Analyzing Everyday Oppressions in Union Work


Angel is a newly hired Educational Support Professional (ESP) at Rolling Seas Elementary School – a school that they attended as a child. They are an instructional aide in the special education resource room. This school is known for high poverty, large class sizes, and a high number of English language learners. Angel was the first person in their family to get a degree from the community college. Several generations of Angel’s family are all from this community. Angel wanted to continue on at state college to become a certified teacher of students with special needs, but the cost of school was too much. They are a parent who works a second job to earn enough money to eventually move out of their mother’s apartment. They are grateful for their family’s overall support but wants their own place. Compounding the household budget issues, Angel’s child fell off their trike a few years ago resulting in huge, uninsured medical bills. Despite working to pay them off, several are in collection, which is affecting Angel’s applications for rental agreements.

Upon meeting the Lead Teacher, Phyllis, Angel is immediately complimented on how well they speak and their lovely, long hair. Phyllis makes sure to discuss how supportive they are of undocumented families and how Angel should feel comfortable in this room with them. As Angel helps Phyllis set up the room for the first day of school, they notice that for any child who has a "different" sounding name, Phyllis puts a bright yellow name sign on the child’s desk. Curious, Angel asks about this. Phyllis lets Angel know that these students probably don’t speak English and will always come to class without lunch money. All the teachers in the special education program use this as a signal for the lunch accountability tally. “It is just easier that way,” says Phyllis.

Later in the day, the conversation turns to getting to know one another and Phyllis asks Angel, “What made you want to be an instructional aide?” Angel shares their story and their aspirations to get a teaching certificate.
Phyllis does not have the heart to tell Angel that this dream will likely never come true. There are no reimbursements for professional development for ESP members in the district, and most of the courses required for the full certification program are at the state college in the evening. Phyllis just knows that people like Angel would never be able to overcome the issues of child-care, transportation and added debt, so they don’t mention it. “It wouldn’t be nice to get their hopes up,” thinks Phyllis.

Angel is approached by Carol, the Union’s Building Representative (a classroom teacher), and Carol asks them to join the local union. Angel asked about the cost, and Carol responded by saying, “Support staff don’t pay much considering all that we have to do for you people. We used to be separate organizations. Now, I think we’re more focused on professional issues instead of what matters. The dues are described in this flyer.” Carol left a folder of information and a business card of a man that she said worked for the Union. He would help Angel when they got into trouble. Angel asked, “Are there any programs for getting a teaching certification?” “I’ll check,” says Carol.
Angel took the information, but no one ever came to talk to them from the union again. They would have loved to know how to get professional development. Angel called the union office once, and when they asked for information was immediately told they had to be a member first and that they needed to contact the building rep or UniServ Director. “All I wanted was information,” they thought, “and all I got was sent back to the people that did not contact me. I guess they really don’t want people like me.“

As the year went on, and Angel got to know more classroom teachers and instructional aides, they noticed that most of the classroom teachers were people who did not live in the neighborhood around the school, and that most of the instructional aides lived in the school’s neighborhood or very close by. At lunch one day Angel shared with their co-worker and neighbor, Elise, their aspirations for becoming a classroom teacher. Overhearing their conversation, Becky, a new classroom teacher, shared her story. “I started here on a conditional certification with only a two-year degree. All I had to do was agree to get my four-year degree in the next three years. I love the state college, my colleagues in the second-grade wing watch my classroom so I can make the evening classes, and we have a babysitter who watches my son in the evenings while I am at class. It is an upfront investment, and the district reimburses up to nine credits a year. I just don’t know why more of you don’t take advantage of this!”


Analyzing Everyday Oppression in Union Work
Answer the five questions below. 

	Problems: What inequities is Angel experiencing? What are the specific impacts on Angel and their colleagues? Who benefits most and who is hurt most? 
	Causes: What institutions, policies, or practices are causing or contributing to the inequities?  What social norms, popular myths, or cultural biases
may be contributing?

	Leadership: Who are the stakeholders most affected by the inequities in this story? Are they involved in naming the issues and solutions?  What kinds of active leadership roles could they take to advance the proposed solution?


	Solutions: What solutions could address the root causes and eliminate the inequities? How would
different racial groups be impacted by the proposed solutions?





5. What race, class, or gender is Angel? What evidence from the story leads you to these conclusions?









