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Thank you for the opportunity to respond to this request for information for a bipartisan paid leave 

proposal. The National Education Association applauds the working group and its members for their 

leadership and for continuing to pursue solutions on this critical issue.   

  

The National Education Association’s 3 million members include education support professionals (ESPs) 

who work in public schools and on public college campuses in 14,000 communities. They are 

paraeducators and the dedicated workers in skilled trades; clerical and technical services; custodial and 

maintenance services; food service; health and student services; security; and transportation service. Their 

work is often unheralded, but vital. Yet, across our nation, they are not only chronically underpaid, but 

many still lack paid time off to take care of themselves or their loved ones at crucial times, such as the 

birth of a child (even though in some instances, paid personal sick leave for ESPs is covered by state 

statute).  

  

Education support professionals keep schools and campuses clean and in good repair, provide balanced 

and nutritious meals to students, transport them to school and extracurricular activities, attend to students 

who need additional support to thrive, and fulfill other key duties that set the stage for learning. They are 

dedicated to caring for other people’s children. But many ESPs are not eligible for employer-provided 

health care—or if they are eligible, they cannot afford their share of the premium, or can afford only 

single, as opposed to family, coverage. Moreover, some of the lowest-paid ESPs, such as those in food 

service or transportation do not qualify for job protections under the Family and Medical Leave Act 

because they cannot meet the annual 1,250-hour threshold.   

  

And while education support professionals are particularly impacted by having minimal access to paid 

leave, teachers are often forced to return to the classroom before they are ready after childbirth because 

they lack paid parental leave. This means they must “cobble together sick days...and then supplement that 

with unpaid leave,” according to an Education Week report on teacher salaries, pensions, and benefits.  

  

Taken together, these issues create a mountain of challenges for all educators. They impact educator 

recruitment and retention as well, especially for the education support professionals earning less than a 

living wage in many communities. No one—least of all those who are helping to guide and nurture 

America’s students—should be forced to choose between their own health and their family’s care, and 

their paycheck.   

  

We also note that the general public’s health is better protected when working people are able to utilize 

paid leave to stay home to care for their sick children, rather than sending them to schools where they 

may spread illnesses such as flu, COVID, and RSV to other children and school staff, who then spread 

illnesses to their families and communities. This cycle of illness and disruption can create an even greater 

need for leave for educators and parents.  

  

Guaranteeing access to paid family and medical leave would benefit workers, employers, and our 

economy. Paid leave supports health, including improved infant and child development,1 increased 

https://www.edweek.org/leadership/with-no-paid-parental-leave-many-teachers-return-to-class-before-theyre-ready/2019/04
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breastfeeding rates,2 reduced infant mortality,3 improved maternal health,4 better ability to manage and 

afford cancer treatment,5 and reduced occupational injuries.6 Paid leave also benefits businesses, from 

supporting recruitment,7 to reducing turnover,8 to increasing productivity.9 Our lack of action on paid 

leave costs our economy nearly $22.6 billion each year in lost wages alone.10 According to the U.S. 

Department of Labor, if the United States had the labor force participation among women of economic 

peers Canada and Germany, supported by policies like paid leave, it would generate an additional $775 

billion per year in additional economic activity.11 Simply put, we cannot afford to wait.   
  

At the National Education Association, we believe that paid leave for all means that all workers, 

regardless of where they live or how they work, deserve a foundation of guaranteed paid leave. We urge 

lawmakers across all political leanings to come together around the common-sense conclusion that there 

is a strong federal role in providing paid leave and a strong case for public investments in doing so. Only 

the federal government can create a federal baseline policy that guarantees comprehensive paid leave 

rights to all American workers nationwide. Without a national program, there are substantial disparities in 

access, which have grown rather than decreased in recent years. Existing solutions based on where 

employees work or who they work for have not created access for all, and it is past time for the federal 

government to provide a basic level of benefits to all workers that states and employers can build upon if 

they so choose.  
  

Paid leave should be a universal program guaranteed to all working people, just as Social Security is. All 

Americans will need paid leave at some point in their lives and deserve the peace of mind of knowing it 

will be there for them. Only through a universal program can we ensure fair and equitable access for 

workers.    
  

Comprehensive paid leave enjoys strong, bipartisan support. For example, a recent poll in Arizona, 

Michigan, Nevada, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Georgia, Florida, and Ohio found that 85% 

of voters in these states supported comprehensive paid leave, including 96% of Democrats, 82% of 

Independents, and 76% of Republicans.12 These results parallel years of bipartisan and nonpartisan 

national polling showing robust majorities of Americans of all parties support access to paid leave for all 

through a comprehensive federal paid leave program13 .  
  

A strong federal program should build on time-tested state approaches.   

Federal solutions should heed the lessons learned from long-established state programs. States have 

provided paid leave for decades through a social insurance approach, delivering benefits that work for 

both workers and employers at an affordable cost. Moreover, some state programs passed on a bipartisan 

basis, underlining the strong support across the aisle for paid leave and the political feasibility of taking 

evidence-based action on a bipartisan basis. Even states that passed programs with support from only one 

political party have seen their programs continue when political winds shift, which is a testament to their 

value to working people, businesses, and the economy.   
  

Like existing state programs, a federal paid leave program should provide a guaranteed, comprehensive 

benefit to all workers. This program should be administered through a federal agency with the expertise 

and support to deliver benefits fairly and efficiently. In contrast, to date, voluntary approaches have not 

meaningfully expanded access to paid leave.  
  

State leadership has demonstrated the policy parameters working families need.  

Years of experience at the state level have generated important policy best practices that should be 

reflected in a federal paid leave program, including:  

 Purposes: A federal paid leave program should cover workers’ own serious health conditions, 

parental bonding, caregiving for seriously ill loved ones, needs in relation to military deployment, and 

safe leave to address sexual and domestic violence.   
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 Family definition: A federal paid leave program should have an inclusive family definition, 

ensuring that workers can care for all those they consider family, including loved ones to whom they 

may not have a legal or biological relationship.   
 Wage replacement: A federal paid leave program should ensure that the wage replacement rate 

(the percentage of their own income workers receive while on leave) is high enough that workers can 

afford to use the benefit, particularly for low-income workers.   
 Duration: A federal paid leave program must guarantee at least twelve weeks of paid leave.   
 Job protection: A federal paid leave program must protect workers’ jobs, ensuring that they can 

return to work following leave and can use their rights without retaliation or interference.   
 Universal coverage: A federal paid leave program must cover all workers, including employees 

and independent contractors, part-time and full-time workers, and public and private sector workers, 

regardless of industry or employer size, and regardless of what funding structure the program is based 

upon.   
  

High quality paid leave is an investment in businesses and in our economy.   

Small businesses need a public program to level the playing field, helping them compete with larger 

employers who can more easily afford to offer these benefits, which will often attract the best employees. 

A universal program keeps costs low and significantly reduces the administrative burden on employers of 

implementing a program, which small businesses particularly need. Just as they can at the state level, 

employers should always be able to provide more generous benefits than the federal minimum if they 

wish to, supplementing with more pay, more weeks, or more purposes. The law should provide a floor, 

not a ceiling.   
  

Experience from state paid leave programs shows that once paid leave programs are implemented, most 

employers, including most small employers, support them.14 That’s because these programs offer 

businesses benefits like improved recruiting, retention, and productivity, at an affordable cost and in a 

structure that is easy for employers to implement.   
  

Funding must be sufficient and sustainable.   

There are many viable options for raising the funds to support a comprehensive paid leave program. 

Regardless of which option policymakers choose, a workable paid leave program requires sustainable, 

reliable long-term funding at a level sufficient to support the benefits workers need.    

  

At the same time, a federal paid leave program should not reduce funding to other programs working 

families rely on. For example, paid leave should not be paid for by taking money out of Social Security, 

harming todays’ retirees and undermining retirement security for the future. Progress on paid leave means 

protections that complement existing supports, not false choices.  
  

We should continue learning from state innovation.   

States should be able to continue operating their own programs once federal paid leave is enacted and 

receive federal support to do so, so long as those programs meet robust federal standards. We should 

continue to take advantage of innovations at the state level in the future.  
  

As we work toward a national program, the federal government can support states in their efforts. For 

example, the federal government could invest in electronic systems to facilitate better communication 

among state programs, helping them to share data and improve program integrity. This investment would 

benefit both employers and workers, as well as state administrators.    
  

Conclusion  

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide this information. We look forward to continuing to work 

with you to make paid leave a reality for all Americans. If you have any questions, please contact NEA 

federal lobbyist Christin Driscoll at cdriscoll@nea.org.   

mailto:cdriscoll@nea.org
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