“Thank God for Mississippi!”  It didn’t take long for me to hear that refrain back in1979 during my first year of teaching in Lee County, Alabama.  Back then, Alabama was renowned for its austere funding for public education.  Mississippi kept Alabama schools systems from being dead last in pay and benefits for its employees and expenditure per pupil.  What did I know? I was a North Carolina transplant who just needed a job and was eager to teach math.

As a ‘Bama-bound graduate of NCSU, I was hired as a first year math teacher for the walloping sum of $8324, but the veteran teachers in the system weren’t much better off.  While it took just 8 years to reach the top of pay scale, the top was only $9324 per year.  The local pay structure dated all the way back to 1953.  It provided for seven $100 steps and a $300 jump after Year Three when a teacher went on continuing contract. 

I also joined Alabama Education Association that fall of 1979. Two years later I was on the newly created pay and benefits committee of my local affiliate.  Along side my workmate, friend, and newly elected Lee County AEA president Dennis Buckelew, we undertook the task to expand that pay scale in both step size and number of pay steps.  We were “upstarts.”  

Buck and I drafted our local’s proposal with help from our Uniserve Representative, Jan Davis.  The superintendent for the system was one Tennis C. Britton, but his friends just called him “T. C.” for short.  His wife was particularly good at calling him out:  “t. C.”, her voice rising as she said it.  His son was in my math class then, and he is still there now as the school’s Athletic Director.
We scheduled a meeting with Mr. Britton and the school board chairman, G. O. Long, to present our proposal for improving the pay scale.  Two statements by Mr. Britton still ring in my ears from our meeting to present the pay step proposal. 

In the outer office while we were waiting for Mr. Long to arrive, Britton said, “Let’s face it, Mr. Buckelew and Mr. Trogdon, after 3 or 4 years a teacher just isn’t going to get that much better at teachin’ to make them (sic) worth a whole lot more money than they’re already being paid.”
As we began our pitch, the superintendent explained to the chairman, “We have to listen to these fellows, but we don’t have to do anything.”  Alabama is a right-to-work state, so we had the right to consultation, but not much else.  However, the chairman and the superintendent took our proposal to their board.  They pared it down considerably, but managed to add five more $100 steps that stretched the scale from 8 years to 25 years.  It wasn’t a great victory, but it was a few “steps” in the right direction.
The fact is, Mr. Britton was right about their obligation and the obligation of all decision making bodies in “right to work” states:  they have to listen, but they don’t have to do anything.  Candidates for office may seek our endorsements at election time, ask for our help to win the day, pay homage to the importance of public education and the professionalism of educators, and even ask for our advice on key issues affecting teachers, students, and schools.
But at the end of the day, they only have to listen; they don’t have to do anything.
North Carolina joins 21 other southern and western states that have “right to work” policies. At the crux of “right to work” for educators is whether or not they have a union that can bargain on behalf of its members, or an organization that can merely represent its members through consultation. NC General Statute 95-78’s Declaration of Public Policy states:
The right to live includes the right to work. The exercise of the right to work must be protected and maintained free from undue restraints and coercion. It is hereby declared to be the public policy of North Carolina that the right of persons to work shall not be denied or abridged on account of membership or nonmembership in any labor union or labor organization or association. (Enacted March 18, 1947.)
Here are some recent examples of why we need more than a mere right to consult in dealing with the boards, commissions, legislatures, and elected officials that hold sway over the pay, benefits, working conditions, and policies under which we work. 
· Our WCPSS board chairman says that fears are premature in responding to the NAACP’s threat to take WCPSS to court as it has in Wayne County.  NAACP President Barber contends that the board’s assignment plans end busing to maintain economic diversity may lead to defacto resegregation.  (N&O, Sunday, January 10, 2010)  Should we as educators express “premature fear” about changes that lead to years of litigation between WCPSS and the NAACP or wait to express disappointment after actions cause the NAACP to file suit? 
· The new board has indicated that it intends to return WCPSS students to schools in the communities in which they live, but says it will not gut the magnet schools.  They promise that every student will get a quality instructional program and that the board will fund incentives to attract teachers to schools that are not in affluent neighborhoods.  How can the new board fund new incentives attract teachers to teach anywhere in the current fiscal environment?
· In years past, every time the County Commissioners made a substantial cut in the funding request from the WCPSS board, the administration talked about having to take away dental care or some other employee benefit so that the instructional program would not suffer as a result of the shortfall.  In good times, educators had to lobby for every gain in pay or benefits.  How will educators recoup their losses from the harsh times after the economy recovers?
· The Wake County Commission has told WCPSS it will be underfunded by $20 million shortfall for the coming school year.  However, the commission and the board are aligned more philosophically now than before about education issues, maybe even on how to handle fiscal shortfalls.  No question on this bullet, just try hold on to your teeth!

· A teacher in Charlotte (the other big system that has already ended busing for diversity) caused quite a ruckus when she posted a comment that she “worked in the most ghetto school in Charlotte-Mecklenburg.”  Was she disparaging her students in poor taste, or stating the consequences of CMS chosing proximity over diversity school assignment plan?

· The chairman for the Wake County Commission went on record recently charging that our school system intentionally prevents middle school students, particularly minority students, from taking Algebra I so that the system can keep its performance scores above those of other systems.  The accusation has sent ripples throughout the system with the potential for finger-pointing.  Who will protect educators, particularly non-members, whose actions and motives are called to question?
· The NCDPI and SBOE are moving ahead with implementing the Curriculum for the 21st Century by moving public schools to teach an integrated mathematics curriculum beginning in 2011-12 and ending traditional courses of Algebra I, Geometry, and Algebra II.  Math A, B, and C are the new courses in town.  The head of DPI’s mathematics section who spearheaded the changes has taken a job in another state.  The state legislature delayed adoption of new textbooks to support the curriculum changes to save money.  At the same time, the WCPSS board voted to end Wake Wednesday as a means of providing time for collaborative planning in June, 2010.  Can you find a high school math teacher who does not have grave concerns about implementing the new curriculum?
· The NC Legislature has moved to take a variety of budget cuts, including a huge increase in what you pay for healthcare out-of-pocket costs and premiums to cover families, freezing educators’ salaries on step for one year (maybe 2), and taking back the two paid days of personal leave that NCAE worked so long and hard to get through the legislature for 2008-09.  These losses in pay and benefits were made in the face of tough economic times for the state.  Will these be temporary set-asides or permanent losses for educators and their families?
· The NC Senate refused to take up the calendar bill sent over by the House in the last session because the President of the Senate is from Manteo, and he likes the school calendar just as it is for NC resorts and vacation areas.  Why should whims, preferences, and pork barrel politics dictate the start and end dates of the school calendar for every system across the state?  
· The Governor wants to be the Education Governor, but was compelled to balance last year’s budget shortfall by furloughing teachers.  WCPSS took back its share of employees’ local supplements since our supplement is a percent of state pay.  Other systems that pay a fixed supplement were barred from doing so to their employees.  How do you feel knowing that WCPSS felt that it needed that $30 extra more than you did?
My old buddy Buckelew used to say, “I work to live, I don’t live to work.”  That is a good reminder about setting priorities to a segment of the professional workforce that all too altruistically puts the needs of others ahead of their own needs.  Boards, commissions, legislatures, and elected officials have a tendency to confuse professional educators with the students they serve.
We need to have a seat at the table when decisions are made that shape our livelihood and the environment in which we work.  The right to bargain removes the “but, we don’t have to do anything” after acknowledging that they have to listen.  At a recent Association meeting, the keynote speaker offered this assessment for bargaining vs. consultation:  Either you are at the table or you are on the menu.
This article was written by Alan Trogdon.  

