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Significance/Implications

A Brief History of Teacher Labor

Toward an 
Intersectional 

Solidarity Unionism

Introduction
During March-May 2018, West Virginia’s 55 
counties walked out for better pay, school 
funding, and public employee health ben-
efits. The strike ended with a wildcat action 
when educators remained on strike despite 
state union leadership calls to end the strike. 
Soon after, Kentucky, Oklahoma, and Arizona 
followed, with communication and strategic 
support reciprocating across strike states. 
The strike wave -- dubbed the “red state re-
volt” -- has been articulated as the catalyst 
for a major shift in the U.S. labor move-
ment (Blanc, 2019). The wave continues to 
reverberate across the nation with strikes in 
LA, Oakland, among other cities and districts.

Themes

Interviews with 28 teacher-ac-
tivists in West Virginia, Kentucky, 
Oklahoma, and Arizona
We identified key organizers via 
people in our labor networks, in-
cluding via labor organizations 
that provided strategic support.

Movement-embedded 
scholarship
We both have years of experience 
organizing in K12 education labor. 
Both are members in the Indus-
trial Workers  of the World (IWW) 
K12 Education organizing efforts, 
Brendan in WV and Erin in MN.

Methodology

1 Unions and unions:
In most strike states, anti-union Right to Work 
and anti-militancy legislation coupled with re-
pression of and inaccess to labor history cre-
ated under-resourced, centralized unions. 
Grassroots organizations formed with vary-
ing forms of relationships with the AFT- or 
NEA-affiliated unions to push them from their 
singular electoral focus. 

In Kentucky, lead or-
ganizers for the 120 
United movement 
during the strike de-
clined to speak out 
against the proposed 
(now passed) “Gang 

Bill”, which would provide greater autonomy to state 
law enforcement to racially profile Black and Youth of 
Color. Despite insistence from community organiza-
tions, teacher strike leaders were hesitant to get “too 
political” and detract attention from the movement.

The ACLU and the Louisville Urban League speak out in April 2018 
against the proposed “Gang Bill” - Insider Louisville

Significant Identity Shifts: 
Vanessa, elementary teacher 
Arizona Educators United 

• Had never organized before
• Connected to core AEA team via volunteering 

on facebook
• Coordinated trainings and communications 

for 2,000 AEA school liaisons

Heather, elementary teacher, 
Tulsa County Teachers Association

• Began attending meetings as talks surround-
ing the walkouts heated up

• Formed a core team of organizers fondly nick-
named “the ride-or-die bitches”

• Lead organizer for a mass march of hundreds 
from Tulsa to OKC - more than 100 miles

2

3
Tensions: radical community self-deter-
mination vs. (white) professionalization:

Overwhelming public support suggests shifts 
in the hegemony of the neoliberal produc-
erist logic that has historically contributed to 
stifling teacher militancy (cf. Shelton, 2017).

Access to teacher labor movement histo-
ries, movement elders’ wisdom/experienc-
es, imagining collective actions beyond an 
electoral focus, and inter-state collabora-
tion among teacher activists will continue to 
significantly impact the effectiveness of orga-
nization and action. 

Education labor movements must continue to 
center and grapple with the racial, cultural, 
gender, and class politics of education AND 
the movement periphery’s calls for radical de-
mocracy within all union organizations (cf. 
Weiner, 2012). 

Theorizing/practicing a unionism that:
• Is radically democratic and horizontal
• Builds power with and for all students, 
families, communities, and education 
workers

• Creates spaces to critically study labor, 
education, and curriculum history 

• Egages this study to develop ethical, vi-
sionary demands that attend to “educa-
tion debt” (Ladson-Billings. 2006).

Start of 
compulsory 

schooling and 
feminization of 

teaching

Largely women-led, 
teachers unions 
formed - from the 
beginning, waves 
of social movement 
unionism ebbed and 
flowed within the 
broader labor 
movement (Rottman 
et al., 2015)

McCarthy-era 
repression of 
more radical 

social 
movement 

unionsim

Long 70s of 
education labor 

militancy and 
decline of the 

labor-liberal 
coalition

Last strike wave, 
with strikes in WV, 
OK, PA, among 
other states and 
cities

West Virginia kicks 
off the strike wave in 
March of this year

1970s

late 
19th 

cent.
1920s

1990s

1950s

2018

1983
“A Nation at Risk” 
report begins shift to 
punitive, hierarchical 
regime of 
accountability

2001

Passage of the 
NCLB Act 

perpetuates 
conditions for 
privatization, 

attacks on ed 
labor org, and 

public 
disinvestment
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