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In recent weeks, you’ve no doubt noticed the 

annual drumbeat from politicians in Montpelier 

about what we spend to educate Vermont’s 

children. 

From Gov. Peter Shumlin on down, politicians 

of all stripes say spending is unsustainable and 

that something must be done. 

We are used to the noise by now – complaining 

about taxes is one of the easiest and simplest 

tools in a politician’s tool belt. But this year, it 

seems, the noise is particularly loud. 

Shumlin, for instance, seems unable to appear 

anywhere these days without taking a swipe 

at the investments local communities make on 

behalf of their children. 

Indeed, the governor repeats the line that, 

when it comes to education, “we have a 

spending problem.” 

Or, more specifically as he wrote in an op-ed 

appearing in the state’s news outlets, “We 

all know that rising property taxes to fund 

education have put an unsustainable burden 

on Vermonters. Despite a steady decline in 

school enrollment over the last two decades, 

property tax payers have not seen a decline in 

their property taxes; they’ve seen the opposite. 

But while rising property taxes are one clear 

indication of the higher cost of education in 

Vermont, they are only the most visible aspect 

of the money Vermonters spend on our public 

education system.”

If it’s not the governor, other prominent 

politicians – regardless of political party – 

repeat the mantra that we can no longer 

afford to give today’s young Vermonters the 

same education that we and our children have 

enjoyed. House Speaker Shap Smith convened 

a secret group of advisors to come up with 

ways to curb school spending; the governor 

has business people and other non-educators 

advising him; and school boards are even 

joining the fray. 

Vermont-NEA President Martha Allen is tired 

of the rhetoric. Earlier this month, she issued 

a strongly worded statement imploring policy 

makers to put the focus where it belongs: on 

doing what’s best for Vermont’s children. Here 

is what she submitted to the state’s media:

As we do every year, I and my fellow 

educators pledge to work in our local 

communities to ensure that all of our 

children continue to receive the public 

education they deserve.

We note that next year’s projected 

education property tax rate increases are 

half as much as this year’s. 

We also note that the way we pay for schools 

in Vermont is the fairest in the country, and 

we remain ready to help local communities 

and elected officials make it even fairer.

Our members are in Vermont’s classrooms 

every day. 

We know that nothing is more important to 

the future of Vermont than ensuring that 

our children have the one-on-one attention 

from professional educators so that they can 

become happy, healthy, productive citizens. 

As we embark on our annual discussion of 

how to keep Vermont’s schools among the 

top five in the nation, we cannot lose sight of 

the fact that what’s most important is doing 

what is right for our children. 

And we must take care not to destroy what 

we’ve, together with local communities, built 

over the decades. 

Going after your benefits, too

And it’s not just an attack on public educators 

in general this year. With all of the looming 

uncertainty surrounding the possiblity of single 

payer health insurance, the Vermont School 

Boards Association hired a high-priced Montpelier 

lobbying firm to “study” what would happen if 

your hard-won health benefits were reduced 

(regardless of whether Green Mountain Care 

becomes a reality). In a surprise to no one, the 

study concluded that if the school boards cut your 

health benefits, it would cost less. File that under 

“duh,” as Allen put it in a sternly worded response. 

Here’s some of what she wrote:

Instead of renewing calls to work with the state’s 

educators to make our schools even better for our 

children, the Vermont School Boards Association 

recently chose to attack the men and women in 

Vermont’s classrooms. 

It is a simple fact that the boards’ association has 

not joined Vermont-NEA’s longstanding and strong 

support for a publicly financed, universally available 

health insurance system. A revamped health care 

system that provides good health care access 

at a reasonable cost spread across all 635,000 

Vermonters is good for us all. 

A comprehensive single payer health system will 

ensure continued good access to care for teachers, 

and it will result in reduced costs to their employers. 

It will extend good health care to all Vermonters. 

That, not heated rhetoric meant to demonize 

teachers, is what would help our children and all of 

Vermont’s taxpayers. 

SBEA Settles Three-Year Pact

How About Focusing on Children?

continued on p. 7
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SBEA member Jay Hoffman ices 
knee after day on picket lines.

Members of the South Burlington 

Educators’ Association went on 

strike for the first time in the 

district’s 50-year history after more 

than a year of failed bargaining 

with the school board. Less than a 

week later, the board and teachers 

ratified a new, three-year contract 

that was a significant victory for our 

SBEA brothers and sisters. 

“We are proud of how strong and 

united all SBEA members stood 

during the strike,” said Richard Wise, the 

250-member local’s co-president. “None 

of us wanted to walk away from our 

classrooms, but the board’s insistence 

on delays and bluster instead of serious 

negotiations led us to do something 

we’ve never had to do before.”

The new agreement came after the 

association’s bargaining team met with 

the school board and a federal mediator 

(a step the association repeatedly asked 

for before the strike began). The new 

contract – ratified unanimously 

by teachers – calls for modest raises, 

and, more importantly, the continuation 

of the VEHI dual-option health insurance 

plan. Teachers will pay a little more 

toward their health insurance, but, 

most importantly, they were able 

to completely prevent a premature 

departure from a health plan that has 

served Vermont educators well for 

decades. 



2    Vermont-NEA  Today •  December 2014 Vermont-NEA  Today •  December 2014    3

 

Vermont-NEA

 
The Official Publication  
of Vermont’s Largest Union 
 

10 Wheelock Street., Montpelier, VT 05602 

p 802.223.6375 f 802.223.1253  •  vtnea.org 

Martha Allen, President 

Joel D. Cook, Executive Director 

Darren M. Allen, Communications 

Director 

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Alison Sylvester, V. President 

Steve Owens, Sec.-Treasurer 

Eric Weiss, NEA Director 

Cathy Mander-Adams, Chittenden 1 

Holly Esterline, Chittenden 2 

Chris Halpin, Chittenden 3 

Wayne Whitehill, NE Kingdom 1 

Duke Szymanski, NE Kingdom 2 

Sarah Burgess, So. Vermont 1 

Molly Pratt, So. Vermont 2 

Loriann Darrell, So. Vermont 3 

Darcey Fletcher, NW Vermont 1 

Don Tinney, NW Vermont 2 

Lance Mills, Upper Valley 1 

Patty Pomerleau, Upper Valley 2 

Erin Carter, Cent. Vermont 1 

Linda Howard, Cent. Vermont 2 

Rose Wenzel, Add/Rut. 1 

Ted Lindgren, Add./Rut. 2

On occasion, I find a good excuse to go to a bakery. 

I love to gaze upon the vast array of irresistible-looking treats in the display case. The enticing aromas 

make a purchase a must, but each treat seems to have its own special signature feature, all amazing, 

but none better than the other, making my choice a challenge.

What fascinates me about bakers, and professional bakers in particular, is that they begin with three 

basic ingredients, water, flour, and leavening of some sort. From there, they add other ingredients, 

spend time on the process, and use their expertise to get creative with the final product. What is 

key for them is to make sure they are using quality ingredients, including those three very basic 

ingredients with which they begin. 

A bakery such as this produces delicious, quality baked goods, rather than a huge factory bakery 

that uses inexpensive ingredients with no creativity, sacrificing quality for quantity, producing a 

cellophane-wrapped bland product that contributes nothing good to the customer.

Educators know how important it is to have a student enter school with all of the important basic 

ingredients necessary to learn. 

Our students, no matter what age, need to have a roof over their heads, enough food to feed their 

growing bodies and brains, and a family that provides stability and love. From there it is up to the 

school to provide each student with the tools they need to thrive. Every child is welcome in the public 

school system, a tribute to our country’s commitment to providing equal access for all. But, the 

challenges seem to be on the increase. More and more of our students are not arriving on the school 

doorstep with the essential basic ingredients to get started on their academic career. 

It is left to the public schools to not only provide a challenging and valuable education for the more 

fortunate students, but to help with a leg up to those under stress due to circumstances beyond 

their control. As professionals, we know what is needed, but cannot always make sure the necessary 

supports are in place and remain in place. Not only are schools feeding, clothing and nurturing some 

of our students, school is the only place where some children feel safe and secure.

Our schools have taken on many of the responsibilities that once were the expectation of the family 

unit. Schools no longer only provide the teaching and learning component. They have become human 

services agencies. From the first greeting from the bus driver in the morning, to classes, lunch, and 

after school supports, our teachers and support professionals are scrambling to help these stressed 

children cope with their life situation. 

This legislative session we will experience yet another attempt to cut school spending. The reality that 

our student population is decreasing and our school costs are on the rise cannot be ignored. Some 

“experts” seem to think that we can do more with less. That may be true, but we must also examine 

just what goes on in a school today, a much different situation from when many of those “experts” 

attended school. 

If our public schools are going to do more with less, our students need to come to school with the 

basic ingredients needed to grow academically. If we, as professionals, are going to help our students 

to develop as individuals with the skills to be creative, innovative, and productive community 

members, then our society needs to take a long hard look at what we are doing to our youngest, 

most vulnerable Vermonters. Until then, we must staff our schools in order to continue to provide the 

necessary one-on-one care for our most challenged young Vermonters.

We want our kids to celebrate their individuality and go out into the world ready to make a difference. 

We don’t want them to come out of a less costly cookie cutter factory model school that mass 

produces graduates. As we head into this legislative session, please talk to your legislators, friends, 

and neighbors about the wonderful things that are going on in your school. Vermont’s public schools 

know how to produce students with their own unique, signature features. 

Let’s celebrate the amazing array of talented individuals who attend our public schools.

 School’s No Place for 
Wonder Bread
        Martha Allen 

Curb Classroom Chatter

Sometimes, students 
are keenly focused on 
the task at hand. Other 
times, not so much. 
Keeping control of your 
classroom, especially 
when chatter becomes 
too loud, can be tricky, 
even for veteran 
classroom teachers and 
paraeducators.

By NEA Member Benefits

Karen Robertson spent 23 years as an 

elementary classroom teacher in Murrieta, 

Calif. She says many teachers underestimate 

the power of positive reinforcement, which can 

quickly curb talking in the classroom.

“I was the ticket lady,” says Robertson, who also 

spent 14 years as administrator for Murrieta 

Valley Unified School District in Southern 

California. “I’d take a roll of tickets everywhere. 

Even adults responded to it.”

For example, when the district was short a 

substitute teacher, Robertson filled in at a 

continuing education high school geared to 14-20 

year olds. “They were throwing stuff across the 

classroom, talking—it was total chaos,” she says. 

“I knew they were going to eat me alive if I didn’t 

do something.” So Robertson found the one 

student who was sitting quietly and handed that 

student a ticket. “Thank you for being ready to 

begin,” she recalls telling the student. “Write your 

name on the back of the ticket because you might 

win something.”

“All of the others immediately began to wonder 

what that student was handed and the room got 

50 percent quieter,” Robertson says. “By the time 

I had given out two tickets, the entire room was 

quiet and with me.”

Robertson jokes that the only thing she had 

to give the students as rewards at the end of 

class were a few muffins she had taken from 

the administrative break room—which she cut 

into halves and distributed—but it worked. 

“People respond to that because it’s positive,” 

says Robertson, who has also given out stickers, 

erasers and even old toys the students didn’t 

want anymore that were donated and raffled 

off for tickets. “It gives the whole classroom a 

positive attitude because we all like rewards.”

Here are four other ways to help curb talking in 

your classroom.

1. Validate student concerns. Most students 

love to talk. It might be about their dog, 

their family or anything that they consider 

important. “If they have a concern, something 

that’s making them sad, I try to honor it 

even if it’s the silliest thing in the world,” 

says kindergarten teacher Jennifer Bond 

Stuart, who works in Dunnellon, Fla. “If it’s in 

the middle of teaching time, I validate their 

concern by saying ‘I really want to hear this, but 

I can hear about this later.’ It works with every 

child because they feel validated.” She says 

it’s important to let students know that they 

are important and that you care about them, 

but there is an appropriate time and place to 

discuss things.

2. Use sign language; whisper. Debra 

Willems, a first grade teacher at Washington 

Elementary in Wheaton, Ill., says her school has 

adopted a rule for the two-finger peace sign: 

Any teacher that holds it up needs the room to 

be quiet, especially during school assemblies 

or lunchrooms. In the classroom, Willems puts 

up her hand and counts down—5-4-3-2-1—to 

get the room to be quiet. “Or, I lower my voice 

and whisper,” she says. “All of sudden the 

students who are talking don’t have a clue 

what I’m saying and they don’t want to be left 

out if I start asking the other kids questions.”

3. Re-work plans for classroom discussions. 

Sometimes students, especially older students, 

are going to want to talk about current events 

that may be relevant to homework. After a 

student began asking questions about the 

immigration policy debate in Congress, Don 

Fulmer, a social studies teacher at Lake Park 

High School in Roselle, Ill., held a classroom 

dialogue and debate for 15 minutes. “It wasn’t 

planned, but they walked on a high and so did 

I,” Fulmer says. “I had to reshuffle the rest of 

the lesson and the rest of the week, but when 

something like that is happening, you’ve got to 

take advantage of it.”

4. Get students involved; give respect. When 

Jane Nelsen, author of Positive Discipline: 

A Teacher's A-Z Guide, was working as an 

elementary school teacher in Elk Grove, Calif., 

she would always put problems on a class 

meeting agenda. “Get the kids in a circle, send 

a talking stick around and let them brainstorm 

and come up with a solution,” Nelsen says. 

“Students will come up with the same solutions 

teachers have lectured them about, but when 

they choose it, it works like magic.”

Bonnie Tuscany, 1947-2014
Longtime teacher and Vermont-NEA member, 

board member and officer Bonnie Tuscany died 

Nov. 14 in North Carolina. She was 67, and was 

surrounded by her son and second family when she 

passed away after a battle with cancer.

Tuscany was a teacher for almost 40 years, the 

last 20 in Morristown. Her family estimated that 

she taught well over 1,000 students in her career. 

The one-time UVM Teacher of the Year, Tuscany 

“provided years of encouragement and guidance 

to her students and their families,” her family 

said. “She believed in treating students and school 

districts on a level playing field.”

Her passion for teaching was matched only by her 

love of family, travel, and especially golf. In fact, she 

retired to North Carolina, where she lived on a golf 

course so she could play every day. 

“She was an incredible mother, sister, aunt, 

inspiring teacher and friend to thousands of 

people who were always excited to see her and her 

infectious smile,” her family said. “She made great 

effort to always be present in everyone’s life.”

Vermont-NEA President Martha Allen said Bonnie 

will be sorely missed. “We did not only lose an 

incredible colleague, an inspiring fellow union 

member and gifted person,” she said. “We lost a 

friend. We wish her family peace and healing in the 

months ahead.”



4    Vermont-NEA  Today •  December 2014 Vermont-NEA  Today •  December 2014    5

Election 2014: Your Support Made All 
the Difference

What You Need 
to Know About 
Retired Member 
Dues Increase

Burlington EA Member 2015 State Teacher of the Year

By Colin Robinson 

Vermont-NEA Political Organizer

2014 was an important election year for the 

future of public education in Vermont. And 

Vermont-NEA members came out strongly to 

support pro-public education and pro-labor 

candidates, especially for local House and Senate 

races. Dozens of you helped make phone calls, 

volunteer for door-knocking and meet with 

candidates in the recommendation process. 

Hundreds of you of you were engaged in the 2014 

election and thousands of you donated to your 

political action committee – the Vermont-NEA 

Fund for Children and Public Education. This is 

an exciting and strong showing to your elected 

officials that, as educators, you are paying 

attention.

Two-thirds of Vermont-NEA members made at 

least a $5 donation to the Vermont-NEA Fund for 

Children and Public Education, through the new 

voluntary opt-out process.  Working together you 

raised over $34,000 during 2014 for your political 

action committee.  The Vermont-NEA Fund for 

Children and Public Education is your vehicle to 

make contributions to pro-public education and 

pro-labor candidates for elected office.  With 

your support, the Vermont-NEA Fund helped 

support 49 legislative and statewide candidates, 

36 of whom won election on November 4th.

Not all candidates the Vermont-NEA Board of 

Directors recommended at their September 

meeting received donations. The 49 candidates 

who  received donations were strong friends who 

deserved to be elected or re-elected to serve in 

Montpelier.  They also were candidates who had 

tough races.  Candidates used these donations to 

help them pay for things like flyers, palm cards, 

lawn signs, and newspaper ads, allowing them to 

engage with Vermonters in their communities. 

The Vermont-NEA Fund for Children and Public 

Education helped support candidates like Rachel 

Fields, Robin Chesnut-Tangerman, and Mark 

MacDonald.

 J • Rachel Fields was elected to the House 

of Representatives from Bennington and is a 

fellow union member, active with the Vermont 

State Employees Association. Rachel works 

with Vermont veterans at the Veterans Home 

and understands not only the important work 

public workers play in the lives of all Vermonter 

but also the importance of unions.  

 J • Robin Chesnut-Tangerman was elected to 

the House of Representatives from a district 

representing Middletown Springs, Pawlet, 

Tinmouth, Wells and Rupert.  Robin is a fellow 

educator who understands the hard work 

that you all do every day and the challenges 

you face. He also understands the impact that 

poverty has on the classroom.

 J • Mark MacDonald was re-elected to the 

Vermont Senate from Orange County.  Mark is 

a retired Vermont-NEA member and a strong 

supporter of educators and public education.  

He also faced a very tough race with tens 

of thousands of dollars being spent by a 

Washington, DC-based group funded by the 

Koch Brothers supporting his opponent.  With 

your help and support, Sen. MacDonald will be 

returning to Montpelier in January.

Sen. MacDonald’s race highlights the importance 

of the Vermont-NEA Fund for Children and 

Public Education.  Sen. MacDonald is one of 

you – literally – and everyday he is in the State 

House he carries with him the experience of 

the classroom, of the children he worked with 

and of the community’s needs.  That said, this 

election he was attacked, head on, by an out-of-

state organization funded by the Koch Brothers.  

Remember the Koch Brothers are the ones who 

are behind the attacks on the working women 

and men of Wisconsin and their right not only to 

collectively bargain, not to mention an assault 

on the fundamental underpinnings of public 

education.

The Vermont-NEA Fund is your shield against 

the Koch Brothers here in Vermont.  Without the 

donation from all of you to Sen. MacDonald’s 

re-election effort,  the Koch Brothers could have 

won.  Often folks think something like Wisconsin 

or Michigan couldn’t happen in Vermont but as 

this election showed us, national forces against 

unions and public education are knocking at our 

doors and are present in our communities.

So, thank you to all of you who volunteered to 

help candidates, who shared your stories and 

questions during candidate interviews and the 

nearly 7,000 of you who donated to the Vermont-

NEA Fund for Children and Public Education.  

We still have a hard fight ahead of us in the 

legislature to protect public education and your 

experience in Vermont’s public school will be 

instrumental to that debate.  Now is the time to 

get involved.  You can become the Political Action 

Chair in your local association, you can join your 

regional Political Education Action Committee 

(PEAC) or you can set up a time for your local 

legislator to visit your classroom to see what it 

means to educations Vermont’s children every 

day.  Want to get involved?  Drop me a line at 

crobinson@vtnea.org or 802-223-6375.

Save the Date!

Vermont-NEA Lobby Day 2015

Feb. 25, 8 am - 4 pm

Vermont Statehouse 

Vermont-NEA is grateful 
that so many of our 
retired members continue 
their formal association 
with the union. It’s a 
great way for them to 
stay connected, to enjoy 
continued access to 
hundreds of dollars a 
year in savings from NEA 
Member Benefits, and, 
most importantly, to 
have a voice in how we 
pursue public education in 
Vermont. 

Additionally, our advocacy 
efforts on behalf of 
educators explicitly 
includes protecting 
retirees’ rights, particularly 
the preservation and 
improvement of their 
pensions. 

For as long as anyone can 
remember, annual dues 
for retired members has 
remained at $7. 

At this year’s 
Representative Assembly, 
delegates approved 
the first increase in 
retiree dues in years. As 
recommended by the 
Board of Directors, dues 
for retired members are 
now $25. 

We understand that we 
should have made retired 
members more aware of 
the impending increase, 
and we know that some 
retired members are 
upset. 

Please know that we 
value your continued 
membership, and that we 
will fight as hard for your 
rights as we always have. 

Burlington Education Association member 

Rebecca Haslam is the 2015 Vermont Teacher 

of the Year, and we at Vermont-NEA couldn’t be 

prouder. Haslam, a Champlain Elementary School 

teacher who is also a social studies and equity 

curriculum coach throughout the district, will 

represent Vermont in the National Teacher of the 

Year competition.

“In Rebecca’s classroom and in her work 

with colleagues, diversity is an asset that she 

leverages to enrich the learning of both children 

and adults,” said Vermont Education Secretary 

Rebecca Holcombe. “Good teaching is very 

complex, and educators like Rebecca…challenge 

all of us to expand what we think is possible for 

our students and to deepen our understanding 

of how we can better support their learning.” 

Or, as Vermont-NEA President Martha Allen said, 

“Rebecca is a teacher who engages her students 

with an infectious enthusiasm for teaching and 

learning. We are very proud of Rebecca, and wish 

her continued success as a teacher for years to 

come.” 

Haslam will travel statewide visiting schools and 

working with teachers, according to the Agency 

of Education. As Vermont’s teacher of the year, 

she is the state’s candidate for National Teacher 

of the Year. She will travel to Washington DC this 

spring where she will meet President Obama at 

the White House. 

“Public education is the foundation of 

democracy,” she told the agency. “And, as 

educators, it is our moral imperative and 

professional responsibility to prepare our 

nation’s children to be active, engaged 

participants in our democratic society.”

VEHI Costs Stay 
Moderate in 2015

Despite what many want you to believe, 

the health insurance program you and your 

colleagues have built and relied on for decades is 

still going strong. In fact, the Vermont Education 

Health Initiative just learned this week that 

projected premium increases for the upcoming 

school year will likely be 4.5 percent. And this 

comes at a time when premiums for plans on 

Vermont Health Connect will rise between 7.7 

percent and 10.9 percent and when the plan 

covering state workers projects a boost of nearly 

18 percent. 

“When VEHI was founded, it represented a bold 

experiment in putting thousands of educators 

and their families into one risk pool,” said 

Vermont-NEA President Martha Allen. “Over 

the decades, it’s proven to be a spectacular 

success. We are proud of the quality of care, the 

affordability of access and the stable costs VEHI 

has been able to provide to our members.”
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SBEA members walk the picket line during the local’s first-ever strike. A three-year settlement was reached 
when the board agreed to negotiate with the help of a mediator.

Scenes From a Strike: Solidarity, Determination, Victory SBEA Settles 
First-ever strike, 
Nets 3-year Deal

While short – school was only out for three days 

before a settlement was reached – the strike 

nonetheless was dramatic in its impact. During 

the strike, almost all members walked picket 

lines throughout the city. Parents, students and 

community members lent their support and 

encouragement. And more than 200 people 

packed a school board meeting that showed just 

how much South Burlington residents treasure 

their schools. 

Support for striking SBEA members came from 

far and wide. The New York State United Teachers 

executive director walked the picket lines – 

and paid for a pizza dinner for all members. 

The New Jersey Education Association sent a 

generous donation, as did locals from all over the 

Northeast. Fellow Vermont-NEA members from 

other locals showed up on the picket lines. 

“When any of us is on strike, or any of us faces 

any kind of crisis, we are all affected,” said 

Vermont-NEA President Martha Allen. “We are 

proud to walk shoulder-to-shoulder with South 

Burlington, and we are so pleased that they 

stood up for their rights – and for our rights.”

from p. 1

Not everyone was supportive, however. Most 

glaringly, Gov. Peter Shumlin chose to blame 

striking teachers for the bargaining breakdown, 

and he said – repeatedly – that strikes should be 

outlawed. And while Vermont-NEA has a long-

standing position favoring binding arbitration 

with an independent arbitrator in the place 

of strikes and impositions, the time to blame 

teachers for the walkout is not while union 

members are on the picket lines (please see story 

appearing below).

Strikes in Vermont are exceedingly rare. In 

the four decades of collective bargaining for 

teachers, more than 5,000 contracts have been 

settled amicably and fairly. Strikes have occurred 

a total of 26 times over the same period. 

“We all understand that strikes are disruptive,” 

Allen said. “But we also know that stalled 

negotiations and delaying tactics are what lead 

to strikes. I am proud of South Burlington’s 

teachers, and am pleased that they now have a 

three-year contract so that they – and everyone 

in the district – can focus on making their schools 

even better for the community’s children.”

Strike Wasn’t Time to Castigate Teachers

MONTPELIER – In the heart of the South Burlington’s 

teachers strike, Gov. Peter Shumlin made it clear 

he didn’t like the fact that our members were 

walking a picket line. Indeed, over two days of 

media interviews – and again a few days later – the 

governor made it clear that now was the time talk 

about replacing strikes with binding arbitration.

And while his proposal was not out-of-synch with 

Vermont-NEA’s longstanding position on the subject 

(we would give up the right to strike if school boards 

gave up their right to impose working conditions), 

the timing was terrible. 

And it prompted Vermont-NEA President Martha 

Allen to write the governor a letter, and tell the press 

about it. Here’s what she and your union had to say:

Gov. Peter Shumlin’s remarks about outlawing 

teachers’ strikes while South Burlington’s 

teachers were on the picket lines has the 

president of the state’s largest union questioning 

the governor’s support.

In a letter delivered (in October), Vermont-NEA 

President Martha Allen said the governor’s 

remarks were ill-timed and gave the impression 

that he was blaming teachers for exercising their 

right to strike. 

“Our teachers were demoralized when they 

heard your words,” Allen wrote. “They were 

striking as a last resort and truly wanted to 

continue to negotiate, but the school board was 

not willing to continue at that time. You may be 

supportive of the collective bargaining process, 

but it appeared otherwise to our teachers and 

the general public.” 

When members of the South Burlington 

Educators Association struck for the first time 

in the city’s history, they were exercising a 

fundamental right guaranteed in state law. 

They struck only after 11 months of failed 

negotiations led to an expired contract. In the 

middle of the strike – which ended Saturday with 

a three-year contract – Gov. Shumlin told media 

outlets that teachers’ strikes should be illegal and 

replaced with binding arbitration. 

“When our members are walking the picket lines, 

the last thing they want to hear is the governor 

blaming them for exercising their legal rights,” 

Allen said. “Instead of the support I and my fellow 

members expect from this governor, we got a 

lecture. That’s not how people treat their friends, 

and our members have taken notice.”

The issue of replacing teachers’ right to strike 

with binding arbitration is an idea that is actually 

supported by Vermont-NEA. Indeed, then-State 

Senator Shumlin wrote to the union in 1999 

praising it for its stance on the issue. 

The problem with the governor’s ill-timed 

criticism of teachers was that he spared the very 

people who have killed binding arbitration every 

time it comes up: the school boards and their 

statewide association.

“As the head of the Democratic Governors 

Association, Shumlin doesn’t need to be 

reminded of how important union support has 

been to building and supporting a strong middle 

class,” Allen noted. 

Vermont-NEA and Gov. Shumlin have worked 

together – and effectively – on many issues, 

including health care reform, the preservation 

of the teachers’ pension system and insulating 

Vermont’s teachers from much of the 

standardized testing madness sweeping the 

nation. 

“My union and especially my 225 fellow members 

who were on strike last week deserve better 

from their governor,” Allen said. 

“Right now, many of our 12,000 members are 

questioning the governor’s commitment to them, 

their profession and their union.”

South Burlington Educators Association 
members walked the picket lines during 
their first-ever strike in October. After 
months of stalled negotiating tactics 
from the board, teachers voted nearly 
unanimously to go on strike. During the 
three-day walkout, almost all members 
were on the line. Their message 
was clear to the board, to the public 
and to each other. Some, including 
former Vermont Teacher of the Year 
Jay Hoffman, at left, walked until their 
knees had had enough. 
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 What Kind of an Election Was That, Anyway?

Did you know? 
It’s that time of year. That’s right: 

get some cash for your college-

age kids and run for Vermont-

NEA office. The $1K Townsend 

scholarships are now awarded to 

10; union office election petitions 

are due Jan. 15. Visit vtnea.org for 

all the details. 

A Note About Retiree Dues, p. 5 
 
President’s View: School is no Place for 
Wonder Bread, p. 2 
 
VEHI Rate Increase Lower Than Other 
Public Health Plans, p. 4

10 Wheelock St, Montpelier, VT 05602

There’s no sugarcoating it. 

We and other unions had a terrible election night across the country 

November 4, losing key US Senate seats, governorships and, here in Vermont, 

some painful state legislative races. 

The Congress that sits in January will be in Republican hands, and that means 

our congressional delegation will lose power and influence. 

Indeed, senators Patrick Leahy and Bernie Sanders will be stripped of 

important chairmanships in the Judiciary and Veterans Affairs committees, 

respectively.

Here in Vermont, we won’t officially have a new governor until the General 

Assembly votes, since Gov. Peter Shumlin didn’t earn the votes of at least 50 

percent of those who cast ballots. By the time you read this, there will still be 

several weeks until the election is officially over.

The upshot to all this doom and gloom? 

“We have our work cut out for us,” said Vermont-NEA President Martha 

Allen. “Compared to other states, we are relatively lucky here. There 

isn’t an all-out attack on our rights to bargain, and there is general 

support for working men and women.”

Now is not the time to mourn, it’s the time to organize. 

Our issues are still there. 

Our struggle for the profession, for our students, our schools and fellow 

working men and women are still there. 

And the future will be ours – but only if we band together and fight 

strongly for our interests. But please remember: you and your 

colleagues are doing some of the most important work there is, and, 

together, you make our local public schools Vermont’s most important 

resource. 

And that will never change.
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Burlington Education Association 
member Rebecca Haslam will be the 
2015 Vermont Teacher of the Year. 
Read more on page 4. 


