because 
we just put it into place, We're sure we made lots of mistakes, and we're 
flexible enough to change them as we learn from our mistakes. But here 
is something that parents and educators and the public can believe be· 
cause they can see it." 

And so I ask you to do this: I ask you to get the support of your own local 
and go to your superintendent and your school board and see if you can 
get one school- or if you're a really big district, maybe two. We have been 
pushing for systemwide change, and I don't want to stop that. But if you 
start with one or two schools, maybe we can give them resources. Maybe 
we can get staff some time in the summer or after school, time when they 
can look at other things and do the kind of planning that would cost too 
much if we tried to do it on a much, much larger scale. We need to get 
at least one school that has a tremendous number of reforms, and not just 
one or two, in a district. 

Of course, there's the whole business of money. I just alluded 10 it: You 
need money. But there's a chicken·and~ egg problem here: We're saying 
we can't make any changes unless we get money. But what we found in 
Dade County and in Rochester and a lot of other places is that it usually 
works the other way. If we start doing something that's exciting and daring 
and that the public does not expect us to do, we have a much better chance 
of hearing. "Since you're doing something that's so different and unex-
pected, now we're going to put up the money." 

So, we have to come up with these models. And if a school board doesn't 
have the money. let's go to a foundation. If it's one school, you can get 
some of that money from private and public sources and make it work. 

I have a warning about this one school: Let's not promise anybody any-
thing. One of the problems with reform, and one of the ways in which we 
educators kill ourselves, is that we always have some new idea and tell 
people this is sure to turn things around. Well,l've never met a doctor who 
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"Mrs. Williams came by her pro-choice educational views after years of 
trying to reform Milwaukee's crumbling public schools. A single parent and 
former welfare recipient, she watched her four children graduate from public 
schools while the system's budgets rose and the quality of education 
plummeted. 

"Starting in September, the plan will allow up to one thousand children 
from families with incomes of no more than 175 percent of the poverty lev~ 
el to attend private nonsectarian schools. For every child involved, the state 
will pay up to $2500 in tuition and subtract that money from the Milwaukee 
public schools budget. 'It really puzzles me that Mr. Grover would try to 
stop this,' says Faye M. Jackson, a Milwaukee single parent. 'He should 
be concerned about the city's children, and if he was, he would not be do~ 
ing this. It really doesn't make sense.' 

"But Brookings Institution scholar John Chubb says the teaching estab· 
lishment's opposition makes perfect senSe. If the Milwaukee ptan delivers 
better results for less than half the cost of public schools, it brings the idea 
of choice in education front and center, The Williams plan is a tactical end-
run around the public education monopoly's Maginot line, 

"William Carr, the acting administrator of the private Urban Day school 
and a former public school board member says, 'The rules mandated by 
Grover would turn schools like Urban Day into public schools and defeat 
the very purpose of the law. Tuition at Urban Day is $3,300 a year, but do~ 
nations allow poor parents to pay only $650 if they also do volunteer work. 
Urban Day says we have to deliver results or the parents will take their kids 
and go elsewhere next year.' 

"Polly Williams crafted her school choice plan and pushed it through the 
Wisconsin legislature with, the support of conservative Governor Tommy 
Thompson. 'White liberals didn't support us,' recails Mrs, Williams. who 
was twice the chair of Jesse Jackson's Wisconsin campaigns. 

"They care more for the education lobby than for the welfare of Milwau~ 
kee children. The public schools are basically just losing interest,' says Lon· 
zetta Davis, a single parent who wants to send her six~year-old daughter, 
Sabrina, to Urban Day. 'I refuse to put up with it. I know a specific place 
where Sabrina can get the education she deserves.' 

"The question is how long will the Wisconsin superintendent of public 
instruction and his reactionary allies stand in the schoolhouse door and 
block Sabrina's way," 

Powerful stuff. And notice how we are being made to look, We are the 
Governor Faubuses, like the racist governors standing in the way of kids 
getting the education that they deserve. 

Chubb and Moe have just written a book, What is important about it is 
that it is published by the Brookings Institution. The Brookings Institution 
is a liberal, Washington think tank. If this came out of the Heritage Foun~ 
dation or the right~t()o.work group or some other group like that, we could 
understand it. But it is the Brookings Institution, a liberal establishment 
group. 

And what does the bOOk call for7 It says, .. States would provide schools 
with tax-funded scholarships for every eligible student enrolled. Depend-
ing on the preference of parents and students, enrollees would be free to 
attend any state-accredited school, regardless of the school district." 

That includes religious schools, and it also includes any brand new school 
that's created. "Student scholarships would vary with edUcational needs 
of students, with disadvantaged receiving greater assistance. Schools would 
set their own tuition and make their own admissions decisions subject only 
to nondiscrimination laws based on whatever criteria they think relevant. 

"The application process would provide a fair shot of getting into schools 
that students want. Each school will be granted the sole authority to deter-
mine its own governing structure, and the state can no nothing to tell schools 
how they must be Internally organized or do their work." 

Well,l guarantee that this will be the book that is discussed all year and 
all across the country. It is a serious book. And its analysis of school 
bureaucracy is a good one, The california State Superintendent of Schools, 
8i11 Hoenig, answered Chubb and Moe, and I agree with him, He said the 
following: "The voucher approach risks creating elite academies for the 
few and second·rate schools for the many. It allows schools to exclude stu~ 
dents for virtually any reason, almost guaranteeing exacerbation of income 
and racial differences. Their plan violates the constitutional prohibition 
against aiding religious schools. Their plan opens the door to cult schools. 

"Public schools are the major institutions transmitting our democratic 
values. By prohibiting common standards, Chubb and Moe enshrine the 
rights of parents CNer the needs of children and society and encourage tribal· 
ism. Should we pay for schools that teach astrology or creationism instead 
of science? Should we inculcate racism? The lack of accountability and 
naivete of relying on the market to protect children are alarming. Deregu~ 
latlon produced the savings-and·loan crisis. And weak regulation en· 
couraged widespread fraud in scholarship-supported private trade schools, 

"The plan would be chaotic. Vast numbers of new schools would be creat· 
ed, yet most new enterprises fail. Many youngsters will suffer during the 
transition period, And finally, taxpayers will have to pay more because they 

will have to pick up the cost for all those who are now going to private 
schools." 

The book is out there. And, unless we act, we will get something along 
those lines. 

The reason that most members of the business community have not gone 
along with this so far is something we ought to congratulate ourselves for. 
Because of the positions that we in the AFT have taken, because we've 
said that we think things are bad and we want things to change, the busi~ 
ness community has been essentially saying, "let's not abandon public 
schools. Let's not move to publicly supported private education, Let's fix 
the schools we have instead of destroying them." We must maintain that 
position. 

(Applause) 
I need to deal with one other issue. and that's the idea of incentives, You 

see, that's what Chubb and Moe are saying, that the only way to get schools 
to really work for kids is for the teachers and principal in the school to know 
that, if they don't do their job, they're going to lose their customers and. 
therefore, their jobs. 

I think that that's a rotten way of dOing it, but I must say we are not going 
to win on the argument that we don't need incentives. 

The Russians can't feed their people because the farmer gets just as 
much money whether he pulls the potatoes out of the ground or not. All 
of Eastern Europe is suffering because people got paid whether they 
produced junk or good stuff. They got paid whether they produced a little 
or whether they produced a lot. 

There it is, there's an experiment, a big worldwide experiment that shows 
you've got to have incentives. Therefore, we have to consider them. All 
right. we don't like Chubb and Moe's incentives. What incentives will we 
deal with? What will be put in there to make teachers and the principal in 
a school seriously think about making changes because making changes 
will mean something? What will they get? How will those schools that do 
the best be recognized, be rewarded, be paid? And how will the schools 
that consistently fail and do a miserable job be treated? What happens to 
them? 

We will not convince the public that we're serious and we will not con-
vince the public that there will be real change unless we come up with some 
incentives that we can accept. j'm sure that if we think about it and talk 
about it, we can come up with some that will not do what Chubb and Moe's 
do. Because they don't recognize that you can entice kids into your school 
without having good education. Just find the right lollipops, and you'll get 
a lot of kids. 

We've got to find incentives, though. to establish credibility with the public. 
This is another one I need your help on, Start this discussion. The discus~ 
sian is, "All right, we don't like and want individual merit pay because it 
pits teacher against teacher. We don't want tuition tax credits because it 
will drain the public schools and move kids to private schools and destroy 
public education. We don't want this sort of a voucher plan because of all 
the problems it raises. 

"But what kind of system can we put into the public schools that will can· 
vince the public that schools will be doing the right thing because, if they 
don't, there's something bad that will happen, and if they do, something 
good will happen?" We need to Come to them with some sort of an answer 
or we will not be credible, 

(Applause) 
Finally, let me say this: A lot of you have asked me why is this the job 

of the union? Why don't we just negotiate for better salaries and working 
conditions and a grievance procedure? 

1 just gave you one answer. One answer is that if we don't do it, nobody 
else will, and the whole thing will go down the drain, It will be like when 
the Rubber Workers Union came to the tire industry and'said it ought to 
put in radial tires. The industry didn't listen, and the result is we don't have 
much of a Ure industry any more. We're really trying to save our industry. 

But there's another reason: We need to get higher salaries and better 
conditions and effective grievance procedures, but that alone isn't neces· 
sarity going to make most of our members happy, There are a lot of people 
who don't work in public schools because they find greater satisfaction in 
private schools, even though salaries are a lot lower and certain conditions 
are a lot poorer, Auto workers in many plants were well paid, but they hat· 
ed the work that they were doing and kind of sabotaged it on the line be-
cause they were being treated like parts of a machine. 
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So, how can we reorganize the work of a school in such a way that the 
school is better for kids, but it also satisfies the intrinsic desire of teachers 
to be able to reach kids and do an effective job with them? We wi!! never 
be able to do it so long as' we've got 25 or 30 students per class; so long 
as we're isolated in a classroom, so long as we're the only college gradu~ 
ates with no telephone and no office on the job; So long as we're loaded 
with nonteaching chores, lots of meetings that have nothing to do with the 
profession, lots of "snoopervislon" and supervision, extra paperwork, dis-
ciplinary problems, custodial care-

• 



(Applause) 
You can', get rid of any of these things without reaUy changing the sys-

tem. We can't just talk about improving the present system; we really need 
to talk about a totally different kind of division of labor. Sure, Our members 
wanted money and they still do. And sure, they want better working condi. 
tions, But when they talked about working conditions. they were really say-
ing, "Give me a place to work where I can get the satisfaction of seeing 
something good happen to the kids I'm working with. That's why I became 
a teacher." We don't have that now. 

That's the job. I can't do it. AFT resolutions can't do it. You can't do it 
alone. You can only do it if you've got the support atthe membership. The 
job that we have is to go back and tell the story of the dangers that we're 
facing and convince the members by the time we get back here two years 
from now - or I should say before we get back here two years from now. 
I would like to be able to take the president of the United States, the gover-
nors, the top businessmen to 20. 30, 40, 50, 60, 70 schools. I would like 
to show them schools that are totally different from the schools that we have 
today. And then I would like to say to them, "You're not going to get this 
in all the other schools unless you provide for some time and some money 
and training and technology and the ability of other teachers to visit and 
see this and to get committed." 

You can do it. You convinced the teachers to join the union, You can· 
vinced them to go on strike. You convinced them to engage in political ac-
tion. You can convince them to change the schools. Do it. 

(Standing OVation) 


