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THE NATIONAL EDUCATION ASSOCIATION 
We, the members of the National 
Education Association of the United 
States, are the voice of education 
professionals. Our work is fundamental  
to the nation, and we accept the 
profound trust placed in us. 

OUR VISION IS A GREAT PUBLIC 
SCHOOL FOR EVERY STUDENT. 

OUR MISSION
To advocate for education 
professionals and to unite our 
members and the nation to fulfill the 
promise of public education to prepare 
every student to succeed in a diverse  
and interdependent world. 
 
OUR CORE VALUES 
These principles guide our work 
and define our mission: 
 
EQUAL OPPORTUNITY. 
We believe public education is 
the gateway to opportunity. All 
students have the human and civil 
right to a quality public education 
that develops their potential, 
independence, and character. 
 
A JUST SOCIETY. 
We believe public education is vital 
to building respect for the worth, 
dignity, and equality of every 
individual in our diverse society.

DEMOCRACY. 
We believe public education is the 
cornerstone of our republic. Public 
education provides individuals 
with the skills to be involved, 
informed, and engaged in our 
representative democracy. 
PROFESSIONALISM. 
We believe that the expertise and 
judgment of education professionals 
are critical to student success. We 
maintain the highest professional 
standards, and we expect the 
status, compensation, and respect 
due to all professionals.  
PARTNERSHIP. 
We believe partnerships with parents, 
families, communities, and other 
stakeholders are essential to quality 
public education and student success.  
COLLECTIVE ACTION. 
We believe individuals are strengthened 
when they work together for the common 
good. As education professionals, we 
improve both our professional status and 
the quality of public education when 
we unite and advocate collectively. 
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Access these new digital lessons and  
resources at AmericanIndian.si.edu/nk360

• The Impact of the Gold Rush on California 
Native Americans

• The “First Thanksgiving”: How Can We Tell  
a Better Story?

• California Native American  
Survival and Resilience  
During the Mission Period

Lead funding for the Native Knowledge 360°  
education initiative provided by the Federated  
Indians of Graton Rancheria, Margaret A. Cargill  
Philanthropies and Bonnie and Jere Broh-Kahn.

Image: Mataillong Du

Transforming teaching  
and learning about  
Native Americans

p5_2501_Mission_Layout 1_1482504.indd   4p5_2501_Mission_Layout 1_1482504.indd   4 12/6/24   2:14 PM12/6/24   2:14 PM



January 2023      7

P R E S I D E N T ’ S

We Did It! Social Security 
Restored for Millions of 
Educators

What an amazing way to end a very 
challenging year! In December, the tireless, decades-long advo-
cacy by NEA and NEA-Retired produced a historic victory: The 

repeal of the Government Pension Offset (GPO) and the Windfall Elimina-
tion Provision (WEP), two provisions of Social Security that have reduced 
or eliminated benefits for millions of public service workers, including mil-
lions of educators. These unfair and archaic measures stayed on the books 
for too long, but NEA-Retired members never gave up. 

Thank you for your years of advocacy and perseverance. This repeal will 
be life-changing for educators across the country, who will finally receive the 
Social Security income they have earned. Read our story about how this win 
impacts NEA-Retired members on Page 52.

I hope this remarkable accomplishment will inspire you and boost your 
commitment to your association. There are so many opportunities to be 
involved on the national level that can help us build on this success.

The 2025 NEA-Retired Conference is coming soon and will be held March 
9–11 at the Fort Pontchartrain Hotel, in Detroit, Mich. This year’s theme is, “A 
Lifetime of Promoting, Protecting, and Strengthening Public Education: The 
Foundation of Our Democracy.” To register, please visit nea.org/Retired. 

And preparations are already underway for the 2025 NEA-Retired 
Annual Meeting, which will be held in Portland, Ore., June 29–30. Go to the 
NEA-Retired website above for more information about the meeting. You 
can also find information about awards that will be presented at the annual 
meeting, including the Distinguished Service Award and the Jack Kinnaman 
Scholarship for NEA Aspiring Educators at nea.org/RetiredAward.

Let’s keep making positive change for students, educators, and retirees! 

NEA-Retired President Anita Gibson
anitagretired@gmail.com  256-717-7993
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INTERACTIVE CLASSROOM 
LEARNING: 

Live Virtual Field Trips and 
Workshops 

Learn about the history 
of Ford’s Theatre, the 

assassination of Abraham 
Lincoln, the power of 

public speaking and the 
characteristics of leadership.

Book a private Virtual Field Trip for 
your class. Connect students directly 
with Ford’s Education to explore the 

many stories Ford’s Theatre has to 
offer. Our new workshops include 
activities that inspire connection, 
expand critical thinking and build 

student confidence.

For more information, visit 
the Education Programs page 
at www.fords.org or email 

VirtualFieldTrips@fords.org.

Ford’s 
Theatre
EDUCATION
PROGRAMS

Photo: Craig Segall
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STUDENT SUCCESS GRANTS support projects that promote 
critical thinking and real-world application of learning.

ENVISION EQUITY GRANTS empower educators to advance 
students’ cultural understanding, anti-racism commitments, 
and understanding of civic engagement and democracy.

LEARNING AND LEADERSHIP GRANTSLEARNING AND LEADERSHIP GRANTS allow educators to 
participate in professional development opportunities that 
are specific to their individual needs and interests.

GRANTS
to educators

GLOBAL LEARNING
FELLOWSHIP

APPLICATION DEADLINE
SPRING 2025

SCAN THE QR CODE TO
APPLY & LEARN MORE!

GRANTS UP TO $5,000
APPLICATION DEADLINE
FEBRUARY 2025

In a world that’s increasingly interconnected, 
global competency skills are the threads that 
foster connection, collaboration, and cooperation.

The NEA Foundation’s Global Learning Fellowship 
is a unique, year-long professional development 
opportunity for educators, addressing this need.

FEBRUARY 14, 2025
JOIN THE CELEBRATION:
7:30PM EST | 4:30PM PST

THANKS TO OUR GALA SPONSORS!

WATCH ONLINE
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JOIN ME
3 Things To Do For 
Yourself and Your 
Union
Keep it up! 
We know that decisions made by school 
board members affect everything from 
your ability to choose the best books for 
your students to your ability to pay your 
own bills. Learn to be a more effective 
advocate at bit.ly/PublicSchoolsStrong.

Read a book by an African  
American author.   
February is the National African 
American Read-In, a time to celebrate 
and center on African American 
authors. One of my top picks? Heather 
McGhee, author of The Sum of Us: What 
Racism Costs Everyone and How We 
Can Prosper Together. Look for book 
recommendations for your students at 
nea.org/ReadAcross. 

Open your 2025 calendar—and put your 
union meetings on it. 
January is a perfect time to mark up your 
calendar. Make a note to attend your 
building or worksite meetings, and take a 
look at your state affiliate’s events calendar, 
too. Show up and build a stronger union!

Find out how NEA is working 
every day for educators, 
students, and public schools 
in “NEA in Action” (Page 10).

In the News: Vouchers
“Vouchers weaken our public schools and limit the 
opportunities for our students. [They] siphon critical funding 
from public schools, and we know that 90 percent of our 
students in America go to public schools. Vouchers redirect 
that money for 90 percent of our students to private 
institutions with no accountability. ... In rural areas, the 
neighborhood public school is most often the community’s 
economic engine and entertainment hub, with schools 
playing a vital role in bringing the community together.”

—Becky, on KVUE-ABC, November 13, 2024

What I’ve Been Reading
In 2023, South Carolina teacher Mary Wood 
asked her AP English students to read one of 
my favorite books, Ta-Nehisi Coates’ Between 
the World and Me, a memoir of his experience 
of what it’s like to be Black in America. Within 
days, she was reprimanded and told to stop. 
In 2024, Wood assigned the book again—and 
this time her students dove in, learning from 
Coates how to formulate arguments for their own persuasive essays. 
In his new book, The Message, Coates reflects on the experience of 
attending a school board meeting in support of Wood and on the 
conversations he had with her. He focuses on the power of stories,  
and I encourage you to do the same. Your own story—as an educator, a 
union member, maybe as a parent, too—has power. Use it. 

Keep up with me and the rest of your union family at 
instagram.com/neatoday.
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Face to Face With NEA Members 
“You either win or learn.” That’s something my favorite NFL quarterback 
says—and I love that attitude. (Fly, Eagles, fly!) As educators we know 
it’s important to learn from both our losses and our wins. No question, 
our losses in November present major challenges ahead to promote, 
protect, and strengthen public education, but NEA members also won 
key races and important ballot measures that will raise education 
funding and scale back high-stakes testing. Learn more at EdVotes.org.

Dear NEA members, 
I am honored to serve as 
your president. 

United, we will reclaim public  
education as a common good and 
transform it into a racially and socially 
just system that actually prepares  
every student—not one, not some, 
but every single student—to suc-
ceed in a diverse and interdependent 
world. Onward!

(Top) Nevada State Education Association members joined me in 
knocking on doors alongside actors Patton Oswalt and Meredith 
Salenger (next to me, holding signs). (Bottom) I also joined North 
Carolina Association of Educators President Tamika Walker Kelly in 
canvassing with the now-elected State Superintendent Mo Green!

B E C K Y ’ S  J O U R N A L  O F 

Becky Pringle     
NEA President

Educators dedicate their lives to public 
service, but when it is time to retire, far 
too many find that they were stripped of 
the Social Security benefits they earned. 
Public service workers advocated for four 
decades for this wrong to be righted.  
We are grateful that members of 
Congress put aside partisan politics to 
come together and do what was right: 
Pass the Social Security Fairness Act!
—Becky, in December, after Congress 
repealed harmful provisions of Social 
Security law. Read the full story on Page 52.

PHOTOS, ABOVE: ALEXANDER MARKS (TOP); JUSTIN GUILLORY (BOTTOM)
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TEACHING
RESOURCES 

Lesson plans 
and activity worksheets
for all grades

Fully customizable lessons
with optional script 

Available in many languages
including English, Spanish and
Brazilian-Portuguese

Easily downloadable 
in multiple formats

Covering THREE Pillars: 
Zero Waste Principles
Recycling
Circular Economy Entrepreneurship

p10_2501_NEAinAction_layout 1.indd   11p10_2501_NEAinAction_layout 1.indd   11 12/6/24   2:17 PM12/6/24   2:17 PM

10      January 2025

NEA Grant 
Helps Local 
Union Build 
Power

In Pueblo, Colo., new teachers will 
finally make more than $50,000 a 
year. That’s thanks to the advocacy 

of hundreds of Pueblo Education 
Association (PEA) members—including 
70 percent of the bargaining unit that 
signed a “photo petition” (above).  

The local has grown more powerful in 
recent years, as more educators have 
become active in the union.  

“I’m really proud of what we’ve done 
to bring in more voices and more 
member engagement,” says PEA 
President Mike Maes, who partly 
credits an NEA grant for the union’s 
growth. The grant allowed Vice 
President Justina Carter to be a full-
time release leader, which provided 
her the time needed to connect  
with members.

For more information on  
Student-Centered Bargaining and 
Advocacy Grants, visit nea.org/
Bargaining-Grants. 

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF MEMBERS; ILLUSTRATION: SHUTTERSTOCK

NEA Helps Block Voucher Schemes
Some 90 percent of students in the U.S. attend public 
schools. That’s why NEA is helping state affiliates beat 
back voucher schemes across the country, so public 
dollars stay where they belong—in public schools! Here 
are some 2024 wins:

In Nebraska, Colorado, and Kentucky, voters 
overwhelmingly rejected school vouchers in the 2024 
election. A united coalition of educators, parents, and 
community members, with NEA support, organized to stop 
ballot measures in these states. Their success continues a 
crucial trend: When school vouchers have been put to a 
vote, they have been defeated. 

In Utah, NEA’s legal 
council began litigating a 
voucher challenge in May 
on behalf of the Utah 
Education Association 
and several individuals. 
The universal voucher 
scheme would drain 
millions of dollars from 
public schools.

In South Carolina, the state Supreme Court struck 
down a voucher program that would have siphoned 
taxpayer dollars to fund private school tuition. This 
decision, handed down in September, comes after NEA 
brought the lawsuit on behalf of The South Carolina 
Education Association, along with six public school parents 
and the NAACP South Carolina State Conference. 

Learn how voucher programs hurt students and 
educators at nea.org/Vouchers.

NEA Protects Utah Workers’ Rights!

An NEA legislative grant helped the Utah Education Association 
derail an anti-worker bill that would have required public labor 
unions to be recertified every five years. The 
proposal also would have made it illegal to 
take union dues out of employees’ paychecks— 
making it harder for educators to keep their 
memberships active. Learn more about the 
grant at nea.org/LegislativeGrant.

TEACHING
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and activity worksheets
for all grades

Fully customizable lessons
with optional script 

Available in many languages
including English, Spanish and
Brazilian-Portuguese

Easily downloadable 
in multiple formats
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Recycling
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I N  T H E  K N O W

is the percentage of students ages 13–18 who say they 
see conspiracy theories on social media at least once a 
week. Of those teens who reported seeing conspiracy 
theories, 81 percent reported that they believed at 
least one of them. Learn more about helping students 
navigate today’s ‘infodemic’ of misinformation online: 
nea.org/misinformation.

NEW STUDY: 
EDUCATOR 
STRIKES LEAD  
TO BETTER PAY

A first-of-its-kind study has found that teacher strikes lead to increases 
in pay. Strikes also generate additional per-pupil spending, lower 
class sizes, and more investment in non-teaching employees, such as 

nurses and social workers. According to the September 2024 study, published 
by the National Bureau of Economic Research, strikes increase compensa-
tion by an average 8 percent—or roughly $10,000 per teacher per year—by 
the fifth year after a strike. Strikes also improve working conditions, with 
student-teacher ratios decreasing by 3.2 percent on average. They also lead 
to about a 7 percent increase in spending on non-instructional staff, such as 
social workers and nurses.

PHOTOS FROM TOP: JAY FRAM; SHUTTERSTOCK

80%

The Effect of Strikes on Teacher Salaries
Researchers found that by the fifth year after a strike, teacher salaries had 
increased by 8 percent, or about $10K per teacher.
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TEEN INFORMATION ATTITUDES, HABITS & SKILLS” OCTOBER 2024
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RACIAL, ETHNIC, AND GENDER PAY 
GAPS PERSIST FOR EDUCATORS
K–12 teachers still make $18,000 less than other full-time workers who have at 

least a bachelor’s degree. According to the 2024 State of the American Teacher 
Survey, which provides an annual analysis of K–12 public school teachers across 

the United States, this pay gap is even more pronounced when broken down by race, 
ethnicity, and gender. Educators of color and female teachers generally earn less than 
their White and male peers respectively.  

Black teachers, for instance, earn about $22,000 less than comparable working 
adults and about $5,000 less than White and Hispanic teachers.  

Female teachers, on average, reported 
base salaries that were about $9,000 less 
than those reported by male teachers.  

Closing these pay gaps is challenging 
due to structural biases, which are 
embedded in initial salary placement, 
mandatory disclosure of salary histories 
during hiring, and the fact that equal pay 
is not always guaranteed for equal work.

Unions and collective bargaining, 
however, can significantly reduce pay 
discrepancies across genders and  
racial lines. 

I N 
T H E

CHART SOURCE: HUNTER COLLEGE, CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK. 2024. PHOTO: ADOBE STOCK IMAGES

Unions increase pay equity
In a summary of research on pay 

gaps, the Center for American Progress 
concludes that collective bargaining has 
a significant impact on wage equity.  
This is how:  

1. Wage increases: Unions raise 
wages for the workers they represent, 
particularly lower- and middle-income 
individuals. Since women and People of 
Color make up the majority of low-wage 
workers, increased wages help narrow 
the pay gap for these groups.  

2. Objective pay standards: 
Collective bargaining establishes pay 
based on objective criteria, such as 
skills and education. It also sets rules to 

prevent harmful practices—like pay 
secrecy, which prohibits employees 
from discussing their wages 
with co-workers—and creates 
mechanisms for enforcement of 
these standards. This reduces 
opportunities for discrimination and 
ensures equal pay for equal work.  

3. Work-life balance: Collective 
bargaining can secure essential 
work-life supports—such as paid-
leave policies, which can help close 
the gender pay gap.

A Union Boom in Higher Education 

Faculty and graduate-student employees are choosing to 
unionize, making higher education one of the fastest growing 
sectors of organized labor, according to Hunter College’s 
National Center for the Study of Collective Bargaining in Higher 
Education and the Professions. Between 2012 and 2024, the 
number of unionized faculty grew by 7.5 percent. The number 
of grad-student employees in unions grew even faster, by 133 
percent. Today, about 27 percent of faculty belong to unions, for 
a total of 402,217 unionized faculty. 

Faculty Unions on the Rise
The number of faculty unions in the U.S. has increased 
steadily since 1976.
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RECORD HIGH 
SCHOOL SPORTS 
PARTICIPATION 

More than 8 million high schoolers 
are participating in school-
sponsored sports—an all-time 

high, according to a survey by the 
National Federation of State High School 
Associations. The survey found that sports 
participation grew by 210,469 to 8,062,302 
from the school years 2022 – 2023 to 
2023 – 2024. The previous participation 
record was 7,980,886, set in 2017 – 2018. 
One driver of the increase is the growing 
popularity of girls flag football. Almost 
42,000 girls participated in flag football  
in 2023 – 2024, compared with 21,000 the 
previous year.

Can Educators Afford to Work  
Where They Live?
Despite recent increases in the average salary for public school teachers, when 

adjusted for inflation, they and other school staff are still making less than 
they were a decade ago. Housing prices and inflation have increased steadily 

over the past few years. According to a recent NEA survey, more than half of  
pre-K–12 teachers, 
education support 
professionals (ESPs), 
and specialized 
instructional support 
personnel (SISPs) (non-
classroom educators) 
live in the community 
in which they work. But 
many find it a financial 
strain to do so.

Top 10 Boys Programs (2023 – 2024)
SPORT PARTICIPANTS

1.  Football—11 Player 1,031,508
2.  Track and Field—Outdoor 625,333
3.  Basketball 536,668
4.  Baseball 471,701
5.  Soccer 467,483
6.  Wrestling 291,874
7.  Cross Country 239,381
8.  Tennis 157,835
9.  Golf 155,174
10.  Swimming & Diving 116,799

Top 10 Girls Programs (2023 – 2024)
SPORT PARTICIPANTS

1.  Track and Field—Outdoor 506,015
2.  Volleyball 479,125
3.  Soccer 383,895
4.  Basketball 367,284
5.  Softball—Fast Pitch 345,451
6.  Tennis 195,766
7.  Cross Country 192,969
8.  Competitive Spirit (Cheer) 181,023
9.  Swimming & Diving 138,174
10.  Lacrosse 101,204

Educators say they have financial difficulty 
living in the communities in which they work.

  Pre-K–12 teachers and SISPs 
  Pre-K–12 ESPs

SOURCE: NEA MEMBER SURVEY, MAY 2024 – JULY 2024

It is a 
financial strain.

I could live in 
the community 
where I work, 

but it would be 
a financial strain 

to do so.

I cannot afford 
to live in the 
community 

where I work.

28% 23% 27%29% 20% 47%
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I N 
T H E

Public school advocates have scored 
some significant victories, pushing 
back voucher bills in some pretty red 
states. What are some lessons there?  

JC: It’s hard to overstate how much 
these voucher schemes are opposed 
by many rural Republicans in state 
legislatures. Schools are often the 
biggest employers in their district. They 
know the school board members and 

the superintendents, who are like 
mayors in those communities.   

Public school advocacy 
groups are working really hard 
on the ground to push these bills 
back, and as long as those rural 
lawmakers are in office, those 
alliances are absolutely critical 
in fighting these bills. 

What do you see over the 
next few years? 

JC: We need to continue 
to oppose vouchers and 
school privatization and 
the radicalism that has 
undermined public schools. 

At the same time, the positive, 
forward-looking policy is to fully fund 
public education. For years, the right 
wing said all we’re doing is throwing 
money at a problem without academic 
results. It was kind of taken as gospel. 
As it turns out, we have strong research, 
based in social science, that shows that 
investments in public schools do have 
direct payoff over the short run and 
over the long run—on academics and on 
later-in-life outcomes like wages. 

SCHOOL VOUCHERS ARE A 
‘COMPREHENSIVE FAILURE’ 
In the new book, The Privateers: How Billionaires Created a Culture War and Sold 

School Vouchers, author Josh Cowen explores how school privatization advo-
cates have been able to advance vouchers. This expansion has occurred despite 

overwhelming evidence showing voucher programs strip funds away from public 
schools, lack fiscal and academic accountability, and are used primarily by families 
with children already enrolled in private school. A professor of 
education policy at Michigan State University, Cowen traces 
the beginning of the voucher movement from White parents’ 
resistance to integration in the 1950s through to the recent 
“culture wars.” As he recently told NEA Today, the overriding 
goal of privatization has always been to destabilize the insti-
tution of public education—and vouchers serve that purpose. 

NEA Today: Your book details how the privatization  
agenda slowly advanced over the past decade or so, but  
it seems almost like a dam broke a couple of years ago. 
What happened? 

Josh Cowen: If you look at the past decade, you really can’t 
find a more comprehensive failure than vouchers.  

So why are voucher bills succeeding now? You can’t look at 
the voucher question in isolation from the political climate we’re 
currently in. Why are we also talking about book bans? Why are 
there new attacks on LGBTQ+ Americans? 

These are things you would have thought were beyond the pale three or four or 
five years ago. This is about destabilizing public education. 

  
Privatization advocates use phrases like “freedom” and “parents’ rights” to 
shield against the overwhelming evidence that vouchers are a failure.   

JC: Right. The talking point, “As long as the parents are happy, it’s fine,” has been 
around forever. We need to acknowledge and affirm the importance of parents 
as partners in the education space, but “parents’ rights” has deeply negative and 
nefarious historical connotations, dating all the way back to the post-Brown v. Board 
of Education world, where your “rights” meant you got to segregate your child.   
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NEA is part of a coalition demanding tax fairness 
at the federal level. Learn more about Fair Share 
America and support the cause at FairShareUSA.org.

TAKE 
ACTION

7 YEARS 
is the time it took for Rise Up 
Massachusetts—a coalition that includes 
the Massachusetts Teachers Association—
to pass the Fair Share Amendment.

4% is the increase in taxes 
on income over $1 million. 

0.5% is the percentage 
of Massachusetts residents 
affected by the tax.

$1 BILLION 
is the amount of revenue generated 
by the Fair Share tax in its first year 
(July 2023 – June 2024).

$2 BILLION 
is the amount the Fair 
Share tax is on track to 
generate in the second year 
(July 2024 – June 2025).

CASE STUDY MASSACHUSETTS:

How Tax Fairness Lifts Public Schools 
and Boosts Equity

K–12 Schools

$244.5 MILLION
• School meals ($170 million).

• Boost to per pupil spending ($37 million).

• Early literacy for pre-K through third 

grade ($20 million).

• Clean energy public school infrastructure 

upgrades ($10 million).

• Development of statewide framework 

for youth mental and behavioral health  

($5 million).

• Expansion of early-college, workforce, 

and technical-pathway programs  

($2.5 million).

Public Colleges & Universities

$239 MILLION
• Financial aid for students ($90 million).

• Tuition-free community college for   

all students beginning in fall 2024  

($117.5 million).

• Supports for students, such as child care, 

counseling, and transportation assistance 

for those enrolled in public colleges 

($16.5 million).

• An endowment-match program for public 

colleges and universities ($15 million).
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Special education paraprofessional 
Susan Soares spent much of her 
free time in fall 2022 standing at 

the busiest intersection of her home-
town of Arlington, Mass., with a sign 
that said, “YES on 1!” She was there to 
talk to passersby about a ballot measure 
that would make the state’s tax system 
more fair and also support public schools 
and transportation.

Soares was one of thousands of 
Massachusetts Teachers Associ-
ation (MTA) members who 
worked with the Raise Up 
Massachusetts coalition 
to explain the Fair Share 
Amendment. 

Their goal was to 
educate voters on two 
points: First, that the 
measure would affect 
only the top 0.5 percent of 
Massachusetts earners, adding a 4 
percent tax on income after the first 
$1 million. Second, all of that revenue 
would go to public education—pre-K 
through higher ed—and public 
transportation.

“I explained that the money would 
help their district get what their stu-
dents really need,” Soares says. “Do they 
need reading support? Whatever it is,  
I want that for them, and this measure 
would help.”

As time would tell, the measure 
would do all that and more.

Voters passed the measure in Novem-
ber 2022, amending the state’s constitu-
tion—which had required a flat  
5 percent tax on all earners since 1915. 
The effort was worth it. As MTA and allies 
predicted, the measure has brought in 
over $2 billion! 

MTA advocated for one of the first 
major investments made with the funds: 

universal school meals, which passed 
the state legislature with biparti-

san support in 2023. 
“We’re proud to be a state 

that has universal school 
meals,” says MTA President 
Max Page. “If you’re talking 
about improving schools,  

you simply can’t do it if kids 
are hungry.”

Other equity- 
boosting investments 
include tuition-free com-

munity college and tuition- and fee-free 
attendance at public universities for stu-
dents with family incomes under $75,000.

Fair Share funds have also been used 
for much-needed school construction 
projects and major upgrades to public 
transportation. ”[These] matter to our 
students and families, too,” Page says.

Read on to see how a “millionaire’s 
tax” can transform education budgets.  

ISSUES
AND

DOES TAX 
FAIRNESS 
MATTER FOR 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS? 
YES! JUST ASK YOUR 
COLLEAGUES IN 
MASSACHUSETTS.

By Amanda Litvinov

PHOTO: COURTESY OF SUSAN SOARES

Susan Soares

FAIR SHARE TAX MEASURES ASK THE 
WEALTHIEST CITIZENS—WHO PAY LESS 
OF THEIR INCOME IN TAXES THAN THE 
REST OF US—TO PAY THEIR FAIR SHARE.
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other support staff. But when paras 
asked for a 3.7 percent cost of living 
increase, the district refused to give 
them a raise.

The union went on a weeklong strike, 
with support from the community and 
the district’s teachers. Finally, they came 
to a collective bargaining agreement 
with the district. Paraeducators won 
about a 3.4 percent increase. 

That’s progress, but salaries were 
so low that the raise amounts to an 
increase of about 50 cents an hour.

Why did it take a strike to get this  
modest cost of living increase?

It’s a profound lack of respect, says 
Winters, who is president of the Port 
Angeles Paraeducators Association.

“Paraeducator worth, is outdated 
and unappreciated,” Winters says. 

The fight for respect in 
Massachusetts

On the opposite side of the 
country, in Massachusetts, para­
educators are also fighting to change 
this grievous legacy. During the last 
academic year, Holly Currier earned 
about $30,000 as an instructional 
assistant in Andover, Mass., one of the 
wealthiest towns in the state. 

Currier works in seven high school 
social studies classes, supporting the 
physical, academic, emotional, and social 
needs of students who have special 
education plans. In some classes, she has 
as many as a dozen students. On the 
toughest days, it’s just about helping 
them get through the door, she says.    

Currier’s mother is an instructional 
assistant (IA) in the same district. She  
can’t afford to continue living in her 
Andover home, nor can she afford  
to retire. 

“She may not be able to remain 
here,” Currier says.  

The picture is brighter after winning 
a new contract—a victory fueled by 
the union’s bargaining power. Now 
Andover’s starting pay for IAs has 
increased from $24,537 to $39,142 per 
year. By the end of the four­year 
contract, the highest paid IAs will be 
earning $50,103.

 

“It’s a significant material gain for 
those workers, and a statement that 
we’re not going to allow public schools 
to operate on the exploitation of this 
workforce,” says Andover Education 
Association President Matt Bach, who 
notes that almost all IAs are women, 
and many are People of Color.  

Currier, who now earns $33,000 
annually, agrees that the contract was 
transformational, but many employees  
started from a very low wage. 

“There’s a really gendered 
component to this,” she says. That limits 

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF MASSACHUSETTS TEACHERS ASSOCIATION (TOP AND BOTTOM); 
COURTESY OF PORT ANGELES PARAEDUCATORS ASSOCIATION (MIDDLE)

(Opposite) Teacher’s aides have been 
underpaid since they were introduced 
in the 1960s. (Below, top and bottom) In 
2023, paraeducators in Andover, Mass., 
fight for respect and better pay, with 
support from their kids. (Below, middle)  
In 2024, paras in Port Angeles, Wash., 
strike for better wages.

the autonomy and choices we 
have when we end up in the  
public sector and choose to  
serve children.”

This gendered component is 
also rooted in the history of the 

paraeducator profession, Juravich says.
“A core and cruel paradox of this 

work is that while they are seen as 
critical, they are also seen as ‘care 
workers’ … and are feminized,” he adds. 
“Careers that have traditionally been 
held by women are devalued.”

Paraprofessionals play key roles 
in early education, special education, 
language acquisition, culturally relevant 
education, and family engagement, 
Juravich points out, but they are 
perpetually underpaid.

“We find ourselves in this moment 
even today,” he says.  
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Paraeducator Rebecca Winters 
would welcome administrators 
and legislators to spend a day in 

the classroom with her or any of her 
paraeducator colleagues.

“It’s easy to make decisions  
behind a desk,” she says. “It’s not easy  
to spend days in a classroom with  
high-need students and observe how 
hard this job is—to see how draining 
it can be, how abusive, and how 
emotionally exhausting it is to take  
on challenging students.”

Despite these difficulties, the 
rewards of helping kids are huge. 
Winters has worked at Hamilton 
Elementary School, in Port Angeles, 
Wash., for 20 years, and still loves her 
job. All she asks is that paraeducators 
get paid a living wage for the critical 
services they provide. 

Her situation echoes that of 
paraeducators around the country—
and it is not new. The long history of 
undervaluing paraeducators goes back 
to the beginning, when these positions 
were first introduced in schools.

“In the 1960s, districts started 
to bring in school aides, sometimes 
called teachers’ aides, or auxiliaries, 
who’d eventually become known as 

paraprofessionals and paraeducators,” 
says Nick Juravich, assistant professor 
of history and labor studies at the 
University of Massachusetts Boston. 
“It started with the baby boom years. 
Suddenly there were a lot more kids 
in schools, and the hiring of teachers 
wasn’t keeping pace with the amount 
of students.”

Administrators needed more staff, 
but wanted them to work for less pay. 
“The purpose was to free up teachers 
to teach and not get bogged down 
by disruptions that are inevitable in 
growing class sizes,” Juravich says.  

In the late 1960s, New York 
paraeducators unionized with the 
United Federation of Teachers (UFT). The 
paraeducator contract of UFT became a 
model for local unions nationwide, but 
the problems of low salaries and a lack 
of respect persist to this day. 

But there is some good news. District 
by district, paraeducators are organizing 
to get the raises they deserve.

Paras strike in Washington
Just last spring, in Washington state,  

the Port Angeles School District received 
a 39.8 percent boost in funding, in part 
to raise wages for paraeducators and 

E D U C A T I O N 
S U P P O R T

PARAEDUCATORS 
NEED A RAISE!
UNDERPAID THROUGHOUT 
HISTORY, PARAEDUCATORS 
ARE WORKING THROUGH 
THEIR UNIONS TO GET THE 
RAISES THEY DESERVE

By Cindy Long

PHOTO: HISTORIC IMAGES
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Q and A: 

Meet AGT Winner 
Richard Goodall 

By Joel Berger 

NEA Today: When did you start singing 
in the school hallways?  

Richard Goodall: It started in 
elementary schools. West Vigo is just my 
latest one. I’ve been in about three or 
four different schools, and I have [sung] 
pretty much all my life.  

On Veterans Day, I would sing “God 
Bless the USA.” But 2022 was a different 
year. Teachers asked me if I wanted to 
sing in the talent show. They said, “Just 
pick whatever song you want.” I picked, 
“Don’t Stop Believin.’” The video took 
off, and then I got noticed by America’s 
Got Talent (AGT), and here I am today.  

Why do you think your performance 
at the school talent show spoke to so 
many people? 

RG: I don’t know. It was filmed 
on a Thursday afternoon. That Friday 
morning, I was scrubbing the floor,  

because it was just before school 
was getting out for the summer. That 
morning, it was at 100,000 views. By the 
end of the weekend, it was at a million. 
When it reached 3 million, Journey and 
Steve Perry commented on it. Steve 
Perry put it on all of his social media.  

How did you end up on AGT? 
RG: I was supposed to be a part of 

Season 18 and, for whatever reason, I got 
dropped. After Season 18 was over, AGT 
judge Howie Mandel found the initial 
video and reposted it on his TikTok. The 
caption said, “Needs to be on AGT.”  

Then a senior producer reached out 
and asked if I wanted to be on the show. 
I said, “My shot’s gone.” He said, “I can’t 
believe we dropped the ball on this.” 

Four months later—I’ve never been 
west of Missouri, I’ve never been on 
a plane. They put plane tickets on my 
phone, and I said, “You’ve got to go. 
You’ve got to get your shot.”    

What was your school community’s 
reaction to your big win? 

RG: I think people—not just Terre 
Haute, not just Indiana, Illinois, Ohio—
people in general just needed a boost. 
A pick-me-up, you know. And the one 
wonderful thing that I’ve enjoyed out of 
all of this is there were families sitting in 
front of the TV again, rooting for me.  

My hometown has just been over  
the moon. I’m getting ready to walk into 
my grocery store, and I’ll have to take 
about three or four selfies before I can 
get through the line. To me, that’s great! 

What’s next for you? 
RG: Sky is the limit. Opportunities 

are coming in, and life for me and my 
wife, Angie, is unscripted. So, we’ll see 
what happens.  
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INDIANA’S ‘SINGING JANITOR’ 
WINS $1 MILLION ON  
AMERICA’S GOT TALENT!

How did school custodian Richard Goodall become a rock star  
almost overnight? He captured fans’ hearts on Season 19 of Amer-
ica’s Got Talent (AGT)! It was all about “taking small chances,” said 

Goodall, in an interview with TV Insider. 
Goodall’s journey began at West Vigo Elementary School, in Terre 

Haute, Ind., where he earned the affectionate nicknames the “singing 
janitor” and “Mr. Richard.” In 2022, he performed at a school talent show, 
belting out the 1980s anthem “Don’t Stop Believin’” by Journey. As soon 
as he launched into the first verse, the atmosphere transformed. Soon 
students were on their feet and dancing.

When a teacher shared a video of Goodall’s performance on social 
media, it quickly amassed millions of views. Former Journey front man 
Steve Perry even commented on the post. Before long, AGT’s producers 
took notice and invited Goodall to audition for celebrity judges Howie 
Mandel, Heidi Klum, Sofia Vergara, and Simon Cowell.

Mr. Richard’s dream comes true
When Cowell asked Goodall to share his big dream, his response was 

simple and heartfelt: “I love to sing.” And sing he did, prompting Klum to 
hit the golden buzzer, which propelled Goodall from the audition stage 
straight to the quarterfinals.

“I’ve been singing in the halls 
for 23 years,” Goodall said during 
the competition. “I know how 
lucky I am to be here, and it’s not 
wasted on me.”

His soaring performances 
of Survivor’s “Eye of the Tiger” 
and Michael Bolton’s “How Am I 
Supposed to Live Without You” 
advanced him to the finale, 
which aired on Sept. 17. 

Goodall capped off the 
season with another Journey 
classic, “Faithfully,” leaving both 
the audience and the judges  
in awe.

Klum said, “You are such an 
amazing man—so humble and 
so kind. You’re a bit quiet, but 
not when you’re behind the 
microphone; then you’re a big 
rock star.” She added, “I want you 
to win this so badly, Richard.”

Cowell chimed in: “We all 
need a hero right now, and you 
are our hero.”

“You do what you do and 
don’t think it’s special,” said 
Goodall. “This is the kind of stuff 
you see in movies.”

After he won the grand prize, 
he shared, “My life has been 
transformed.”

—BRENDA ÁLVAREZ

View Richard Goodall’s 
AGT performances at 
bit.ly/AGT-RichardGoodall.

“I’ve never 
been west of 
Missouri, I’ve 
never been on a 
plane. They put 
plane tickets on 
my phone, and 
I said, ‘You’ve 
got to go.’” 
—Custodian 
Richard Goodall, 
winner of 
America’s Got 
Talent.

O U R
VO I C E S

PHOTO: TRAE PATTON/NBC

(Left) Richard Goodall on 
America’s Got Talent. (Opposite, 
from top) Goodall with celebrity 
judges, left to right, Howie 
Mandel, Simon Cowell, Heidi 
Klum, and Sofia Vergara, and 
host Terry Crews; Goodall belts 
out the Journey anthem “Don’t 
Stop Believin’” during the  
season finale.
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Earn Cash Back when  
you shop online with the

Shop with us and earn cash back!
Give yourself a bonus and get Extra Cash 
Back with 5 exclusive monthly offers only 
available to NEA members. It’s easy to 
save and earn Cash Back on your favorite 
name-brand products. Shop deals from 
over 3,500 top retailers, online stores, local 
restaurants and more — all in one place!

Start earning Cash Back now at neamb.com/marketplacecashback

NEA Discount 
Marketplace
with Cash Back powered by
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91-Year-Old 
Educator Teaches 
Movement to 
Children

Michigan retiree Opal Wong 
is entering her tenth 
decade, but she hasn’t 

slowed down in her mission to 
educate students and teachers 
about the mind-body connection. 
Wong, who lives in East Lansing, is 
a certified instructor of Brain Gym, 
a program that promotes learning 
through movement.

“The ultimate learning state 
is relaxed and alert, and we can 
help children find it,” says Wong, 
who taught elementary school 
for 37 years. “We know specific 
movements … can stimulate, 

unblock, or calm 
parts of the brain.”

Wong officially 
retired in 1994, 
but she taught 
movement in schools  
until the pandemic 
started. She recalls 
asking teachers for 
the students “who 
are giving you the 
most trouble.” Wong 
worked individually 
with those students. 

Today, Wong still teaches 
movement to children, working 
out of her home. 

One popular exercise, called 
“brain buttons,” helps stimulate 
oxygen flow, Wong says. “Put one 
hand on your stomach, one hand 
on your chest right under the 
sternum, and lightly massage—
breathing in, letting go, three 
times. Then switch hands,”  
she explains. 

Her students also 
like “crossovers”—
touching an elbow 
to the opposite 
knee, and then 
switching sides. It 
gets both sides of 
the brain working 
together, she 
explains. 

Students often 
tell Wong, “When I 
do this, I can think 
better.” 

In April, Wong was even 
featured in a local news story 
about her lifelong impact  
on students.

Want to try Brain Gym? Wong 
recommends P.A.C.E. (Positive, 
Active, Clear and Energetic), at  
bit.ly/How2DoPACE. “Do it every 
day,” Wong suggests. “It works, and 
takes less than four minutes.”

—Adapted from MEA Voice magazine

N E A -
R E T I R E D

The latest news on 
NEA-Retired members 

around the country

6 Aspiring Educators 
win Kinnaman 
Scholarships! 
NEA-Retired members 
generously contribute to 
the Jack Kinnaman Memorial Scholarship Fund each year 
to support NEA Aspiring Educators. Congratulations to the 
2024 winners, who each received a $3,500 scholarship! 

•  Amber Bloom, University of Pittsburgh at  
Greensburg, Pennsylvania 

•  Paige Jones, Murray State University, Kentucky
•  Kaleb Mayes, University of Idaho, Moscow
•  Audrey Sargus, Kent State University, Ohio
•  Zachary Sheriff, University of Houston-Clear Lake, Texas
•  Alexandra Taffera, Marywood University, Pennsylvania

Meet the winners at nea.org/AwardWinners.

Announcing the 2025 NEA-Retired Communications Awards!

Every year, the NEA-Retired Executive Council Communications 
Committee recognizes NEA-Retired affiliates for outstanding 
communications work in the following categories:

• Established State Retired 
Newsletter (Published 
more than three years)

• State Retired Newsletter  
(Published fewer than  
three years)

• Established Local Retired 
Newsletter 

• E-newsletter
• State Retired Website
• NEA-Retired Spotlight 

Award (State active 
newsletter/magazine 
covering NEA-Retired 
issues)

• Newsletter Hall of Fame

To apply, visit nea.org/CommAwards. 
Applications must be postmarked by April 15, 2025.

Opal Wong

Earn Cash Back when  
you shop online with the

Shop with us and earn cash back!
Give yourself a bonus and get Extra Cash 
Back with 5 exclusive monthly offers only 
available to NEA members. It’s easy to 
save and earn Cash Back on your favorite 
name-brand products. Shop deals from 
over 3,500 top retailers, online stores, local 
restaurants and more — all in one place!

Start earning Cash Back now at neamb.com/marketplacecashback

NEA Discount 
Marketplace
with Cash Back powered by

p22_2501_RET_BB_Layout 1.indd   22p22_2501_RET_BB_Layout 1.indd   22 12/9/24   3:39 PM12/9/24   3:39 PM



January 2024      25 32142.1024.JR

The preferred method for returning a completed paper form is to scan and send via email to retiredannualmeeting@nea.org and seg4652@aol.com.    
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Committee is May 1, 2025. Both submissions are due at 5 p.m. EDT. The preferred filing method is to use the electronic forms, which are available 
at nea.org/retired_elections. If you use the form below, please follow the instructions at the bottom of the page.
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EXPLORE YOUR  
FAMILY TREE
By James Paterson

Ever wonder where your ancestors came from or 
if you have long-lost family members? Do you  
wish you knew more family stories to pass on to 

future generations? As we age, these questions become 
more intriguing, but digging through the past can feel 
daunting. NEA Today spoke with genealogy experts  
for advice about how to take the 
first steps.

Find your reason
Many people start researching 

their family tree on a whim, but 
then feel drawn to going deeper.

“It can just make us feel 
complete,” says France Moore, a 
retired teacher from Piscataway, 
N.J. She started working on her 
family history in 2010 and now 
leads a genealogy group.

Carolyn Tolman, lead project 
manager at the research service 
Legacy Tree (LegacyTree.com), 
agrees. “We all have ancestors, and their traits, culture, 
experiences, and history have had a significant impact 
on us,” she says. “With that information, we better 
understand ourselves and feel connected to the people 
who have gone before us.” 

Where to begin
Consider your goal—What type of information are 
you seeking? Do you want only names and dates or are 
you seeking other historical or anecdotal information? 
“Take your time,” advises David Allen Lambert, chief 
genealogist at the nonprofit organization American 
Ancestors. “This is something you should enjoy and do 
accurately. … Pause and reflect about it.”
 

Gather what you have—Collect and sort information 
that is readily available, such as photos, heirlooms, and 
any prior family research. 

Interview relatives—“Have questions, but let them 
talk,” advises Lisa Elzey, a family historian at the 
genealogy site Ancestry.com. “I have found some of 
the most interesting and useful information when I 
didn’t expect it, and people were just talking about 
family and family history.”

Dig deeper—Some websites offer links to census  
data or military records. Valuable information can  
also come from courthouses, church records, ship logs, 

or cemeteries. 
 Tolman and Lambert both 
recommend FamilySearch.org, 
a free platform that can help 
you research historical records, 
ancestors, family relationships, 
and more.

Take the spit test—Several  
do-it-yourself genealogy 
websites, such as Ancestry.com, 
offer DNA testing. You can 
mail in a saliva sample and get 
a detailed report about your 
places of origin going back 
hundreds or thousands of years. 

You can also use the results to search for unknown or 
missing relatives who use the same website. 

But do your research and manage your expecta-
tions. There are scams out there, and some companies 
have experienced data breaches. Also keep in mind 
that DNA research sometimes uncovers sensitive  
information, and not all long-lost family members 
want to be found.

Pass it on—Many genealogy websites allow you to 
share your work digitally or to make print copies of 
your family tree for others. The work is most valuable 
when shared, so others can add to it and save it for 
future generations.  
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from Shreveport, La., can  
testify to the benefits of lon-
gevity-focused eating habits.

“I don’t call it dieting, I 
call it healthy choices,” says 
Shepard, who changed the 
way she ate in her 30s, after 
a life-threatening episode of 
anorexia. 

She then doubled down 
on healthy habits as a an 
older adult, when medication 
caused her to gain weight.

Shepard has found that 
her diet of poultry and fish, 
green leafy vegetables, fruits, 
nuts, and beans—and very 
little fried food—has helped 
her lose weight and feel better 
physically and emotionally. 

To help her stay on track, 
she logs her daily exercise,  
diet, and water intake. 

In New Jersey, former 
educator Susan 
Jaysnovitch and her 
husband, Andy, stroll 
home from the farmer’s 
market, where they 
stocked up on fresh 
fruits and vegetables. 

 
“I have learned that you must 
love yourself enough to give 
yourself the very best care,” 
Shepard said. “As you get 
older, health issues arise, and 
that’s challenging. It takes 
work caring for it all.”

For retired English teacher 
Tom Zigan, who is president 
of the Wisconsin Education 
Association Council-Retired, 
a mostly vegetarian diet and 
regular exercise has helped 
him stay healthy. 

Now 72, Zigan has adjust-
ed his exercise over the years. 
Morning yoga and afternoon 
walks have replaced the stren-
uous workouts and running 
of his younger days. He also 
grows many of his own vege-
tables and treats himself to a 
20-minute nap every day. 

“I don’t have any major 
health issues or take medi-
cation, and mentally I feel as 
though I’m at the top of my 
game,” he says. “Food also  
really affects my mood and 
how I sleep, which are impor-
tant as we age.”

Zigan adds: “The chal-
lenge for so many people that 
I’ve spoken with is maintain-
ing good habits. I just don’t 
think you should be too rigid. 
Progress and results will 
motivate you.”

“There is no magic bullet,” 
Hu says, and cautions that 
it’s important not to be too 
restrictive. People can have 
good results with variations, 
including whether they have 
chicken or fish, or if their pro-
teins come from nuts, beans, 
and legumes, he says.

So how do these dietary 
habits help you live longer? 

Many of these foods re-
duce damaging inflammation, 
which has been linked to can-
cer, heart disease, dia betes, 
arthritis, depression, and 
Alzheimer’s, Hu says. They 
can also sharpen the brain 
and improve your mood.

A better quality of life
Emma Shepard, a retired 

elementary school educator 

Wisconsin’s Tom Zigan says 
growing a vegetable garden 
helps him eat healthy. 
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Eating for 
Longevity

Susan Jaysnovitch’s turn-
ing point came in 2019. 
She was diagnosed with 

an irregular heartbeat, high 
blood pressure, and conges-
tive heart failure, largely as 
a result of having rheumatic 
fever as a child.

The retired high school 
teacher, from Sayreville, N.J., 
declined options for surgery 
and medications, which she 
felt were untested. Instead, 
she changed her lifestyle.

She began walking daily 
and gardening. She also went 
cold turkey on fatty meats and 
junk food. In their place, she 
stocked up on salmon, whole-
grain breads and pastas, and 
fresh fruits and vegetables. 
She even started making her 
own sauces, to replace store-
bought sauces that are often 
full of salt and preservatives. 

Over 6 months, she  
boosted her stamina and lost 
40 pounds.

“I don’t feel different than 
I did 50 years ago, and it’s 
because of this healthy diet 
and walking,” says Jaysno-
vitch, who is 76. “It certainly 
made me feel more alive and 
cognizant of the world around 
me. My mind is very sharp, 
and I’m just not experiencing 
the normal signs of aging.”

And when she goes to the 
doctor for checkups? “They 

view my test results, they 
don’t believe that is the same 
person,” she says. “If I had not 
made those changes, I know I 
would not be here.”

Advice to live by 
Jaysnovitch’s transforma-

tion reflects a healthy way of 
thinking about food. Instead 
of relying on crash diets and 
quick fixes, experts say we 
should take the long view, 
focusing on how food supports 
our long-term health and 
quality of life.  

“People who live the  
longest eat whole foods,  
lots of fruits and vegetables, 
and occasional lean meats, 
and they avoid processed 
food,” advises best-selling  
author Dan Buettner, who 
studies “blue zones”—the  
places in the world where 
people live the longest, 
healthiest lives. (Read  
more about Buettner’s  
research into blue zones  
on Page 29.)

Today’s experts say healthy eating isn’t only about 
losing weight, it can also add years to your life. 

By James Paterson

N E A -
R E T I R E D
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Louisiana’s Emma Shepard 
created a chart to help track 
her diet.

“I don’t call it dieting,   
I call it healthy choices.” 
—Emma Shepard, retired 
educator

Frank Hu, a professor and 
chair of the department of 
nutrition at the Harvard T.H. 
Chan School of Public Health, 
offers similar advice. He led 
a team of researchers who 
studied the dietary habits and 
health of some 120,000 people 
over three decades. 

The team found that diets 
like the one recommended 
by Buettner, or the similar 
Mediterranean diet, resulted 
in a 20 percent reduction in 
the risk of early death.
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Q&A: What Blue Zones Tell Us 
About How to Live Longer

New York Times bestselling author and National 
Geographic Fellow Dan Buettner studies 
communities around the world with the most 

people who live to be 100—places that he calls “blue 
zones.” Buettner has spent nearly 25 years learning 
about the dietary, environmental, and social factors 
that keep these centenarians healthy. 

He has written nine books about blue zones, 
including The Blue Zones: Secrets For Living 
Longer and The Blue Zones 
Kitchen: 100 Recipes to Live to 
100. He is host and producer 
of the Emmy-winning Netflix 
documentary series Live to 
100: Secrets of the Blue Zones 
and founder of Blue Zones 
LLC, an organization that helps 
implement a blue zones lifestyle 
in more than 70 U.S. cities   

NEA Today talked with 
Buettner about his work and 
how today’s retirees can live  
a blue zones lifestyle here in  
the United States.

NEA Today: What inspired you 
to start researching blue zones? 
Dan Buettner: The World Health Organization 
found that people in Okinawa had a very long life 
expectancy. It struck me as a terrific mystery, so I 
decided to take a deeper dive, thinking that if there 
were people in Okinawa who lived healthier and 
longer lives, there might be other places, too. 

How has your thinking evolved over time? 
DB: I’ve stayed true to some fundamental principles, 
including that 20 percent of health is genetic and 80 
percent is something else. Originally, I thought I would 
find a compound or a supplement that determined 
this. But I found that if you want to live a long time, 
don’t worry so much about changing your behavior—
change your environment. 

It’s far more effective to create surroundings that 
lead to healthy behaviors automatically than to rely 
on motivation or willpower to sustain those behaviors 
in an unsupportive environment.

People in blue zones stick to a few behavior 
patterns. They live in places where they can consume 
cheap and delicious food and can easily walk or bike. 
They plant a garden and do yard work and don’t have 
a lot of mechanical conveniences. These people who 
live a long time are not doing CrossFit or Pilates. 

You talk about how faith-based communities, 
family, and social circles play a critical role as we 
age? Why is this important? 

DB: We should all put loved ones first and 
have a circle of good friends. In blue zones, 
time with friends and family is an integral 
part of everyday life. They have people 
who care about them and that they care 
about. They have meaningful conversations 
and aren’t experiencing loneliness. 

How does your research translate into 
a different way of thinking about food 
for people in the United States? 
DB: Americans find the latest diet or 
exercise program or longevity hack. The 
recidivism curve for all those behaviors 
is very high—people succeed for a few 
months, but fail over the long term. 

What fundamental things should 
we know about the food we eat? 
DB: Processed food and sugar are really bad for us. 
The overwhelming evidence says we should move 
toward a whole food, plant-based diet like the Blue 
Zones diet, Mediterranean diet, or a DASH diet 
(Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension). 

What does exercise look like in the blue zones and 
what could it look like for people in the U.S.?
DB: If you go from a 100 percent couch potato to 
doing a 20-minute walk a day, you gain about three 
years of life expectancy, if you are in your late middle 
age. It is that simple. You should think about what 
you enjoy. Find a friend who has the same idea about 
recreation—like walking, gardening, or pickleball. The 
key is gentle, consistent, low-impact physical activity.
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spices that may not be  
fa miliar to you. 

Eat with like-minded 
people. Try to have meals 
with people who have a 
similar approach to food.

Plant a garden. 
Gardening is great exercise, 
and it’s reinforcing to eat 
healthy foods that you grow 
in your backyard.

Plan for slippage. 
Everyone gets tempted by 
unhealthy treats or goes  
somewhere without healthy 
food options. A few french 
fries or one ice-cream sundae 
won’t be damaging—or even 
a meal that is loaded with 
processed, fatty items,  

N E A -
R E T I R E D
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The Blue Zones 
Food Guidelines

Limit meat to five times a 
month.

Make your diet 95 percent to 
100 percent plant-based.

Reduce your dairy consumption.

Eat no more than seven 
teaspoons of added sugar a day.

Have no more than three eggs 
a week.

Eat less than three ounces of 
fish, three times a week.

Snack on one or two handfuls of 
nuts a day.

Drink about seven glasses 
of water a day (plus wine in 
moderation and coffee or tea).

Consume a half cup to 1 cup of 
beans a day.

Fill your plate with single-
ingredient, raw, cooked, ground, 
or fermented whole foods.

Stop eating when you’re almost 
full, but not stuffed.

Hu says. Don’t get dis-
couraged. Have a plan for 
those bumps and how to  
get back on track.

Fill your kitchen with 
these foods. Stock up on 
foods that reduce inflam-
mation, including: whole 
grain breads and pastas; 
beans; tomatoes; green leafy 
vegetables, such as spinach, 
kale, and collards; fruits like 
straw berries, blue berries, 
cherries, and oranges; 
nuts such as almonds and 
walnuts; and fatty fish, like 
salmon, mackerel, tuna,  
and sardines. 

Replace unhealthy fats 
with olive oil, and replace 

cheeses made from cow milk 
with those made from goat 
and sheep milk.

Drink coffee. Two-to-five 
cups of coffee a day has been 
linked to a lower likelihood 
of Type 2 diabetes, heart 
disease, certain cancers, 
Parkinson’s disease, and 
depression—and generally 
to the risk of an early death, 
Hu says.

Have a glass of wine!
 If you have a healthy 
relationship with alcohol, 
a glass or two of wine (not 
liquor or beer) won’t kill you, 
and may even help reduce 
cognitive decline, according  
to Buettner.  

How to stick 
with it

Plan ahead. Think  
about your groceries and  
avoid having processed snacks 
or sugary desserts around  
the house. 

If you are going out to eat, 
think about the options that 
will be available and how you 
will handle unhealthy choices. 

Don’t do too much 
too fast. Try to make small 
adjustments in what you buy 
and eat, and gradually adopt a 
diet that fits your lifestyle.

Be creative. Try new 
foods and recipes. Use 
produce, ingredients, or  
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survey participants who had 
shared their sexual orienta-
tion with an adult, almost 88 
percent reported that at least 
one adult was accepting of 
their sexual orientation.

Of those without an 
accepting adult, nearly 19 
percent reported a suicide 
attempt in 2023, compared 
with 14 percent with at least 
one accepting adult.

Max comes out
When Max was a rising 

ninth grader, he decided 

Mary Jane Chiles holds  
a picture of her grandson, 
Max, who is gay. Family 
support helped him 
overcome the isolation and 
discrimination he faced  
at school. 

to come out to his family, 
meaning he chose to share his 
LGBTQ+ identity with them.

“There was no official 
announcement,” says Chiles, 
explaining that Max one day 
started talking about some  
of his transgender friends, 
and then dropped an, “Oh, by 
the way.”

“The only thing his par-
ents said was, ‘Love whoever 
you want to love, but we de-
mand grandchildren,’” Chiles 
says with a laugh.

She had a similar message: 
“I love you. You are you. I 
won’t change you,” she recalls. 

Today, Max is a sec-
ond-year college student,  
navigating college life with 
more confidence than before.

“Academically, he’s doing 
better,” Chiles says. She 
proudly reports that he is 
considering a major in psy-
chology, a field that may allow 
him to help others facing 
similar challenges.

Her message to grand-
parents facing similar sit-
uations: “If you loved your 
grandchild before they [came 
out] to you, just continue to 
love them,” she says. “They’re 
the same person.”

If you or someone you 
know needs help, call or 
text the Suicide and Crisis 
Lifeline at 988. 

in nature, she shares. And 
Max likes to play video games 
or watch the reality TV show 
RuPaul’s Drag Race.

“He and I watch the compe-
tition and discuss the various 
candidates—who we think 
should win the show,” she 
says. If they’re not watching a 
TV show together, they’ll catch 
a drag show or go out for a spa 
day, getting manicures and 
pedicures. 

“In fact, he selected my 
favorite nail polish color,” 
Chiles says.

This type of acceptance 
and support are key in helping 
LGBTQ+ young people thrive.

Who’s at risk?
When LGBTQ+ young 

people lack adult acceptance, 
it increases their risk of 
suicide attempts, according 
to The Trevor Project, a 
national suicide prevention 
organization.

The group’s “2023 U.S. 
National Survey on the Mental 
Health of LGBTQ Young  
People” found that among 
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‘I Won’t 
Change You’

In November 2019, Mary 
Jane Chiles received the 
type of phone call no 

grandparent ever wants: Pick 
up your grandson from school 
and take him to a crisis lifeline 
clinic. He’s having suicidal 
thoughts, the voice on the 
other end explained.

“He was in high school and 
was having visions of driving 
his vehicle off the road and 
committing suicide,” shares 
Chiles, fighting back tears.

She drove him to the clinic 
that day and waited for his 
parents to arrive.

Max, a sophomore at the 
time, recognized the distress 
signs and went to see a 
counselor, who then called 
Chiles. A retired English 
teacher, Chiles lived and 
worked in Oklahoma, but later 
moved to Rapid City, S.D., to be 
closer to her family.

In towns across the coun-
try, LGBTQ+ teens like Max are 
facing similar distress—and the 
support of their families can 
make the difference between 
life and death.

The harmful effects of 
social isolation

For Max, his struggles 
began before high school. 
Despite having a loving  
family, he faced external 
challenges.

Growing up in the Mid-
west, particularly in a culture 
that was resistant to differ-
ence, Max often encountered 
social isolation and discrimi-
nation, Chiles explains. 

“There is at times no social 
exception if you’re not White, 
Christian, and straight,” she 
says, remembering a specific 
moment that highlighted 
Max’s struggle. 

It was during a gym class 
in middle school. The group 
was trying to complete the 
presidential physical fitness 
standards, a series of exercises 
that typically consist of a one-
mile run, pull-ups or push-ups, 
sit-ups, shuttle run, and sit-
and-reach.

“He was outside, trying 
to complete [the exercises], 
and when he looked up, he 
was alone,” she says. “The 
PE teacher and the rest of the 
class went inside. Nobody said 
anything; they just left him.”

Chiles suspected that 
Max’s peers and some of the 

A grandparent’s love and acceptance can make a critical 
difference for LGBTQ+ young people.

By Brenda Álvarez

N E A -
R E T I R E D

   FACTOID SOURCE: THE TREVOR PROJECT

adults around him sensed 
he was gay and intentionally 
shunned him. “He wouldn’t 
allow me, as a retired teach-
er, to go up and confront the 
school,” she recalls. “He said, 
‘It’ll just be worse.’” 

Moments like these con-
tributed to Max’s loneliness 
and anxiety, which became 
even more overwhelming 
by the time he reached high 
school. Then the pandemic  
made him feel even more 
isolated, pushing him toward 
suicidal thoughts.

What true acceptance 
looks like

Chiles feels fortunate that 
her relationship with Max is 
based on open communication 
and unconditional support.

“I have four grandchildren, 
and they’re very different. 
We each do things together 
that they’re interested in,” 
Chiles says. One likes to ride 
dirt bikes, another enjoys 
ballet, the other likes to hike 

Nearly 
1 in 3
LBGTQ+ young people said 
their mental health was 
poor most of the time or 
always due to anti-LGBTQ+ 
policies and legislation.
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N E A -
R E T I R E D
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“It’s not just one 
symptom. It’s a cluster 
of thoughts, feelings, 
and behaviors that begin 
to affect how a child 
perceives themselves, 
others, and their future.”   
—Thomas Demaria, 
psychologist, National  
Center for School Crisis  
and Bereavement 41%

of LGBTQ+ young people said 
they seriously considered 
attempting suicide within 
the last year. Young people 
who are transgender, 
nonbinary, and/or People of 
Color reported higher rates 
than their peers.

How to Spot 
the Signs of 
Depression and 
Suicidal Thoughts

Sometimes young people 
need help navigating 
their emotions. They 

are often uncertain about 
what they’re feeling, or they 
mask their emotions because 
they think their feelings 
are shameful, says Thomas 
Demaria, a psychologist from 
the National Center for School 
Crisis and Bereavement.

Sadness vs depression
One way to help is to know 

the difference between sadness 
and depression. Here’s how 
Demaria explains it:

Sadness is an emotion 
that everyone experiences. It 
could be linked to a stressful 
or upsetting event, and it often 

goes away when it’s shared 
with others. It’s temporary.

Depression lasts and be-
gins to interfere with the way 
a young person behaves and 
engages with others socially. 

Often, depression has 
certain earmarks that persist, 
including negative moods, 
irritability, restlessness, or 
lack of energy. Sometimes, 
unexplained aches and 
pains surface, or the person 
suddenly becomes extremely 
sensitive to criticism.

“It’s not just one symptom.  
It’s a cluster of thoughts, feel-
ings, and behaviors that begin 
to affect how a child perceives 
themselves, others, and their 
future,” Demaria explains. 

“Part of what we think 
happens with [young people] 
who decide to die by suicide 
is that their normal way of 
thinking becomes confused 
and distorted,” he says. “This 
results in their limited view of 
alternatives, diminished hope 
for the future, … or not using 
problem-solving.

“We want to make sure 
the depression is not causing 
thinking to become distorted 
enough to where death might 
be romanticized, seen as 
an escape from a difficult 
situation, or a way to receive 
attention,” he adds.

Knowing when to act
Emotional and physical 

shifts can occur in teens who 
suffer from depression.

According to the 
Mayo Clinic, depression 

can manifest as feelings 
of sadness, which may 
include crying spells for no 
apparent reason; frustration 
or feelings of anger; loss of 
interest in, or conflict with, 
family and friends; or low 
self-esteem.

Behavioral changes 
may include tiredness and 
loss of energy; insomnia or 
sleeping too much; changes 
in appetite (weight loss 
or gain); use of alcohol 
or drugs; or poor school 
performance.

“You don’t have to be  
a diagnostic expert,” he  
says, “but know enough 
about the warning signs 
and have a conduit to go to 
somebody who can evaluate 
or screen for depression and 
suicide risk.”

While some adults may 
be reluctant to talk about 
suicide, Demaria says, 
everyone should understand 
their role in prevention 
methods. “We need to be at 
the forefront … to [share] the 
facts about suicide and help 
[young people] understand 
their feelings and find the 
help they may need.” 

38%
of LGBTQ+ young people  
found their home to be 
LGBTQ+-affirming.
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5 Ways to Build Resilience   
in the Classroom
NEA’s Brandy Bixler, who provides training in social and 
emotional learning, offers the following tips:

1. Seek mentorship: This helps to build community and 
support for students as well as for teachers at different 
career stages. Speak with your administrators to help pair 
you with a mentor.

2. Manage emotions: Use cognitive behavioral strategies 
to process emotions in a constructive way. Therapy is a 
good tool to help change thinking patterns and behaviors.

 
 
3. Break isolation: Connect with colleagues, collaborate 
on lesson plans, or simply check in with a colleague.

4. Community responsibility: Understand that 
addressing educational challenges is a collective effort, 
not the sole responsibility of individual teachers. Find out 
what others may know. A social worker may be able to 
connect a student’s family with a food bank or shelter.

5. Recognize the journey: Acknowledge that teaching 
involves both challenges and successes, and it’s important 
to celebrate progress.

PHOTO: JAY FRAM

on her initial two years as a teacher in 
California. “I bought everything for my 
classroom because I thought that was 
just what you did.”

Nearly 95 percent of teachers spend 
their own money on school supplies 
and other items students need to 
succeed, averaging about $500 per year, 
according to the National Center for 
Education Statistics. But educators face 
other challenges as well. 

It’s especially problematic when 
schools lack the resources to support 
students who arrive at school hungry or 
bring in difficulties from home.

“What you are given in terms of 
resources and what you’re expected 
to do are never aligned,” says Gill, who 
now teaches science at a career and 
technical school in Portland, Ore. “This 
literally feels terrible on your body, 
because you want to do the right thing 

For Darshanpreet Gill, a  
science teacher in Portland, 
Ore., maintaining a healthy 
work-life balance helps her  
stay in the profession.
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By Brenda Álvarez

“What are you most proud 
of?” When Tricia Brown’s 
principal asked her this 

question last year, she could have 
discussed her most significant accom-
plishment: Cultivating connection and 
safety among her second graders—all 
English language learners with little to 
no verbal expression. Brown could have 
mentioned her use of micro-labs 
(small breakout groups) that 
enabled her students to prac-
tice conversation and active 
listening. She might have 
underscored her efforts 
to build a strong sense of 
community, so her students 
could be physically and emo-
tionally ready to pay attention, 
absorb information, and engage 
with others.

Instead, her eyes filled with tears.
”I cried because what I was most 

proud of was so elusive to describe 
or measure,” remembers Brown, who 
teaches in Lawrence, N.Y. “I felt like, 
‘That’s all I did? I had so much more  
to do.’”

PHOTO: COURTESY OF TRICIA BROWN

LEARN TO DUMP NEGATIVE THOUGHTS 
AND MAKE ROOM FOR JOY

community, while simultaneously feeling 
overwhelmed by a lack of support, says 
NEA’s Crystal Foxx, whose work focuses 
on the health and mental well-being of 
students and educators.

“We have teachers who are not 
only covering their own classes, but 
also giving up their lunch and planning 
periods to cover for others,” Foxx 
explains. “When you’re facing nearly 
double the workload and can’t complete 
everything you’d like to, it leads to 
feelings of guilt.”

She adds: “The onus is not on 
educators, but on policymakers and 
politicians who perpetuate a system 
that creates this cycle of guilt. It’s not 
possible for one person to get everything 
done without sacrificing something, such 
as family or personal time.”

The heavy burden of 
underfunding

Darshanpreet Gill’s early years as 
a science teacher were marked with a 
steep learning curve.

“I didn’t understand how school 
funding worked,” Gill explains, reflecting 

Say Goodbye 
to Guilt

If unchecked, this feeling of always 
wanting to do more can spiral into 
teacher guilt. 

This sense of not doing enough for 
students is common among educators. 
Learning how to redirect it is critical to 
fostering a healthier mindset, increasing 
job satisfaction, and creating a more 
positive learning environment for the 

entire school community.

What is teacher guilt?
Teacher guilt differs 

from compassion fatigue, 
where educators absorb 
their students’ trauma to 
the point of emotional or 

physical exhaustion, and 
from toxic positivity, which 

trivializes a person’s pain.
Teacher guilt can 

include feeling badly about behaviors 
such as taking sick days, leaving on 
time at the end of the workday, or not 
grading student assignments at home.

For many educators, guilt surfaces 
from the dichotomy of wanting to do 
all you can for your students and school 

Tricia Brown
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for your students. But you have to come 
to a point where you say: ‘I can’t do 
everything, but I should do what I can, 
and then I have to leave it here.’”

Letting go of the guilt
Today, Gill recognizes that elected 

officials are mainly responsible for 
underfunding schools. “We elect them  
to represent our best interests, and  
they should fulfill that responsibility,” 
she says. 

In 2023, when school officials fell 
short of this responsibility, Gill joined 
the Portland Association of Teachers in 
striking with thousands of her peers. 
Together, they advocated for changes 
that improved working conditions and 
student learning environments. 

Their efforts secured a collective 
bargaining agreement that includes 
more planning time, limits the amount 
of time educators spend on stan dard - 
ized testing, and expands mental  
health resources.

Brandy Bixler, a former teacher 
who is now an NEA trainer on social 
and emotional learning, advises: 
“Think about your emotions as a guide 
to your actions and what you have 
control over.” 

She explains: “Anger can be a useful 
emotion if, for example, you see your 
superintendent getting a new office 
with a custom-built desk, while your 
class goes without textbooks. Anger can 
empower you to take action, but guilt 
over not being able to buy your students 
winter clothes isn’t helpful—so let go of 
that guilt.”

Instead, she suggests channeling 
your anger into something that makes 
you feel powerful, like voting for 
pro-public education candidates and 
attending school board meetings to 
address underfunded schools.

‘Create boundaries and joy’
While Gill and Brown understand 

that district funds should be allocated 
to ensure schools are fully staffed and 
properly resourced, they do what they 
can to help students during school 
hours—and then reset at night for the 
next day.

“I made a decision to create joy 
in my classroom because without it, 
it would be too heartbreaking,” says 
Brown, who finds comfort in creative 
outlets like knitting, gardening, 
cooking, and walking her dog —all 
of which give her a rest and provide 
space from the pressure and pace of 
teaching.

Gill grounds herself in her purpose 
as an educator—and a good one too. 
“I’m proud of the work I do, … which is 
why I fight for it,” she says. Her mental 
checkpoints include: Trusting herself as 

a competent teacher; saying yes to what 
benefits students; and sticking to her 
contracted hours.

“This keeps me available to the 
kids,” Gill explains. “It also lets me 
work out in the morning and care for 
myself. We’re full people, and waiting 
for society to approve of your humanity 
won’t happen.” This mindset, she adds, 
“benefits systems that make you think 
your worth is tied to productivity, which 
isn’t true.”

Instead, she suggests: “Create 
boundaries and joy without feeling like 
you must earn your rest or time off.” 

Gill holds a pipette as she helps 
a student solve a fictitious 
crime using DNA. 

Say Goodbye 
to Guilt

LEARN 
MORE

Explore NEA’s micro-
credentials on adult social  
and emotional learning at  
nea.org/AdultSEL.
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“I don’t want people to feel 
sorry for me. I want them to get 
organized with me. I want them 
to advocate alongside me. I 
want all of us to get organized 
and stand together. I believe in 
the power of collective action!” 
—Tamara Russell, fourth-grade 
teacher, Florida 

How Florida has fallen
Last year, the average teacher salary 

in Florida ranked 50th in the nation, at 
$53,098, according to NEA’s annual report 
of educator pay. Decades ago, when Russell 
began her career, Florida was ranked 30th. 

Since then, the state’s lawmakers have 
crusaded to divert taxpayers’ money to 
private schools, starting with former Gov. 
Jeb Bush in the late 1990s. 

Today, voucher programs abound. So do 
high-stakes tests for public school students. 
In 2011, then-Gov. Rick Scott passed a law 
linking teacher pay to student test scores, 
promising it would lead to higher scores. 

It did not. Instead, the state now  
has incomprehensible pay systems, 
differing from county to county, relying on 
“value-added models” with a scaled number 
for every student. 

Scott’s law also eliminated tenure for 
teachers hired after 2008 and ensured that 
anybody who still has a multiyear contract 
can’t get a bigger raise than a new teacher. 
Because of this, some teachers with decades 
of experience are paid just a few hundred 

Tamara Russell has done the 
math. Buying food in bulk  
twice a month is the most 
economical choice. She opts 
for apples over strawberries 
because they last longer.  

dollars more a year than first-year teachers.
Test scores, teacher pay, and school 

funding have all gone down. Meanwhile, 
Florida’s educator shortage is escalating. 
Midway through the last school year, Florida 
had 7,553 teacher vacancies, while support 
staff jobs routinely go unfilled. 

“We still have 145 staff vacancies,”  
says Valerie Jessup, a union leader and 
paraeducator in Volusia County, Florida. 
“Paras, office specialists, custodians, bus 
operators, bus attendants—they will not fill 
these vacancies.” 

Low pay is not the only problem. Dis-
respect, safety concerns, and prohibitions 
on what Florida teachers can say about race, 
racism, and LGBTQ+ people also make it 
harder for teachers to do their jobs. 

The cost of low pay
Like Russell, Jessup loves her job, 

providing one-on-one support to a student 
in Volusia’s special education program. But, 
after 8 years, it pays $16 an hour. Jessup 
gets more from the parents who hire her as 
a weekend and evening babysitter.  
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By Mary Ellen Flannery

“I’m feeling a little anxious,” says 
Florida teacher Tamara Russell, 
as she rolls up to the Costco ca-
shier. Russell and her husband 
budgeted $250 for this twice-a-

month grocery trip, but it’s a struggle.    
Apples, avocados, and other fresh fruits 

aren’t cheap. Simultaneously watching your 
cholesterol and your checking account? 
Almost impossible. 

The scanner beeps. Today’s total is $211, 
including a $24 piece of salmon that will 
cost $12 after Russell splits it with another 
teacher. “Yes!” says Russell, celebrating with 
a little shout. “You win!” says the cashier. 

But who really wins when a National 
Board Certified teacher with 26 years of 
experience can’t afford to buy a box of 
strawberries? Or prescription medicine?

Not her. Not her students. Not their com-
munity or state either. With a base salary of 
just $48,500, Russell can’t win for losing. 

And it’s not just her. “I’m every teacher,” 
says Russell, who teaches fourth-grade 
math and science at Beverly Shores Elemen-
tary, in Lake County, Florida. “Every teacher 
can tell you stories like this. We teach 
because we love it. Because we feel like 
we’re changing the world every day. This is 
still the best profession in the world. But for 
the amount of love we pour into it, it breaks 
my heart.”  

Her hope is her union. “I don’t want 
people to feel sorry for me. I want them 
to get organized with me. I want them to 
advocate alongside me. I want all of us to get 
organized and stand together,” Russell says. 
“I believe in the power of collective action!”

ABOVE, PHOTO: SHUTTERSTOCK; OPPOSITE PAGE: JUSTIN GREEN

WANT TO STOP 
DREADING THE 
GROCERY BILL?  
GET ORGANIZED  
FOR BETTER 
EDUCATOR PAY.  

YOU SHOULD BE ABLE TO 
BUY STRAWBERRIES

LISTEN 
UP

Listen along as NEA Today goes grocery 
shopping with Tamara Russell. Check 

out this NEA Today audio story—plus 
videos from more Florida teachers—
at nea.org/FairPayForFlorida.
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Jackpot! Your Union Can Help You Win Better Pay
From California to Colorado and Maryland to Michigan, unionized educators are win-
ning better pay at the bargaining table and through state legislatures. Here are just a 
few examples of where, what, and how they won!

“It still gives me goosebumps. We got everything we asked for!” 
Where: San Francisco, California
What: Two years ago, paraeducators here started at $18 an hour. 
“We could make more money at In-N-Out Burger,” says Teanna Tillery, 
United Educators of San Francisco vice president for paraeducators. 
Today, starting pay is $30 per hour, thanks to a new collective 
bargaining agreement that has boosted average pay to $35.92 per 
hour—an increase of 27 percent. “The idea is that one job should be 
enough,” Tillery says. 
How: Share your stories, Tillery urges. Be honest, vulnerable, and brave in telling school 
board members, state lawmakers, parents, and community members how low pay affects 
you and your family. “We had a para who talked about how he had owned just one pair of 
shoes for several years … and rainy season was coming,” Tillery recollects. 

And don’t be afraid to ask—to demand—what you need. Recognize your power. “They 
need us,” Tillery says. “Let’s be honest, especially in special ed, they need us to do that 
work. A lot of us have historical knowledge of things and people, and it’s just so valuable. 
Appreciating people financially is just one way to show that our work is seen.”  

“We want people to know this is a wonderful profession.”
Where: Mounds View, Minnesota
What: Encouraged by Education Minnesota to “bargain boldly,” 
Mounds View union members won a 2-year contract in 2023, with  
6 percent raises in Year 1 and 10 percent in Year 2. “We have people 
giving up their second jobs, making down payments on homes and 
cars,” says local president Stacey Vanderport.
How: Change your “frame,” Vanderport says. Often, local unions look 
at neighboring districts for comparable salaries. “But teachers are underpaid everywhere,” 
she notes. Look instead at area employers of college-educated professionals: hospitals, 
tech firms, pharmaceutical companies, etc. With their new contract, some Mounds View 
teachers will hit $100K by Year 11. “By Year 25, we’re able to make well over $100,000, 
which is bridging the gap with professionals outside the system,” Vanderport says. 

Also, understand that elections matter! In 2023, a supermajority of Democrats in both 
houses of the state legislature, as well as a Democratic governor, boosted state education 
spending by nearly $2.3 billion, freeing up funds in districts for pay raises. They also passed 
legislation that provides automatic increases to the budget each year to keep up with 
inflation. “We will never start at zero again,” Vanderport says.

“We became a district that could compete.”
Where: Harford County, Maryland
What: In 2022, Harford’s union leaders won a 3-year contract 
that included 7 percent raises each year for education support 
professionals. It also included raises for teachers that took Harford 
from the bottom of the state’s pay rankings to a more competitive 
place. “We reached third in the state for new teachers,” says Harford 
County Education Association (HCEA) President Chrystie Crawford-
Smick. “It only lasted a year, but we’d never been there before!” 
How: HCEA partnered with the school district on a compensation study that looked at 
every type of district employee—administrators, teachers, classroom aides, etc.—and 
compared Harford’s pay with other area districts. For support staff, it also looked at other 
types of jobs, not necessarily in education. The data showed that Harford educators were 
at the bottom in most areas, Crawford-Smick says. This data fueled the pay raises.
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How does your state 
rank in average teacher 
salary?

California $95,160 1
New York 92,696 2
Massachusetts 92,307 3
Washington (state) 86,804 4
D.C. 84,882 5
Connecticut 83,400 6
New Jersey 81,102 7
Maryland 79,420 8
Rhode Island 79,289 9
Alaska 76,371 10
Pennsylvania 74,945 11
Illinois 73,916 12
Oregon 72,496 13
Hawaii 70,947 14
Minnesota 70,005 15
United States 69,544 
Delaware 68,787 16
Michigan 67,011 17
Vermont 66,536 18
Ohio 66,390 19
Georgia 64,461 20
New Hampshire 64,169 21
New Mexico 63,580 22
Utah 63,481 23
Virginia 63,103 24
Wisconsin 62,524 25
Wyoming 61,979 26
Nevada 61,719 27
Iowa 61,231 28
Colorado 60,775 29
Texas 60,716 30
Alabama 60,441 31
Arizona 60,275 32
Maine 59,964 33
Nebraska 58,763 34
South Carolina 57,778 35
Indiana 57,105 36
North Dakota 56,792 37
North Carolina 56,559 38
Kansas 56,481 39
Idaho 56,365 40
Kentucky 56,296 41
Montana 55,909 42
Oklahoma 55,505 43
Tennessee 55,369 44
Arkansas 54,309 45
Louisiana 54,248 46
Missouri 53,999 47
Mississippi 53,354 48
South Dakota 53,153 49
Florida 53,098 50
West Virginia 52,870 51

SOURCE: “RANKINGS OF THE STATES 2023,” 
NEA RESEARCH, APRIL 2024

Teanna Tillery

Stacey Vanderport

Chrystie 
Crawford-Smick

p38-41_2501_CS-Salaries_Layout 1.indd   41p38-41_2501_CS-Salaries_Layout 1.indd   41 12/6/24   2:36 PM12/6/24   2:36 PM

40      January 2025

She and her husband, a school custo-
dian, grow vegetables and buy rice in bulk 
to save money. Their 10-year-old son is 
on Medicaid because the school district’s 
family health insurance plan would eat an 
entire paycheck. 

“I could go to the Buc-ee’s on the high-
way and start at $18 making sandwiches,” 
Jessup says. “But I love my [student] too 
much to not be there. If I didn’t do it,  
who would?”

Like Russell says, every Florida  
educator has stories like these. Zahira 
Pena-Andino, a test coordinator in Osceola 
County, has a master’s degree, 17 years of 
teaching experience, and about $20 in her 
checking account. “Right now, I’m making 
$2,600 more than a brand-new teacher in 
my district,” she says. 

Lee Wright, who teaches high school 
English in Osceola, left his old job in aircraft 
maintenance 11 years ago. Last year, after 
10 years of teaching, he finally got back to 
his former salary: $52,500. 

“There are days when I want to update 
my résumé and reach out to the right people 
at the airport,” he admits. “But I’m fulfilled 
as a teacher. I feel like I’m living out 
my morals and values.”

Change is possible!
Florida teachers know 

what’s possible when they 
stand together and fight 
back. In 1968, the first 
statewide walkout by teachers 
in the U.S. took place here, with 
35,000 Florida teachers handing 
in their resignation letters to protest 
crumbling schools, a lack of textbooks,  
and continued segregation.  

Their power led to the then-governor’s 
political ruin and paved the way for 
the state constitution to be amended, 
enshrining public employees’ collective 
bargaining rights.

These rights are critical: Research 
shows that, as a rule, union teachers get 

paid more than teachers without unions. 
“This is absolutely, definitely the case,” 

notes Sylvia Allegretto, a researcher who 
has produced the Economic Policy Insti-
tute’s annual study of the “teacher pay  

penalty” for more than 20 years. 
And the stronger the union? The 

better the pay. Look at the list 
of best-paying states (See 
opposite page). They’re union 
strongholds. 

Today, Florida union 
members are hopeful and 

resolute. They know Florida  
can do better. 

In November, voters in 
19 Florida counties approved 
local tax increases that will 

pump money into their districts. For exam-
ple, in Hillsborough, homeowners opted to 
pay an average $281 more a year to provide 
$6,000 salary supplements for teachers 
and $3,000 for school bus drivers and other 
educators. In Pinellas, a similar new tax 
will add $11,000 to teachers’ salaries and 
$3,000 to support staff salaries. 

PHOTOS FROM TOP: JUSTIN GREEN; COURTESY OF ZAHIRA PENA-ANDINO 

Valerie Jessup and her son plant 
tomato seedlings in their backyard 
garden, which helps save on food 
costs. Jessup works multiple jobs and 
scrimps where she can. The bottom 
line? “It’s exhausting,” she says.

Across the state, union members edu-
cated voters about the need for more funds. 
These votes show that “when we work to-
gether, we can win!” says Florida Education 
Association President Andrew Spar.

But it does take time and commitment. 
“A few years ago, we got 5 percent salary 
increases,” Pena-Andino notes. “We got our-
selves to school board meetings, we spoke 
up, and we signed petitions, and it definitely 
made a difference.” 

Pay is still lousy, thanks to state law-
makers, but educators like Russell know 
what it will take to win more. Speak up. Get 
organized. Elect candidates who support 
public education. Become active union 
members, she urges.

“Here’s what I tell people,” Pena-Andino 
says. “You can’t complain if you’re not doing 
your part.” 

Zahira Pena-
Andino

YOU SHOULD BE ABLE TO 
BUY STRAWBERRIES
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The Lady Raiders  
Step Squad performs  
during a pep rally 
at their school in 
Greenbelt, Md.

“Stepping has 
changed me as a 
person, inside and 
out. I’m stronger and 
much more confident. 
I see myself very 
differently now than 
I used to.” 
—Angie Ramirez-
Alvarez, Lady Raiders 
Step Squad captain, 
Greenbelt, Md.

“We realize it can be a struggle. It’s a big 
commitment of three-hour practices twice a week, 
plus competitions,” Covington says. “In addition 
to Tuesday and Thursday practices, we have 
Workshop Wednesdays where the girls meet in my 
classroom to study and tutor each other.” 

It’s also a safe space where they can talk openly 
about anything that’s troubling them, she adds. 

Angie Ramirez-Alvarez, a junior and captain 
of the Lady Raiders, values the support she 
and her teammates get from each other. 
“High school can be chaotic,” she says. 
“But the team draws us close. There’s 
a support system that really helps.” 

Stepping boosts mental and 
physical health, Ramirez-Alvarez 
says. She used to suffer from severe 
asthma, but she has learned new 
breathing techniques in step, and her 
asthma is much better. 

“Stepping has changed me as a person, inside 
and out. I’m stronger and much more confident,” 
she says. “I see myself very differently now than I 
used to.” 

That’s what movement is all about, Covington 
says. The earlier students learn about the benefits 

of physical activity, research shows, the more likely 
they are to adopt active lifestyles. 

Exercise eases stress 
“Movement can help students get through the 

stress of friendships and relationships, the pressures 
of schoolwork, and even traumatic situations 
outside of school,” says Sheila Peterson, a physical 

education teacher at Wachter Middle School, in 
Bismarck, N.D. “It releases dopamine, and 

there are reams of research showing 
how moving your body produces calm 
and well-being.” 

Peterson also tracks a lot 
of research about the student 
mental health crisis. It first spiked 

in 2012, she says, with the rise of 
social media, and then the pandemic 

exacerbated the situation. Instead 
of exercising and getting outside 
to play, kids began spending more 

time alone with their devices. 
“If kids are sedentary and isolated, it’s not 

surprising that mental health suffers,” she says. 
Peterson aims to help her students achieve  

their personal best, build self-confidence, and 

Sheila Peterson
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By Cindy Long At a Thursday afternoon practice of the 
Lady Raiders Step Squad, at Eleanor  
Roosevelt High School, in Greenbelt, Md., 

coach Jonelle Argus walks through orderly lines of 
21 team members, calling out moves like a drill 
instructor, each call punctuated by a  
sharp clap. 

“Right D!” Clap!  
The girls’ arms snap to form a 

diagonal line—right arm up, left arm 
down, torsos forward, eyes looking 
down at their left fingers.   

“Left D!” Clap!  
Arms snap to the opposite diagonal, 

left arm up, eyes on right fingers. 
As the coach shouts out more positions, 

she reminds the girls to breathe and move with 
tension and precision. 

“We’re not swimming, we’re stepping!” she calls.
To do it right, the girls must move with quick, 

percussive, and synchronized movements that 
emulate rhythmic drumming. 

PHOTO: ALPHANMADOU JALLOW; ILLUSTRATION: SHUTTERSTOCK

EXERCISE IS 
CRITICAL FOR 
STUDENTS 
IN A DIGITAL 
WORLD. THESE 
EDUCATORS 
MAKE IT A 
LIFESTYLE 
CHOICE.

Building
Body and
Mind 

 
The Lady Raiders’ staff sponsor, Krystal 

Covington, is a health teacher and also an alum of 
the school. She was a stepper herself, joining the 
team in 2000, just three years after it was founded. 

“I loved the art, the energy, and the sisterhood,” 
Covington says. “That’s what we strive for today—
sisterhood and strong team bonds—but also life 

lessons on how to conduct yourself in school 
and outside the school’s walls.” 

 Across the country, educators  
like Covington are shaping after-
school athletic clubs and physical 
education (PE) classes into body-
positive, inclusive experiences. The 
goal is to help students manage 

stress and develop confidence,  
healthy habits, and lifelong well-being.

When students join the 
Lady Raiders, they must sign a 
contract agreeing to the rules 

and standards about everything from behavior and 
respectfulness to social media use and maintaining 
a healthy lifestyle.  

Members must also keep a 3.0 grade point 
average (other school athletic programs require a 2.0).

Krystal Covington

p42-45_2501_PEteachers_Layout 1.indd   42p42-45_2501_PEteachers_Layout 1.indd   42 12/6/24   3:24 PM12/6/24   3:24 PM



January 2025      45PHOTOS: JAMES LAWSON

“I want to reach the 
kid who dislikes PE 
the most and get that 
kid to like to move,” 
Peterson says.

LEARN 
MORE

Learn more about the benefits of 
movement and take a look inside the 
Lady Raiders step program at   
nea.org/GetUpandMove. 

their bodies,” Pike says. “Their shoulders go down. 
The worry is erased from their faces.” 

She knows, too, that middle school is fraught 
with new social dynamics and peer comparisons. 
Adolescence in general is a time of forming and 
questioning identities, and Pike doesn’t want  
to add to the anxiety with locker room and 
shower concerns. 

“I don’t make them go to the locker room if 
they don’t want to, and I definitely don’t force 
anyone to shower,” she says.  

Pike teaches in a rural farming community,  
where families don’t have a lot of extras. Some 

kids don’t change into gym clothes because 
they don’t own any. Others have only one pair 
of shoes—often, those are cowboy boots.  

“Students can wear whatever they choose 
in class, as long as they can participate safely.” 

There are kids who don’t want to shower, 
but some who do because they have no 
access to water at home. For those students, 
Pike and the school counselors will find times 
for them to shower whenever they are most 
comfortable. 

“Getting the students to reap the benefits 
of exercise is the most important thing,”  
she says.  

Pike received district funding to provide 
heart monitors for her students, so she can 
get a better understanding of their health and 
fitness. The monitors also allow students to 
see when they reach their target heart rate and 
what that feels like. 

“They push themselves to get into their zone 
for at least 20 to 30 minutes, which has benefits 
that last all day—it increases test scores, and 
they perform better in class,” she says. “With 
technology, inclusivity, and SEL, we’re taking 
gym class to places it’s never been.”  
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embrace a life-long commitment to healthy 
movement. She wants students to begin to see 
themselves differently.

“My goal as a PE teacher is not to encourage 
anyone to be a college athlete or even to be good 
at sports,”  she says. “Instead, I want them to 
understand what their body is telling them and 
how movement will feel.”

She wants students to learn that they all have 
the inner strength and resilience necessary to build 
physical strength. 

She introduces them to a wide variety of 
activities—some they’ll love, some they’ll hate.  
But the idea is to help them find something they 
enjoy doing and that makes them feel successful, 
she explains.

“It’s not about being the best, it’s about feeling 
good,” Peterson adds. If a student makes a mistake, 
she encourages them to keep trying. When they 
achieve a new skill, she tells them to stop and 
celebrate and be proud in that moment. 

In her class, there are a lot of smiles and laughter. 
“See how much better you feel after class? How 

many times did you laugh today?” she asks them. 
The real payoff, Peterson adds, is when students 

decide to go out for sports they learned about in 
PE, or when Peterson sees a student out in the 
community on a walk with family or riding a bike.

“The reward is when students create a 
relationship with being active because it makes 
them feel good in body and mind,” she says. “I see 
that in kids. I see that joy.” 

PE class can be a safe place 
PE has evolved from the days 

when a gym teacher wearing shorts 
and tube socks constantly blew a 
whistle and forced students to climb 
a rope hanging from the ceiling. 

“It’s now more inclusive 
and infused with SEL and body 
positivity,” says Michigan middle 
school PE teacher Emilee Pike. 

Creating an environment  
where everyone feels safe enough 
to try the physical activities is her 
top priority. 

“There is something very 
gendered about PE that many 
students find intimidating, so I 
foster inclusivity and awareness 
about gender and gender 
expression.” 

Students who are LGBTQ+ are a 
growing area of concern among PE 
teachers, Pike says, because they 
feel they’re at risk. 

“They come in with a history of 
distrust. Creating a sense of safety 
makes all the difference,” says Pike, 
who has taken continuing education 
courses on embracing diversity in PE.  

“The anxiety levels in middle 
school students are high, but if they 
feel safe enough to participate, you 
can actually see the stress leave 

“The reward is when 
students create a 
relationship with 
being active because 
it makes them feel 
good in body and 
mind. I see that in 
kids. I see that joy.” 
—Sheila Peterson, North 
Dakota PE teacher

Angie Ramirez-Alvarez, 
made up for Halloween 
Homecoming, is 
captain of the Lady 
Raiders.

Building
Body and
Mind 
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his four years in the state Senate, and 
intends to do the same on Capitol Hill.  
“I didn’t leave teaching—a job that I 
love—to become part of the toxic,  
divisive political structure,” Mannion says. 

DID YOU KNOW? John Mannion’s 
wife, Jennifer, an elementary reading 
teacher, also has been an NEA member 
for 30 years.

2. Voters rejected 
vouchers and high-
stakes testing.

Ballot measures in  
Nebraska, Kentucky, 
and Colorado asked 
voters a fundamental 
question: Do you want 
taxpayer dollars diverted 
from public schools and 
sent to private schools?

The majority an-
swered with a resounding 
“no,” delivering a decisive 
defeat to vouchers. This 
issue united Republican 
and Democratic voters in 
rural, urban, and subur-
ban communities alike. 

These victories extend a winning 
streak that every public education 
advocate should celebrate: When school 
vouchers have been put on the ballot, 
they have lost every time.

The Massachusetts 
Teachers Association  
scored another victory. 
Members helped pass a 
measure to eliminate their 
state’s archaic high-stakes 
graduation test, which 
denies diplomas to nearly 
700 students each year, 
many of whom are English 
learners and students 
with disabilities.

250,000 NEA members volunteered in the 2024 election 
cycle—a record-high number. They took action through their union, 
sending postcards, making calls, and canvassing for candidates and issues 
that matter for our students and for public education.

3. Pro-public 
education legislators 
won key races. 

In the U.S. Senate, incumbents Tammy 
Baldwin from Wisconsin—a member of 
the Senate Health, Education, Labor and 
Pensions Committee—and Jacky Rosen of 
Nevada were reelected. 

They will be joined by U.S. Rep. 
Elissa Slotkin from Michigan, a vocal 
proponent of laws that help prevent gun 
violence and keep schools safe, including 
the safe storage of firearms, universal 
background checks, red flag laws, and an 

assault weapons ban. 
In Arizona, U.S. Rep. 

Ruben Gallego—who 
introduced legislation 
to expand universal 
full-day kindergarten—
defeated Kari Lake, 
who has pushed for 
mandated cameras in 
classrooms and massive 
cuts to education 
spending. 

In the U.S. House, 
incumbent Rep. Jahana 
Hayes of Connecticut—

the 2016 National Teacher of the Year—
won reelection. Rep. Greg Landsman 
of Ohio, another former public school 
teacher, also was reelected. 

Educators in North Carolina had 
much to celebrate when candidates who 
earned the recommendation of the North 
Carolina Association of Educators cruised 
to victory. In the race for governor, state 
Attorney General Josh Stein defeated 
controversial Lt. Gov. Mark Robinson. 

Former Guilford County Schools  
Superintendent Maurice “Mo” Green was 
elected state superintendent of public in-
struction after defeating Michele Morrow, 
who is known for perpetuating ludicrous 
conspiracy theories. 

ELECTED TO: Montgomery County 
Board of Education

MOTIVATION TO RUN: “So often, our 
school board members haven’t actually 
spent time in the classroom,” Zimmerman 
says. There was not a single educator 
on the board in her county when she 
decided to run.

“The people closest to teaching and 
learning should be making the decisions 
about the teaching and learning,” she 
says. “We need educators to run,  
because educators are the experts at 
teaching children.”

DID YOU KNOW? Zimmerman studied 
political science and was excited to run 
for office herself!

JOHN MANNION
New York

CAREER: Biology and chemistry 
teacher in New York for 30 years. 
President of the West Genesee Teachers’ 
Association for eight years. Has served in 
the New York State Senate since 2020.

ELECTED TO: U.S. House of 
Representatives, District 22. In an  
exciting race, Mannion ousted the 
incumbent and flipped the district for  
the first time in a decade.

MOTIVATION TO RUN: Mannion 
wants to work across the aisle to ensure 
that the priorities of 
public school educators, 
parents, and students 
are represented at 
the highest levels of 
government. 

As he told the audi-
ence at a political forum 
hosted by NYSUT (New 
York State United Teach-
ers), he has prioritized 
bipartisanship during John Mannion

Natalie 
Zimmerman

The Colorado Education 
Association helped defeat  
a voucher measure.
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By Amanda Litvinov

This month, educators will 
see a new Congress sworn 
in and a new presidential 

administration take shape in 
Washington. Conditions for public 
education and labor unions 
will be challenging. But voters 
delivered some important wins in 
election 2024 that hold promise for 
educators, students, and families 
who rely on public education. Here 
are three bright spots:

PHOTO: COURTESY OF MICHELLE VELASQUEZ BEAN

VOTERS SENT 
AN IMPORTANT 
MESSAGE IN 
NOVEMBER: 
THEY TRUST 
EDUCATORS AND 
CARE ABOUT 
PUBLIC SCHOOLS

3 
Election Wins 
That Matter 

for Public 
Education

1. Educators ran for 
office—and won!
Across the nation, educators —many 
of them NEA members—were elected 
to seats at the local, state, and federal 
levels. These winners went into their 
races well-prepared after attending  
NEA’s See Educators Run candidate 
training program:

MICHELLE VELASQUEZ BEAN
California

CAREER: Educator of 24 years, 
currently an English professor at Rio 
Hondo College, in Whittier, Calif.

ELECTED TO: La Mirada City Council
MOTIVATION TO RUN: “My family 

taught me the importance of public 
service,” says Bean, whose father was a 
police officer turned teacher, and then a  
superintendent. When a City Council seat 
came open, Bean was encouraged to run. 
As an educator committed to diversity, 
equity and inclusion, she knew she would 

face pushback in her 
conservative community. 
Despite the expected 
mudslinging, Bean 
persevered and won.

It was worth it, says 
Bean. “My students 
deserve to have someone 
on the council who rep-
resents them,” she says.

DID YOU KNOW?  
Bean is the first woman 
of color to serve on La 
Mirada City Council.

NATALIE ZIMMERMAN
Maryland

CAREER: Elementary school teacher 
in Montgomery County, Maryland, 
since 2019. Served as a building 
representative at Wheaton Woods 
Elementary School. 

Interested in running for office? 
NEA can help you! Learn more at 
nea.org/SeeEducatorsRun.

FOR 
MORE

Michelle 
Velasquez Bean
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“The educators I meet  
... have dedicated their 
lives to the success and 
happiness of other  
people’s children.”  
—Nicholas Ferroni (above)

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF NICHOLAS FERRONI

never thought being a 
teacher meant I needed to 
have a voice outside of my 
classroom, but I was wrong. 

We all need to be 
advocates. We all must 
fight back against negative 
narratives. Tell people, “If 
you think talking about 
the obstacles we face 
while educating children is 
‘complaining,’ I assume you 
have no real understanding 
of how much educators 
and schools do and what is 
expected of everyone who 
works in a school.” 

I’ve learned so much over 
the years—most of all, that 
everyone wants all children 
to receive the best education 
and best school experience 
possible. That’s what I tell 
anyone who will listen. 

As educators, we must use 
our voices to spread the right 
messages about our schools 

History teacher Nicholas 
Ferroni often ponders 
leaving the profession.

and profession, because some     
politicians and pundits will try 
to tell a different story. 

Speak up for those who 
may not be brave enough 
to attend a school board 
meeting. Tell those making the 
decisions what’s needed for 
your students. Answer the call 
of your union for testimony 
on relevant legislation. And 
share your stories with 
elected leaders. 

This may not be the job we 
thought we signed up for, but 
this is the place we’re in now, 
and we must rise to the occa-
sion. Staying in the profession 
means we need to communi-
cate about our realities. 

If I can tell parents and 
guardians one thing, it’s that 
they should trust the people 
spending most of the day 
with their child—the people 
who are educating, nurturing,  
and caring for their child—and 

not the people who are trying 
to lobby for themselves or for 
the issue du jour.

Rekindling your 
professional happiness 

Most teachers I know 
have an inspiring story of why 
they chose this profession. 
Like most educators, I was 
fortunate enough to have 
teachers who truly cared 
about and inspired me. 

As I write from the 
classroom I’ve worked in  
for more than two decades,  
at the same school where  
I was a student, I realize  
I’ve spent 25 years—more 
than half my life—in the  
same building. 

The idea feels both 
inspiring and depressing,  
but mostly inspiring. The best 
part? My mom knows where 
to find me and even sends me 
care packages at school. 

The Teacher’s Dilemma:

Should I Stay
or Should I Go 
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By Nicholas Ferroni, 
New Jersey Education 
Association

After finishing 
my 21st year of 
teaching, in May, 
I seriously con­
sidered leaving 

the profession. It had been 
a stressful, overwhelming, 
and uncertain year, but this 
wasn’t the first, second, or 
even the 20th time I thought 
about a career change. I’m 
sure I’m not alone. 

Ultimately, I decided 
to return because of my 
reality: I love teaching.  
I love being around my 
students. I love contribut­
ing to student success and 
happiness. But finding that 
love isn’t always easy.

In recent years, I have 
grown to hate everything 
that comes with being a 
teacher—the low pay, the 
lack of support and resources, 
and the organized attacks 
on educators and education. 

MY LOVE FOR THE 
PROFESSION AND 
THE STUDENTS  
KEEPS ME IN THE 
CLASSROOM

the educational videos we 
watched in college. 

I think back to my first 
year. Like many educators, I 
went through different phases 
of emotion as the year went 
on: anticipation, survival, 
disillusionment, rejuvenation,  
and reflection. And these 
phases are still relevant to me, 
even all these years later.

I hit my stride as an 
educator in my fourth and 
fifth years, finding my 
strengths and weaknesses 
and utilizing strategies that 
worked best for my students. 
But that didn’t feel like 
enough. I was now living the 
life of the tired teacher who 
hated hearing people attack 
public schools with the same 
old comment: “You knew 
what you were getting into, 
so stop complaining.” 

This is where I implore 
all of you to speak up. I 

I often see a quote on social 
media that embodies what 
many educators contemplate 
each school year: “If I stay in 
teaching, it’s because of the 
kids. If I leave teaching, it’s 
because of the adults.”

Why we must speak up 
I worry about the pro­

fession’s future and often 
think about how we can keep 
newer teachers—especially 
when they can make more 
money elsewhere, working 
fewer hours with less stress. 

This is where honesty 
comes into play. I tell in­
coming teachers that I must 
have considered quitting at 
least once a week during 
my first two years. I had 
no idea what I was getting 
myself into. The reality of 
teaching was not even close 
to how it was portrayed in 
academic publications or in 

The Teacher’s Dilemma:

Should I Stay
or Should I Go 
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As with most teachers, my 
day doesn’t end at 3 p.m.; if it 
did, I wouldn’t be an effective 
educator. Like most teachers,   
I find it is easier to buy or 
crowdfund the supplies I need 
than to wait for my district to 
provide them. And like most 
teachers, I work a second and 
even a third job because I can’t 
survive on my teaching salary.

Most people call teaching 
one of the most important 
careers someone can pursue, 
yet can we really call it a 
“career” if we have to work 
other jobs to continue in the 
profession?

Personally, I’ve lost sleep 
over whether to stay in the 
classroom or pursue more 
lucrative opportunities. But I 

just can’t seem to get myself 
to leave. 

I’ve dedicated so much 
of my life to advocating for, 
supporting, and trying to help 
teachers that I am not sure 
what effect it would have if 
someone like me—someone 
who loves teaching—throws 
in the towel. And I’m not 
even the best teacher in this 
country, in New Jersey, or 
even in my school. 

I know I need to use my 
platform as an educator to 
help change the narrative,  
to make others see the value 
of the profession, and to  
help build the schools our 
students deserve. 

So many educators stay 
in the profession for the 

students, but they may 
not be enough to retain 
teachers for the long haul. 
We, as a society, must 
drastically improve so many 
of the factors that are 
forcing educators to leave 
their dream jobs. And that 
starts with respecting the 
profession and paying school 
staff what they deserve. 

Teaching is our calling, but 
it doesn’t have to be our vow 
of poverty. Remember that 
when you talk to anyone who 
thinks you have the summer 
off, and share your story 
about why you continue to 
come back, year after year. 
Our voices are our outlet to 
enact the change we need for 
our students.  

PHOTO: COURTESY OF NICHOLAS FERRONI

Ferroni helps eleventh and 
twelfth graders with a history 
project at Union High School, 
in New Jersey. When he 
thinks about quitting, the 
students draw him back to 
the classroom. 

Nicholas Ferroni lives in Union,  
N.J., and is a nationally recog-

nized high school history teacher 
and social activist. Follow him on 
Instagram @nicholasferroni and 

on TikTok @mrferroni.
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How bad is it? 

I mention my mother 
because I know that so 
many teachers work in the 
communities they’re from, 
and even teach in the schools 
they once attended. 

When you think about 
leaving, remember that one 
of the best things about our 
profession is investing in  
the cities and towns that 
invested in us. It’s one of  
the biggest reasons I keep 
coming back year after year. 
I truly want my community 
to have the best schools 
possible.

In my hometown of Union, 
N.J., I was fortunate to have 
amazing educators through-
out my life. 

I became a teacher be-
cause I was inspired by all of 
my educators, but that is also 
the reason I have battled with 
the decision to leave. Giving 
so much takes a toll.

The drive to stay 
The educators I meet are 

passionate, compassionate, 
intelligent, and selfless 
individuals who have 
dedicated their lives to the 
success and happiness of 
other people’s children. 

Teachers and support 
staff give so much to their 
students, schools, and 
communities that there often 
isn’t much room left for 
themselves or their families. 

“I became a teacher 
because I was inspired  
by all of my educators, 
but that is also the reason 
I have battled with the 
decision to leave. Giving  
so much takes a toll.” 
—Nicholas Ferroni

Teachers are quitting at historically high levels, with research showing the lack of pay and burnout as top factors.

I am drawn back to the 
classroom each year when I 
think about my pre-K teacher,  
Mrs. Martino, who was able to 
reach and inspire every one of 
her young students. 

Then, in high school,  
Mr. “Weez” and Mr. Caliguire—
two of the most engaging,  
entertaining, and mildly 
insane teachers I ever had—
nurtured my love of history, 
humanities, and learning from 
the past. Last but not least, 
there was my coach and men-
tor, Mr. Monaco, who trained  
me throughout high school  
for baseball and football. 
More important, he helped 
shape me into the man I 
would become. 

The Teacher’s Dilemma:

Should I Stay,
or Should I Go 

Nearly a  quarter of teachers said they intended 
to leave their jobs by the end of 

the 2023 – 2024 school year, 
and 17 percent said they intended to 

leave the profession.
SOURCE: RAND, “2024 STATE OF THE AMERICAN 

TEACHER” 

271,000 
education jobs were open 
in 2024, on average—the 
fourth-highest average in 

history and more than double 
pre-pandemic averages. 

SOURCE: BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS, 
“JOB OPENINGS AND LABOR TURNOVER 

SURVEY,” 2024 

60%  
of teachers say they are 

experiencing burnout. Some 
59 percent say they experience 

frequent job-related stress. 

SOURCE: RAND, “2024 STATE OF THE 
AMERICAN TEACHER”

64% 
of public schools reported that the biggest barrier 

to hiring teachers was too few qualified 
candidates, and 62 percent reported that a lack of 

applicants made vacancies difficult to fill. 
The most difficult teaching positions to fill were in 

special education and bilingual education.
SOURCE: NATIONAL CENTER FOR EDUCATION STATISTICS, 

“SCHOOL PULSE PANEL,” 2024

Nearly half  
of teachers cited student behavior as the 

top source of job-related stress. 
About one-third of teachers said low salaries 

and extra administrative work were top 
reasons for job-related stress.

SOURCE: RAND, “2024 STATE OF THE AMERICAN TEACHER” 
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of public employees across the 
nation. Fortunately, educators 
stepped in with the facts:

• More than 2.8 million 
public sector employees 
in 26 states were impacted 
by GPO and WEP. Edu cators 
were affected in 15 of those 
states (See map), because 
they pay into their state 
pension system, but not 
into Social Security. 

• WEP assumed that none 
of these public employees 
earn Social Security 
benefits—which failed to 
take into account that many 
educators hold second 
jobs and summer gigs that 
require them to pay Social 
Security taxes. 

  The provision was often 
devastating to career-
changers like Strader, who 
did not receive the full 
benefit of the years they 
did pay into Social Security. 

  Also, she did not spend 
her entire career as a public 
employee, so Strader earned 

Retiree Susan 
Strader dons the 
Connecticut Education 
Association’s GPO/
WEP protest T-shirt.

just 16.9 percent of a full 
teacher pension, which takes 
over 35 years to secure in 
Connecticut.

• GPO reduced spousal  
or survivor benefits.  
More than 70 percent of 
those affected by GPO 
lost their entire spousal or 
survivor benefit. 

  Some widowed  
edu  cators received that 
survivor’s benefit while 
they were still working. But 
the minute they retired and 
started receiving pension 
payments, they no longer 
received the benefit that 
their loved one earned.

Bringing home a win
The best way to help 

lawmakers understand the 
problems with GPO and WEP 
has been to share our stories. 

“Without question, the 
work that our members have 

spouse, would be decimated 
by GPO and WEP.

“Some retiring educators 
thought they had planned 
and saved and done the right 
things to have retirement 
security, only to have to keep 
working into their 70s or move 
in with family when they can’t 
afford to stay in their homes,” 
Gibson says.

“That’s why we have been 
relentless on this issue,” she 
adds, noting the hard work  
of NEA and NEA-Retired  
members.

NEA has lobbied federal 
lawmakers on the issue  
since the 1990s. In that time,  
members have traveled to 
Washington, D.C., met with rep-
resentatives back home, made 
calls, sent emails and postcards, 
and explained the issue to law-
makers, colleagues, and friends.

What are GPO and WEP?
For far too long, many 

elected leaders were not well-
informed about how these 
unfair provisions hurt millions 

Where GPO 
and WEP hurt 
educators
Educators were affected if 
they worked in the 15 states 
highlighted on the map.

But there are educators and former 
educators in all 50 states who have worked 
in GPO/WEP states and were affected by 
these unfair provisions, even after they 
moved to non-GPO/WEP states.

83% of those penalized by GPO were women.

9 in 10 educators who worked in an 
affected state and whose spouses earned 
Social Security lost benefits because of GPO.

done on this issue and the 
willingness of NEA-Retired 
members to share their stories 
led to this victory,” says Marc 
Egan, director of NEA’s govern-
ment relations department.

NEA members kept a spot-
light on this critical issue, and 
amped up their activism in the 
last few years. 

Since the start of 2023, 
NEA members had hundreds 
of face-to-face conversations 
with lawmakers and rallied 
on Capitol Hill. In 2024 alone, 
members made hundreds of 
thousands of calls to encour-
age their members of Congress 
to support the Social Security 
Fairness Act. 

This historic repeal of  
GPO and WEP will benefit the 
profession indefinitely, says 
Anita Gibson: “Our years of 
advocacy have finally fixed 
this, not only for our current 
retirees, but for future genera-
tions of educators.”  

  States where 
GPO and WEP hurt 
educators’ retirement 

How does this win 
help you? 
To share your story, scan 
this QR code or go to 
nea.org/MyGPOWEPStory.
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By Amanda Litvinov

In an astonishing accom­
plishment, NEA and 
NEA­Retired members 

have helped restore Social 
Security benefits for millions 
of educators. 

For more than 40 years, 
public employees in many 
states have been subject to 
punitive and discriminatory 
measures that reduce 

their Social Security 
benefits. 

Called the 
Government 
Pension Offset 
(GPO) and 
Windfall Elimi­

nation Provision 
(WEP), these 

rules have robbed 

PHOTO: NEA

A WIN FORTY 
YEARS IN THE 
MAKING: NEA 
SECURES FULL 
RETIREMENT 
BENEFITS FOR 
EDUCATORS

“Our years of advocacy  
have finally fixed this, not  
only for current retirees,  
but for future generations 
of educators.”
—NEA-Retired President  
Anita Gibson

LANDMARK  

Victory!
firefighters, postal workers, 
police officers, and educators 
of the retirement income 
they have earned since 1977 
and 1983 respectively.

But in December—after 
decades of unflinching 
advocacy by NEA and allies—
Congress voted to fully repeal 
these damaging provisions.

“Together, working 
through our union, we ended 
a terrible injustice,” says Susan 
Strader, a retired technology 
teacher from Connecticut.

Real-life impact
When Strader retired in 

June 2024, she knew her 
financial situation wasn’t as 
secure as she deserved after 
36 years in the workforce.

She has zero regrets 
about her life choices. She 
spent 12 years working full­
time in corporate America 
and another 12 years  
raising children. 

While working as a 
consultant, she earned a 
master’s degree and teaching 

certification, and then spent 
a rewarding 13 years as a 
teacher in Connecticut’s 
Preston Public Schools. 

But because she taught 
in Connecticut, Strader was 
subject to GPO and WEP. The 
same was true for millions 
of educators in 15 states and 
other public employees in a 
total of 26 states.

“When people ask, ‘If 
you knew earlier that your 
retirement would be affected 
like this, would you make 
different choices?’ I can 
honestly answer no,” Strader 
says. “But it is still devastating 
to see how serving as a public 
employee negatively affected 
my fi nances in retirement.”

Many educators did not 
know they would be stripped 
of benefits until they were at 
the tail end of their careers. 

NEA­Retired President 
Anita Gibson has heard 
heartbreaking stories from 
members who felt blind sided, 
discovering that the benefits 
they had earned, or those of a 
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Educators, let’s elect 
the leaders our 

students deserve.

Your contribution to the NEA 
PAC helps elect pro-education
candidates up and down the 
ballot. Scan to get started.

Contributions to the NEA Fund are not deductible as charitable contributions. Contributions to the NEA Fund are voluntary 
and will be used for political purposes. Making a contribution is neither a condition of employment nor membership in 
NEA, and members have the right to refuse to contribute without reprisal. A member may contribute more or less than the 
suggested amount, or may contribute nothing at all, without a�ecting membership status, rights, or bene�ts in NEA or any 
of its a�liates. Federal law requires NEA to use its best e�orts to collect and report the name, address, occupation, and 
employer for each individual whose contributions aggregate in excess of $200 in a calendar year.
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R E S O U R C E S  F O R

Three Steps to 
Financial Wellness

Falling short of your retirement savings goals or 
having trouble paying the bills? You are not alone. 
Many people are financially out of balance. Finan-

cial wellness means finding a balance between living for 
today and preparing and planning for tomorrow.

1. Protect what you have with insurance.
“Life, disability, and long-term care are vital 

components of a comprehensive financial strategy,” 
says financial planner Nick Ventura, president and CEO 
at Ewing, N.J.-based Ventura Wealth Management. 
“Having these elements in place will offset the risks of 
catastrophic events.”

2. Plan for life after you’re gone.
Most people don’t want to contemplate their 

mortality, but putting off estate planning is ill-advised. 
In addition to arranging for an authenticated will and 
a trust, you should designate beneficiaries for your 
retirement accounts.
3. Prepare for your future with a supplemental 
retirement savings plan.

This type of plan can help educators bridge the gap 
between a pension and social security. Benefit from our 
resources to help you prepare for the retirement lifestyle 
you want and deserve.

NEA Member Benefits can help. 
Get started with 
benefits for insurance, 
retirement, and more at 
neamb.com/Overview.

Find Tools for Your 
Practice
• Looking for professional 

learning opportunities 
and resources to bolster 
your lessons? 

• Seeking legal guidance on 
educator rights? 

• Searching for good advice 
from fellow educators? 

Check out NEA’s online 
resource library, where  
you can search by keyword, 
issue, resource type, and  
more to find the latest and 
best professional resources 
from NEA.

Visit nea.org/Resource- 
Library.

Virtual Civil Rights History Tours  
for Your Classroom

The International Civil Rights Center 
and Museum offers educators an 
invaluable resource for teaching social justice and civil rights history. 

Located in the historic F.W. Woolworth’s Building, in Greensboro, N.C.—site of 
the famous 1960 lunch counter sit-ins—the museum now offers virtual tours 
for classrooms nationwide. These immersive online experiences bring history to 
life, engaging students with the powerful stories and artifacts that shaped the 
Civil Rights Movement. Perfect for sparking critical discussions and deepening 
students’ understanding of activism and equality, virtual tours can help your 
students connect past struggles to present-day lessons. 

Learn more at sitinmovement.org.

Check out NEA Today’s 
new digital experience! 
Scan the QR code 
or go to nea.org/
NEATodayJanuary25.

Educators, let’s elect 
the leaders our 

students deserve.

Your contribution to the NEA 
PAC helps elect pro-education
candidates up and down the 
ballot. Scan to get started.

Contributions to the NEA Fund are not deductible as charitable contributions. Contributions to the NEA Fund are voluntary 
and will be used for political purposes. Making a contribution is neither a condition of employment nor membership in 
NEA, and members have the right to refuse to contribute without reprisal. A member may contribute more or less than the 
suggested amount, or may contribute nothing at all, without a�ecting membership status, rights, or bene�ts in NEA or any 
of its a�liates. Federal law requires NEA to use its best e�orts to collect and report the name, address, occupation, and 
employer for each individual whose contributions aggregate in excess of $200 in a calendar year.
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Join Us!
Looking for a new challenge? 

The NEA Organizing 
Fellowship Academy (NOFA) 
is a yearlong program that 
trains you to grow your union 
and lift the voices of your 
union siblings, helping you 
transition to union staff work.

“Being a fellow absolutely changed the trajectory 
of my life. I was a teacher for 18 years. If it wasn’t 
for this experience, I’d still be teaching. Two parts 
I’d say were extremely valuable. One, the day-in 
and day-out with your mentor. And two, the 
out-of-state organizing training. You could be 
going to a strike in Massachusetts or a building 

blitz in Georgia. I worked on Sen. Raphael Warnock’s campaign, phone 
banking, knocking on doors, having one-on-one conversations. It was 
a great experience!”

—Jason Fahie, NOFA class of 2024, Maryland State Education Association

PHOTOS: COURTESY OF MEMBERS

LEARN 
MORE

Applications open in February! 

Scan this QR 
code or go online 
to nea.org/NOFA 
to learn more! 

“Everything was so relevant! We worked directly with members, directly with affiliates. 
We worked on the Portland [Ore.] strike, which was beyond amazing. To see the level of 
preparation, the level of organization, and the level of community support, and to be 
part of something so monumental. It was life-changing. I would recommend this program 
to anyone. I’m excited for the future! I’m excited for my new career.” 

—Tara Richardson, class of 2024, Missouri NEA

“In 2021, when my baby graduated from high school, I said I’m graduating too! I 
actually applied to be an administrator. … Then one of my interviewers called me  
back and said, ‘You had a great interview, but you have to get out of that teacher 
mindset.’ They want to see an anti-teacher mindset! Then my local president sends  
me this email [about NOFA]. I was clicking to apply as soon I read it! The opportunity 
I had to visit other places, to do this practice that didn’t feel like practice. … It shifted 
my mindset from teacher, and everything else I put behind my name, to organizer  
and advocate.” 

—Alana Ward, NOFA class of 2021, The South Carolina Education Association

“When I saw the NOFA advertisement in NEA Today, I showed it to my local president 
and she said, ‘This is perfect for you! For as long as I’ve known you, you’ve been 
organizing and mobilizing!’ During my fellowship, we went to Florida, to Louisiana, to 
North Carolina, and I saw the world outside of New Jersey—and the need to protect 
basic rights. When I say NOFA changed my life, it absolutely changed my life.”

—Marella McMillon-Holmes, NOFA class of 2023, NEA Center for Racial and Social Justice

“NOFA gave me great skills for organizing, for 
building power and membership. As a [UniServ 
director], I’m not only dealing with contracts and 
grievances and all that, I’m organizing members 
around issues, having one-on-one conversations,  
and identifying what’s good, what’s bad, what’s 
ugly. I learned those explicit skills from NOFA.”

—Greylor Walston, NOFA class of 2021, Michigan Education Association
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L A S T

NEA SURVEY: 

Educators Speak Out on Social Media, 
Cellphones, and Mental Health

NEA surveyed 2,889 members working in K–12 schools about the impact of cellphones 
and social media on their students. The spring 2024 survey identified four main areas of 
concern: student mental health, student safety and behavior, social skills, and the overall 

learning environment. Here’s what these NEA members had to say:

TEAR IT &
SHARE IT
Post this in your 
break room 
and start a 
conversation.

More than 90% feel that 
students’ mental health is a 
serious issue at their school 
and that things have gotten  
worse in the last few years.  

84% say social media contributes 
to students’ mental health 
issues, and 81% say cellphones are 
a contributor.

The vast majority say students are: 
having trouble  
concentrating: 83%
acting out: 81%
not showing up to school: 75%

73% of teachers in schools where 
students have access to cellphones 
and personal devices report 
disruptions in their classes.

63

92

57

84

57

81

52

82

50

86

47

88

46

73

42

69

Lack of parental 
involvement 

and 
communication

Social media 
use

Cellphone or 
personal 

device use after 
school hours

Not enough 
mental 

health staff

Poverty Peer pressure 
from other 
students

Overly 
permissive 
discipline 

practices at 
school

Cellphone or 
personal 

device use 
during school 

hours

Mental Health Factors
NEA members were asked how much each of the following factors contribute to students’ mental health issues.
   Contributes a lot   Contributes to some degree To find out 

how educators 
are taking a 
stand against 
cellphones in 
classrooms, turn 
to Page 28.

40% say cyberbullying 
is their biggest concern about 
students’ social media use.  

38% are concerned that social 
media prevents students from 
developing social skills. 

For the complete survey results, visit nea.org/impact. For more resources, go to NEA.org/Healthy-Schools. 
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NEA, NEA Member Benefi ts and the NEA Member Benefi ts logo are registered service marks of NEA Member Benefi ts. NEA has retained Members United Insurance Agency to manage Insurance Programs for its Members. 
Members United Insurance Agency is not affi liated with Travelers.

Coverages, discounts, special program rates or savings, billing options, and other features are subject to availability and individual eligibility. Not all products, features or coverages available in all areas or states. Other terms, 
conditions or exclusions may apply.

Policies of Insurance offered by Travelers are underwritten by: The Travelers Indemnity Company or one of its property casualty affi liates, One Tower Square, Hartford, CT 06183. In TX: Automobile insurance is offered through 
Travelers Texas MGA, Inc. and underwritten by Consumers County Mutual Insurance Company (CCM). CCM is not a Travelers Company. Home insurance is underwritten by Travelers Personal Insurance Company. In CA: 
Automobile insurance is underwritten by Travelers Commercial Insurance Company, Certifi cate of Authority #6519, State of Domicile: CT; or Travelers Property Casualty Insurance Company, Certifi cate of Authority #6521, 
State of Domicile: CT. Homeowners insurance is underwritten by The Standard Fire Insurance Company, Certifi cate of Authority #3545, State of Domicile: CT. In WA: Automobile insurance is underwritten by The Standard Fire 
Insurance Company. Homeowners insurance is underwritten by Travelers Personal Insurance Company. All underwriting companies in CA and WA listed above are located at One Tower Square, Hartford, CT 06183.

© 2025 The Travelers Indemnity Company. All rights reserved. Travelers and the Travelers Umbrella logo are registered trademarks of The Travelers Indemnity Company in the U.S. and other countries. PL-19708 Rev. 10-24

The NEA® Auto & Home Insurance Program provides coverage 
that works for you – plus average auto savings of $638.*
As an NEA member, you could get quotes with a member discount at any time, regardless of when 
your current policies are due to expire. Plus, you don’t have to wait to switch – your coverage could 
go into effect the next day.

*Average savings is based on new auto policyholders countrywide who reported savings to the Travelers Call Center in 2021. Individual savings may vary. Savings are not guaranteed.
**Travelers 2023 Community Report (travelers.com/community-relations/2023-community-report)

Ready to see if you can save? Call 866-717-1487 or scan the QR Code for a quote.

Other Benefi ts

• Multi-policy and good student discounts available.

• Round-the-clock service online, by phone, on MyTravelers.com 
or through the MyTravelers® mobile app.

• Convenient payment options.

• Access to quotes from other carriers through InsuraMatch, 
a Travelers agency.

Why Travelers

In addition to offering great coverage and a savings advantage for 
NEA members, Travelers understands that a successful future starts 
in the classroom. We supported educational initiatives with over 
$5 million in charitable giving in 2023.**

Get your free, no-obligation quote from Travelers online
or call to speak to a licensed insurance representative.

Sign up for NEA 
Today’s biweekly 
e-newsletter at  
nea.org/signup.

For the latest education news, 
visit nea.org/NEAToday

Join the conversation           

NEAToday          

@NEAToday           

@NEAToday
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