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Labor board facing
funding shortage
Caseloadat theNationalLaborRelationsBoard
hassoared,but funding remainsstagnant

by the AFL-CIO

All over the country, workers are
organizing to win union elections and

fight illegal union-busting. The National
Labor Relations Board (NLRB) is supposed to
back them up by enforcing labor law and
worker protections.

But the NLRB is in a funding crisis and
can’t do its job. The agency hasn’t had a
budget increase since 2014, which is a 25%
budget decrease when you factor in inflation.

Without the NLRB, we can’t hold
corporations accountable or build worker power through
stronger unions. It’s that simple. Visit the AFL-CIO website,
at www.aflcio.org, to find out how you can urge Pennsylvania
Sens. Bob Casey and John Fetterman to fund the National
Labor Relations Board.

AFL-CIO President Liz Shuler and the presidents of more
than 40 unions call upon Congress to increase funding for the
National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) so the agency can
fulfill its mandated task: supporting and protecting workers'
right to organize.

NLRB funding has remained stagnant since 2014, despite
the board's vast and growing mandate.

A robust NLRB is critical as workers’ organizing surges
nationwide. In fiscal year (FY) 2022, workers filed 2,510
union representation petitions—a 53% increase from the
number in FY 2021 and the highest number of union
representation petitions since FY 2016. Workers and their
unions also filed 19% more unfair labor practice (ULP) charges
this year than they filed in the previous year. The total case-
load, both ULP and union representation cases, increased by
23%—the single largest case increase in forty-six years and
largest percentage increase in more than sixty years.

The NLRB faces a funding crisis as the agency's staffing
levels have fallen behind the growth of the private-sector
workforce. The number of full-time NLRB employees has
declined by more than thirty percent since 2006. At current
funding levels, the problem will get worse.

Shuler and the union leaders continued, offering next
steps. Congress must fund the NLRB so the agency can hire
staff and procure the necessary resources to conduct hearings
and elections, investigate ULP charges, and obtain full and
prompt remedies for workers whose rights are violated. It is
important to note that the lack of NLRB staff and delays in
processing contribute to a hostile environment for organizing
unions and filing ULPs. Workers are far more hesitant to
engage with the agency to enforce their rights or form a union
when they think their case may take a year or two to be
resolved.

Visit the AFL-CIO website, at www.aflcio.org, to find out
how you can urge Pennsylvania Sens. Bob Casey and John
Fetterman to fund the National Labor Relations Board.
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Building Trades’ unions negotiated annually with local
contractors at the turn of the twentieth century. In 1903,
Easton’s bricklayers sought $3.15 an hour for a nine-hour
workday and painters demanded $2.50 an hour for an eight-
hour workday. (Credit: Morning Call, January 6, 1903)
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Great expectations
Are we asking too much of our educators?
Six Allentown teachers describe the district’s
problems and solutions

by Ron Ennis
Editor, Lehigh Valley Labor Council

Education emerged in 2020 as one of the
most contentious and keenly felt political
issues. Since the beginning of the COVID-
19 pandemic, governors, mayors, school

board members and talk radio pundits have argued
about school openings, class sizes and critical race
theory.

One group has often been overlooked
in the debate: teachers. On November 2, the
Lehigh Valley Labor Council’s News &
Views listened to six Allentown School
District teachers discuss being caught
between parents, politicians and the
pandemic while trying to meet the academic
and social needs of their students. The
interviews were held at the offices of the
Allentown Education Association, 2101
Mack Blvd., Allentown. Much appreciation
is given to AEA President Leslie Franklin
for making this project possible.

The idea for the project came from a September 1, 2022
New York Times article entitled “These twelve teachers don’t
see themselves as superheroes.” Moderator Margie Omero
joined authors Aaron Retica and Adrian J. Rivera in conducting
the interviews. The Times article provided most of the
questions asked by the News & Views on November 2, but
there were two modifications. Questions #4 and #11 replaced
two questions dropped from the original Times article. The six
interviews, totaling nearly two and one-half hours, were edited
for length and clarity due to space limitations in the newsletter.

Below are the interviewees. Included are their first name,
age, ethnicity/race, the grade level that they teach in the
Allentown School District, and their political leanings.

Tyson, forty-eight, white, high school, leans left
Melanie, fifty-one, Hispanic, elementary, center
Dawn, sixty, white, middle school, center
John, fifty-one, white, middle school, center
Melissa, thirty-eight, Hispanic, high school, leans left
Julie, fifty-two, white, elementary, center

Question #1: What made you decide to go into teaching?
What or who inspired you?

Tyson
It was natural for me. When I was a teenager, I was a

camp counselor. We had programs to develop leadership.
Also, I was inspired to teach by my old biology high school
teacher, Joe Laterra. He was a colonel in the US Marines and
then went into the reserves. During the school year, he was
called up to serve in Desert Storm.

Melanie
I began as a legal secretary for the New Jersey attorney

general. My job included typing documents that began the
process of taking away the licenses of people, such as doctors,
nurses, movers, and electricians. They had broken some law,
but I began wondering over time about the future for these
people. How would they pay for their home mortgage? How
would they support their family?

These questions caused me to reflect on the role I had
played in taking away people’s livelihoods. I had crippled their
ability to provide for their families. I went into education
because it is the opposite of what I had done in the attorney
general’s office. As a teacher, I would help young people
prepare for a career.

I especially wanted to be an English as a Second
Language teacher because both of my grandparents on my
mother’s side were born in Puerto Rico. My grandmother
moved to Florida as a very young girl, and lived with relatives
after losing both parents at a very early age. She desperately
wanted to learn English, but her school district did not have
ESL classes. She struggled as a student. She described it as a
humiliating experience, which she remembered almost until the
day she died at age eight-nine. I became an ESL teacher to
help children who face situations similar to my grandmother’s.

Dawn
I went into teaching when I was forty. I had previously

worked in healthcare, and felt I was just a number; my
employer didn’t really care about me. I went back to school to
become a teacher. I wanted to be a good teacher, because I had
some crappy teachers while getting my degree.

John
I wanted a job where I could be of service, where I would

be able to do the right thing every day. I didn’t want to go into
sales and sell someone something they did not want. I thought
teaching was a way to earn a living wage without losing your
integrity.

Melissa
I had a strong interest in reading and writing as a child. I

had a fifth-grade teacher, Ms. Patricia Sweeney, who invested a
lot of her time in nurturing my interest. She put books in my
hands that lit a fire in me. My dad always wanted me to be a
writer, and thought that being a teacher was a great job that
offered job security and commanded respect.

Julie
It’s something I always wanted to do since I was very

young. When I was a little girl, I played school with my
friends and I always wanted to be the teacher.

Question #2: In one word, how does it feel to be a teacher
right now?

Tyson
Unappreciated.

Dawn
Overwhelming.

John
I don’t have a one-word answer. I feel blamed. I don’t

want to sound oppressed, but we are not listened to, not
respected. We are given the responsibility for teaching the next
generation, but are not given any power.

Leslie Franklin
Allentown

EducationAssoc.
president
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Melissa
Exhausting.

Question #3: If we had done this group before the pan-
demic, would you have picked the same word to describe
teaching?

Tyson
Yes.

Dawn
Yes. But if you go back ten, fifteen, or more years ago,

teaching was totally different. It was more what I had expected
when I had graduated from college with a teaching degree.

John
Yes.

Julie
I would have described teaching as less overwhelming

than it is today.

Question #4: If my math is correct, the Allentown School
District has hired eleven superintendents, including inter-
ims, in the past twenty years. What is your reaction?

Melanie
It has all been so confusing to me. Why does our school

district continue to look for people outside of Allentown to hire
as our superintendent? For example, the school district hired
Gerald Zahorchak, Pennsylvania’s former secretary of educa-
tion, over a decade ago. Allentown teachers were critical of his
initiatives when he was the state’s education secretary. How
anyone thought his arrival in our school system would be a
good thing just baffles me. Why did our school district hire
him as its superintendent in 2010? He resigned a little over a
year later. All these searches for a superintendent outside of
Allentown are frustrating. You just can’t pluck someone from
another part of the country and expect them to know how to run
the Allentown School District. I think we have qualified candi-
dates who live in our area.

Dawn
Horrible, horrible. It has been a revolving door for

roughly fifteen years. The result is no leadership and that trick-
les down to the classroom. How do you run an organization or
a business without leadership? It’s horrible.

John
I think the superintendents are in the same position as the

teachers. They are expected to fix the school district, and when
that does not happen, the reaction is “What’s wrong with you?”
The political will is not there for a superintendent, even one
with good ideas, to succeed.

Annual Report of Prof. J.P. Wickersham, Pennsylvania state
superintendent of Public Schools, for Northampton County,

1873

Male teachers: 187 Female teachers: 47
Average age of teachers: 28

Number who have taught longer than five years: 115
Number who have taught less than two years: 51
Number who intend to make teaching a permanent business: 204
Number of schoolhouses: 190
Number of frame schoolhouses: 63
Number of brick schoolhouses: 127
Number unfit for use: 45

(Credit: Easton Daily Free Press, January 8, 1874)

Some kids struggle in school, but they still have lots of
potential. We are ignoring that potential. We are ignoring the
value these kids will bring into society. Some of them love
working with their hands, but we teach them poetry and the
difference between similes and metaphors. We teach them as if
they will all be Shakespearian scholars.

Melissa
Disheartened and disappointed. It’s hard to follow

through on any program and it’s hard to collect any meaningful
data when there is so much change at the top. We are just try-
ing to do our jobs – teach students.

But every six, twelve or eighteen months, we get a new
superintendent who wants to go in a different direction. And
with each new superintendent, we often get new administrators.
The human resource director you spoke to six months ago re-
signed for another position somewhere else. It’s like a revolv-
ing door in all the management positions.

Question #5: Have you thought of leaving the profession?
Why?

Tyson
Seriously, no.

Melanie
I have. Teaching is not what I thought it would be. No-

body prepares you for the behaviors of the students. Nobody
prepares you for the trauma that you will go through. And no
one speaks to the trauma that we are put through. We take care
of our students all day, and that affects us. And no one takes
that into consideration.

Everything that seems to go wrong in the world comes to
us to fix somehow.

John
Yes, because of the disrespect teachers receive from soci-

ety, school administrators and politicians. That is why there is
a current teacher shortage. Graduating seniors don’t want a
teaching career because they saw how their teachers were
treated.

I also thought about leaving the profession because I be-
lieved when I came to the Allentown School District I would be
doing the right thing every day, but I find myself fulfilling bu-
reaucratic wishes. I’m not serving the kids; I’m serving the
Pennsylvania State Standardized Assessment tests. It has got-
ten worse in recent years, although it started a long time ago.

There is also the constant political pressure. Some people
in Harrisburg can totally change my life at any moment, includ-
ing my retirement. When I became a teacher, the profession
was recognized as stable. Not anymore. Many of my col-
leagues were laid off over the years. Others were threatened
with layoffs. It’s no wonder that our students are not doing
well in school; their teachers live in constant fear that they will
be the next ones to lose their jobs.

Melissa
Yes. I don’t know what it is like to leave work at school

and not to have to think about it at home. My desire for a less
stressful job has caused me at times to think about what I could
do outside of teaching.

Some teachers are conditioned to have a martyr syn-
drome. We live and die to educate and care for each of our
students. And it is hard to let that go even when you leave
work and go home.
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Julie
I haven’t thought of leaving the profession, but I have

thought of leaving the district.

Question #6: What are some of the other jobs that you’re
performing now when you’re a teacher?

Tyson
Probably the most common job is a social worker or that

of a mental healthcare specialist. A lot of the kids are coming
out of trauma. Some of that is due to the pandemic and some
of that is due to economic reasons. Many of the basic needs of
students are not being met. A kid can’t learn if he is hungry; a
kid can’t learn if he didn’t sleep last night or slept outside on
the street; a kid can’t learn if he is having anxiety that is com-
pletely untreated or undiagnosed. These are all primary needs
of a child that have to be met before he can engage in learning.

Another job I perform is that of a bouncer. Our school
has been light on security the last couple of years, and I have
had to break up fights between students.

Melanie
I’m a little bit of a counselor. I sometimes act as a behav-

ior management specialist. I sometimes act as a referee be-
cause students don’t always get along with each other. I also
work as a cafeteria worker, making sure all the students have a
breakfast in the morning. After their breakfast, I am a janitor
helping the students clean off the tables. I have also spent time
as a nurse. If a student gets a bloody nose, I am expected to
deal with it. I wear many hats in one day.

Dawn
In all honesty, I am more of a “teaching you how to get

through life type guidance counselor to be kind to people”
teacher than I am a science teacher.

This year, we have children different from any previous
year I have taught, and teachers I talked with couldn’t figure
out why. Some thought it was because of the pandemic, but
COVID started in 2020 and we didn’t have these problems back
then.

How is this year different? The students are mean, nasty
to one another and say hateful things. The reason, I think, is
the political climate of our country, and I’m sticking with that
explanation. All they see on television is people in high stature
calling one another names.

National Education Association
Nationwide Public School Comparisons:

1886 vs. 1926
65.5%: percentageof children ages 5 to 17 enrolled in school in 1886
82.5%: percentageof children ages 5 to 17 enrolled in school in 1926

130.3: average length of school term in 1886
168.3: average length of school term in 1926

$195: average teacher salary in 1886
$1227: average teacher salary in 1926

Purpose of schooling, 1886: The memorization and acquisition
of a rigid body of facts and relatively simple skills
Purpose of schooling, 1926: The modification of conduct in the
direction of developing higher moral character, better health
habits, civic efficiency, command of fundamental processes,
worthy homemembership, vocational efficiency and wholesome
use of leisure

(Credit: Allentown Morning Call, April 26, 1926)

Julie
Guidance counselor. Nurse. Custodian, because I clean

my own room every day. Advocate for the students. In the
past, I had to be a referee, too.

Question #7: Can you give an example of what you would
be doing in class that you’re not getting to do because of the
jumble of other things?

Melanie
I would be teaching my students the English language,

instead of teaching them how to pass a reading test. Being pro-
ficient in a language is more than reading. It also involves
speaking, comprehension, and writing. Unfortunately, I am
more of a reading teacher than a language teacher because of
my limited time.

Melissa
I would love to be having more class discussions and

reading books. But we often don’t get to do those things be-
cause there are many students that have high needs. It’s hard to
talk to the whole class when there are distractions that take me
away from the whole group.

Julie
I would really be getting into the curriculum and teach. I

have to stop every time there is a situation. Somebody is call-
ing on the phone, knocking on the classroom door, or asking
me to step outside in the hall to discuss a problem or a student.
I can never just teach.

I have to constantly juggle five things at one time, all the
time. It is tiring.

Question #8: Many people argue that teachers don’t have
enough say in decisions about education. Do you have
enough control over what you’re doing?

Tyson
I have taught in both an urban and a more affluent school

district. I have more autonomy in an urban school district
when I close my door. I still have oversight, but I don’t have
the micromanaging that I found in the more affluent school
district.

“The advocates of better pay for school teachers hold that the
average pay today is less than it was a generation ago, and
that this fact accounts for the great dearth of competent teach-
ers in all parts of the country. One thing is certain, and that
is that fewer competent young men and women are seeking the
profession of teaching as a living ... They may use it as a make
-shift, until something better turns up in another direction, but
there is nothing in it to attract them permanently. The Penn-
sylvania Legislature improved conditions somewhat by fixing
the minimum salary at $35 per month, but that sum is still
inadequate. . . .”

Bethlehem Globe editorial, February 3, 1904

One thing that was always so wonderful about working in
Allentown was that the children were so accepting. They didn’t
care if you were purple, green, black, brown – it didn’t matter.
If a new kid came to school, they made him their best friend.
Now, it has changed, and I blame it on our political culture and
what these kids see on television and on social media.
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Dawn
In the perfect world, I would rather be writing my own

curriculum. I have seventh-grade students who struggle to read.
Obviously, the curriculum that is being given to us does not
work. I could reach these students if I had control over my own
curriculum, but instead I am given goals I have to reach at the
end of the school year.

Melissa
No. We currently use a curriculum designed by other

teachers that don’t work in our building. Consequently, I don’t
always agree with the activities, the pace, the tasks, etcetera.
However, I do get support from my administrators who agree
that the curriculum I’m forced to use is not the best.

Julie
No, because the school board controls it.

Question #9: If teachers had more of a voice, how would
things be different?

Tyson
I would hope that education would be a national priority.

Right now, it is poorly funded. I think that is the root of many
of our problems. We have not invested in education properly,
and have a large swath of our country that is uneducated. If we
spent on education like we do on our military, there would be a
big difference.

Melanie
Student testing would be appropriate for the child’s level.

Why give a fifth-grade student a fifth-grade reading test, when
they are still at a third-grade level? The student is being set up
for failure.

I also think we should allow kids to be kids. For example,
first- and second-graders are not built for sitting in a classroom
for hours. They need some recess or some time to socialize with
one another. But we don’t give that time to students to learn the
necessary skills of getting along with one another. The educa-
tion system is its own barrier to social and emotional learning.

Dawn
There probably would be no standardized tests. I have

students who have gone through school being told they are be-
low “Basic.” To label a child as below Basic year after year will
discourage them from learning. Students learn differently and at
a different pace from one another, but the tests don’t take any of
that into account.

We have students who struggle with reading, but they en-
joy music, art or technology. Because reading is part of the
standardized tests, they have to be proficient in reading. We
take these kids and give them additional hours of reading and
English each day so that they may pass the tests, but the addi-
tional hours of reading take away the time they might have in
music, or art, or something else they enjoy. As a result, these
kids hate school, and sometimes act out. It’s crazy because it is
all about passing standardized tests.

John
We would get rid of the emphasis on standardized testing.

Instead, testing should be one of several tools to help understand
how a student is progressing.

I am not saying that education officials and politicians de-
mand testing to hurt children. They demand testing because
they get numbers, which is their goal in education.

Question #10: What is the purpose of education? What is
school for?

Melanie
The purpose of education is to pass knowledge onto the

next generation. By knowledge, I don’t mean just academic
knowledge. I would also include how to be a good person.
That’s important for society to grow.

John
It’s twofold. There is a duty for society to perpetuate itself

and grow. We also have a duty to the students in the classroom
to give them the tools needed to be successful in whatever way
they choose.

Melissa
To prepare kids for whatever they want to do beyond

school. I tell my students that the number one thing I wish for is
that they be happy and safe. I tell them that I hope they find
something that they like doing.

I grew up with a dad who had a tough, physically-
demanding job in the building trades. As he got older, he began
counting the days till he could retire. He later told me that he
wished he was a park ranger. I want my students to be happy
with their career choices.

Julie
School is to give students an opportunity to explore a path

in life, to socialize and learn values. School prepares them to be
adults.

Question #11: What question did I not ask, and how would
you have answered it?

Tyson
What should we be doing with our money? The answer, I

think, comes down to a social safety network. If kids are hun-
gry, if their parents have drug problems, if their mental health
issue goes untreated, if they experience domestic abuse, if their
family is financially insecure and so on, they will struggle to
learn. We have the resources to address these needs. We are
the richest nation on earth.

Melanie
Do I think teachers get paid what they deserve? The an-

swer is, no. I think it would make a difference if teachers re-
ceived a pay they deserved. I teach during the day, stay after
school for an after-school program, and I teach graduate classes

“The primary purpose of the school is not and never has been
to produce farmers or merchants or mechanics. The school
was called into existence by the invention of alphabetic writ-
ing. As a preparation for complete living, no other studies
compare in importance with reading, writing and reckoning.”

Nathan C. Schaeffer, in his annual “Report of the Super-
intendent of Public Instruction of the Commonwealth of Penn-
sylvania for the Year ending June 1, 1903, page iv.

“There are certain sentiments which every school, public, pri-
vate or endowed, ought to help to strengthen and foster in the
minds and hearts of its pupils. . . . Now, the sentiments which
American schools ought to cherish and inculcate are family
love, respect for law and public order, love of freedom, and rev-
erence for truth and righteousness. Incidentally, but incessantly,
they ought also to teach the doctrine that we are all members
one of another.”

Charles W. Eliot, president of Harvard University, in “The
Atlantic Monthly,” November 1903, page 577
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online. I do all three jobs so that I can survive. I probably
could give more to teaching during the day if I didn’t need to
do the other two jobs after school.

Dawn
Why is there a teacher shortage? Part of the answer is due

to pay. Today, many jobs pay a higher wage than a starting
teacher’s salary.

John
Why are kids unhappy in school? Why is school not a

place for joy and learning? I think we are squeezing the joy out
of school. We are focusing on testing, not on the children.

Melissa
What was the most positive experience with an adminis-

trator? What was that like? For me, that would be an adminis-
trator who recognizes that teachers have lives; that we are pro-
fessionals and do work that is very personal. Teachers put their
whole life into their work, and it hurts when they are not treated
like professionals. We had a glimpse of being appreciated in
the early days of the COVID pandemic, but it was fleeting.

Julie
Why did I choose to work in an urban setting? People

often ask me why I picked Allentown. My answer is that I feel
more needed here in Allentown. I also feel more appreciated
by students in our city.

When I was training to be a teacher, I spent time in a sub-
urban school district. I didn’t feel a connection when I was
there. Not with the students, and especially not with their par-
ents. Consequently, I only applied to work in Allentown or
Bethlehem. I wanted to work in an urban school district.

The assault on our public
school teachers
Daily attacks have taken a toll

by Ron Ennis, Editor
Lehigh Valley Labor Council

A llentown’s public school teachers are
overwhelmed, unappreciated and

underpaid. That is one of the many mes-
sages expressed by members of the Allen-
town Education Association in this
month’s newsletter. Their frustrations,

published beginning on page three, are not endemic to
Allentown.

Teachers in our region’s more affluent school districts
have similar experiences. John Schmoyer shared a career of
observations as a former Northwestern Lehigh School District
teacher in a December 10, 2022 Allentown Morning Call com-
mentary. Today, he wrote, educators are “being pressured and
ridiculed by social media and parents promoting divisive politi-
cal agendas stirring confusion and doubt within local communi-
ties.”

In fact, teachers across the country have faced similar
challenges shared by the six AEA members in the interview. In
a December 14, 2022 New York Times essay, entitled “There’s
a reason there aren’t enough teachers in America,” columnist
Thomas B. Edsall interviewed several experts and reviewed
studies from organizations such as The Education Next 2022
Survey, the RAND Corp. and the National Center for Educa-
tion Statistics. Educational leaders told him that “teachers are
not only burnt out and undercompensated, they are also demor-
alized” and that teacher “wages are essentially unchanged from
2000 to 2020 after adjusting for inflation.”

It should come as no surprise that America faces a grow-
ing teacher shortage, wrote Edsall, and that the “shortages are
worsening over time.” The southern states, where culture war
issues are in the forefront of the education debate, “have very
high vacancies and high vacancy rates.” How do we respond?

Right-wing politicians and their media allies think union
teachers are the problem. Mike Pompeo, Trump’s former sec-
retary of state and a potential 2024 presidential contender,
blamed the president of the American Federation of Teachers.
“The most dangerous person in the world is Randi Weingar-
ten,” he said in a November 21, 2022 interview. Wall Street
Journal columnist Jason L. Riley, who regularly churns out anti
-teacher hysteria, asked on May 5, 2021, “When is the Republi-
can Party going to declare war on teachers’ unions? Doing so
would be smart politics as well as smart policy.” A year later
in a June 22, 2022 editorial, Riley congratulated Trump’s Edu-
cation Secretary Betsy DeVos’s for her new book, “Hostages
No More.” He cheered her for exposing how union teachers
have pushed a curriculum of “racial propaganda and sexualized
early learning” that “can only help the school choice cause.”

If we want to improve the quality of our nation’s more
than three million public school teachers, reformers may want
to prioritize their stagnant wages, punishing workloads, and
working conditions before spreading disinformation,
threatening their job security and condemning them.




