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Solidarity and
NoChldieRBekind 4l OIS Toacher/ESP Pay: It Makes a Difference
O rrfesional Fay By Dave Winans, NEA CBHA, Septeraber 2008
+ Our Puston e Ations Youtre about towalk from wll o wall in Westrninster,Colorads, and the larger Adarms County
SchosDisthict 55, just norehof Denver. School oors Thay b bare; but sducator unity blankets
© Takedcion e place ks a brsadloor. This ot s abot soidarity and ss1ares.
© Research & Tools. The "wall-to-wall" (inclusive) Westminster Education Association (WEA), representing 750
teachers and education support professionals (ESPs), has just one bargaining team (half
+ Anlies & Multimedia toachars, half ESPe) or both omtracts, on set of laders and actvitis, and ons loal abjectves

fair and equitable treatrment and a "voice in the future of sducation.”
o SharetDisouss

For this struggling urban district, with challenges of high poverty, student mobility, and a low,

Edusstion Funding Dproperty tax base, WEA's unified voice is making 2 difference. P
Hinority Community Outreach This NEA local affiliate overcame past labor-management struggles-it twics lost contracts,
without protection of 2 state bargaining law-to build strong "organizational capacity” and
Dropout Prevention. leadership teamwork. WEA started down that road through brainstarming of lacal-wide and
building leadsrs, who crafted a long-term local plan with objectives such as professional pay
Achisvemant Gaps and working conditions-spelled out in annual goals.
Legislative Action Center WEA's amaging foeus-and work with two successive superintendents-has gradually transformed
District 5o from a "top-down, micromanaged" system to a "collaborative partnership," reports

NEA Reports e Statistics WEA Uniery Direstor Bill Lopez. Both parties, in effect, "negotiate” over the district's budget,
direction, and learning environment.

Horelzznes..
That bargaining is delivering gains such as elementary planning time, a new elementary and
high schoal (being built with bond money), Facility upgrades, and quality educators to staff the
buildings. "Thess kids are too challenging for inexperienced teachers,” stresses Lope. "We need
absalutely the best teachers or we won't get anywhere.

£nd when WEA (headed by President Melissa Walsh) looks at the district budget, its filter is
"priorities and choices, " Lopez adds. 'If the end result of education is really student
achievement, we don't see how we cannot have the best teachers as a goal. This is America;
money talks. Show [prospective hires] they are valuable, and they will comel”

Taking Turns at the Table
District 5o teachers and ESPs don't undermine one another in bargaining. That's unity.

In 2007 talks, it was the teachers' turn at bat. WEA bargained a 2007-08 teacher starting
salary of $40,000, which increased to $40,500 in 2008-09. That's on the "lsft" side of a pay.
schedule with financial incentives to move horizontally (and quickly) across 11 progressively
higher-paying "colurans’ for professional developrent. This pay grid encourages teachers to
continuously polish their practice and become lifslong learners.

In 2008 bargaining, WEA leaders made ESP pay the priority. Teachers agreed to take a smaller
percentage of the negotiated salary package so that ESPs could move ahead.
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ESP - Teacher Collaboration pays off in Westminster

In non-bargaining Colorado, a wall-to-wall local stands strong. 

By John Rosales


In 2007, the Westminster Education Association (WEA), north of Denver in Colorado, bargained a teacher starting salary of $40,000, which increased to $40,500 in 2008-09. That year, education support professionals (ESPs) received a humbling 70-cent raise. 

Under most circumstances, this might create some tension between ESPs and teachers, especially if they belong to the same wall-to-wall unit as in Westminster. Of WEA's 760 members, about half are ESPs. They were told that 2007 wasn't their year. It wasn't their turn. They would have to sit, wait, and trust that their teacher-members would accept a smaller percentage of the next salary package.

"ESPs thought they were the stepchild [of WEA] when it came to getting the rewards," says Gary McKee, a maintenance technician who was on the contract negotiating team. "We told them to stay focused-we'll get there."

They did. During the bargaining sessions for 2008-09, ESP pay was the priority. Out of a 4 percent package, teachers accepted a paltry 1.25 percent pay hike while ESPs gained a minimum $1.25-per-hour raise, though in many cases the increase was much higher.

"That raised everybody up," says McKee, who has been with Adams School District 50 for 13 years. "In order to gain ground, we had to get away from the traditional cost of living percentage increases."Across-the-board pay raises brought up the low end of the ESP pay scale where a music librarian, for example, earning $19,168 in 2007-08 is now at $22,240. Entry-level bus drivers ($15,422 to $18,270) and head custodians at elementary schools ($25,459 to $30,160) received raises of 18.5 percent.

It some categories, pay hikes were even more significant. Entry-level head custodians at secondary schools leapt $17,118 ($26,562 to $43,680), an increase of 64 percent. Pay for locksmiths increased $16,827 ($33,093 to $49,920) while that for carpenters and mechanics jumped $13,707 ($33,093 to $46,800). In addition, longevity payments were doubled to $800 a year, ESPs covering a class gained a $4-per-hour premium, and a variety of ESP job titles were upgraded.

The collaboration between ESPs and teachers has produced successful contracts, and a representative membership where 74 percent of ESPs and 76 percent of teachers who work in the district belong to WEA. The 16-member board includes two vice presidents (one from each group), a secretary and treasurer (both ESPs), and 11 other elected officers (of which five are ESPs). The WEA president, Melissa Walsh, a teacher, says the arrangement has worked well for all involved since ESPs joined WEA in 2000.

"ESPs and certified [teachers] get to know about each other's jobs, and sit together at the same negotiating table," she says. "We have the same pot of money." 

Before joining the 40-year-old WEA, ESPs were not represented in district negotiations. Colorado does not have a bargaining law. 

"We didn't have a choice in anything," says McKee. "There was an atmosphere where you wouldn't speak out because your job would be in jeopardy."

After teachers voted overwhelmingly to sign up ESPs, both groups gained "great bargaining power because the district can't play us against one another," says Laura Wood, a WEA administrative assistant and former district clerical worker. "When it comes to common ground [like health insurance], everything negotiated for teachers is negotiated for ESPs."

Recent contract gains are just the beginning, says Bill Lopez, the Colorado Education Association UniServ director assigned to Westminster. "We want to attract and keep the very best teachers and ESPs in the area," Lopez says. "We want this to be the district where they really want to work because they are compensated and treated well." 

Despite recent bargaining successes, Lopez says the district struggles with high poverty, student mobility, and a low property tax base. While the district has not organized a living wage campaign, "it's a goal," says McKee.

