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By my rough count, I have, 
over the last 40 years, addressed 
Representative Assemblies 687 times. 
But it was always from the side 
podium. 

I want to tell you, I like this. This is 
much belleI'. 

I'd like to begin by Introducing 
some people who are on stage. First 
Is Kathy Williams, who has been my 
a sistant at N EA for more than 20 
years. 

As Dennis indicated, I rely heavily 
on Kathy, and some people have sug­
gest d Ulat I cannot function without 
her on my own. There is absolutely 
no truth to that assertion, but I have 
decided not to test my luck. 

Inasmuch as Kathy willl'etire at 
the end of tilis year, I figured it was a 
good time for me to do so as well. 

There arc also a rew members of my 
family on stage. 

My brother frv, who retired a few 
years ago and has advised me that 
reUrement sucks. But then again, he 
has been wrong before. 

With Irv is his wife, Lla, my 
sister-in-law. My son-in-law Lee 
Hedgepeth, whom many of you may 
know because Lee works for NEA in 
Campaigns and Elections. 

My daughter Stacy is with us. Stacy 
is a teacher in the Hemet Unified 
School District in California. And with 
Stacy is her husband, Ralph. 

And finally, there is my wife of 52 
years, Rhoda. Rhoda has always want­
ed us to spend more time together. 
And she Is now about to learn that 
you should "be careful what you wish 
for." 

At tributes such as this, there is a 
tendency to say overly kind things 
about the person who is being hon­
ored, to exaggerate the role that he or 
she has played, and to portray as indi­
vidual accomplishments what were in 
fact team efforts. 

That certainly has been what 
happened here today. There is not 
enough time for me to set the record 
straight- to even mention, much less 
give appropriate credlt to, all of the 
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people who have guided and assisted 
me and made it possible for me to 
accomplish whatever it is that f may 
have accomplished. Just think of the 
Veri7.on cell phone commercial-there 
has always been a team behind me. 

There is one part of the presentation 
that I would lIl<e to elaborate on-that 
is how and when my relationship with 
NEA began. Although I have been 
NEA General Counsel since 1968, that 
is not where the story begins. 

The story actually begins tn 1961, 
which was a few years after I gradu­
ated '/'rom law school. Although 1961 
was before New York had enacted 
a public sector labor law, some guy 
named Albert Shanker, who was 
at the lime president of the United 
Federation of Teachers-which was 
AFT's New York City local affiliate, 
had somehow persuaded the New 
York City Board of Education to hold 
an election between the NEA and the 
AFT affiliates to select the collective 
bargaining representative for New 
York City'S approximately 100,000 
teachers. 

NEA was unimpressed. Not only 
dld It have 60,000 members in New 
York City, as compared to only about 
20,000 for the AFT, but It believed that 
teachers as profe sionals would reject 
coUeclive bargaining and would turn 
their backs on what NEA pejoratively 
referred to as "Industrial-style union­
ism: Other than circulating a few 
anti-collective bargaining flyers, NEA 
and its state affiliate in New York did 
IItlie OJ' no campaigning. 

As you can probably guess, NEA 
got ItS ass kicked in the New York 
City election. The voter turnout was 
exceedingly high, and NEA lost by 
almOSt a three-to-one margin. It did 
not even come close to holding its 
own membership. 

But in hindsight, the New York City 
election was probably a good thing, 
because it was a turning point and a 
wake-up call for NEA. 

After wresUlng itself to the grOltncl. 
NEA concluded that teaching is 
not akin to the clergy-that It Is not 
unprofessional, unethical, or immoral 
for teachers to make a living wage, 
for teachers to have adequate fringe 
benefits. And, most importantly, for 
teachers to have a voice in determin­
Ing the conditions under which they 
spend every day of their working 
lives. NEA recognized that collective 
bargaining was how to achieve these 
things, and it accepted the need to 
change philosophically from whatever 
it had been until that time to some­
thing called a Mlabor union,' whatever 
that was. 

Let me pause to note that I refer 
to teachers rather than education 
employees because during those early 
years, NEA and most of its affiliates 
represented only teachers. And that 
dld not start to change until some 
years later. 

This wake-up call was a particu­
larly good thing for me, because NEA 
decided that it needed guidance to run 
with the big dogs in this new world 
of ltnionism and collective bargain­
ing. To provide such guidance, NEA 
retained a New York City labor law 
firm caUed Kaye, Scholer, Fierman, 
Hays & Handler, which was the law 
firm that 1 had recently joined. 

My l1rst field assignment for NEA 
was in 1963, when I traveled across 
the Hudson River to New Jersey to 
work with tile New Jersey Education 
Association. Although there was no 
public sector bargalnlng law In New 
Jersey at that Lime, the state's first 
teacher representation election was 
going to be held in Newark between 

the Newark Teachers Association and 
its AFT rival, the Newark Federation 
of Teachers. The President of the 
Newark Teachers Association in 
1963 was a young lady named Ruth 
Beuhrer, who Is here today as a 
retired delegate. 

NJEA assigned one of its staff mem­
bers to work with me. I am sure that 
many of the NJEA delegates remem­
ber him. His name Is Jack Bertolino, 
and Jack was at that tinle the Director 
of Field Services for NJEA. 

Jack- who already had been with 
NJEA for about five or six years~told 
me that we were on the verge of a 
revolution In public sector unionism 
generally and teacher unionism spe­
cifically. Jack was deeply commItted to 
this revolution, which he saw as God's 
work. He urged me to leave the Kaye 
Scholer law firm and work full time 
for NEA, for teachers, and for public 
education. 

At that time, 1 had II bright future 
with Kaye Scholer. In a few years, I 
w s likely to become a partner in this 
highly prestigious New York City law 
firm. Moreover, Kaye Scholer was 
rapidly expanding its practice, and my 
long-range financial prospects were 
mind-boggling-I reaJJy could have 
made a lot of money. 

But Jack told me tbat I should not 
focus simply on material things. He 
said that as I grew older, I would real­
ize that there are other things in life 
that were more important than pres­
tige, power, and money. 

I gave a great deal of thought to 
what Jack had said. 1 reflected long 
and hard on the advice he had given 
me, and I finally concluded that Jack 
was a schmuck. So 1 decided to stay 
with Kaye Scholer. 

But Jack was right about one thing: 
There was indeed a revolution in 
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the making. In 1963, only one ' late, 
Wisconsin, had a pubIJc sector Labor 
iaw- b fore you appiaud yourselves, I 
was going to say "but had done virtu­
ally noUling with Lhe iaw." 

During the next few years, there 
was literally a legislative explosion. 
More than 25 states enacted statutes 
giving teachers the righL to engage in 
coli ctive bargllining, and thousands 
of association/schooi district collectivE' 
bargaining agreemenLs were negoti­
ated. 

Although I stayed with Kuye 
Scholer, NEA became my primary 
clienL. I worked with NEA affiliates 
throughout the country. But these 
were not simply a series of isolated 
assignments. It was more than nego­
tiating a collective bargaining agree­
ment in BrockLon, Massachusetts. Or 
geLling teachers out of jail after they 
had engaged in an illegal strike in 
Flint, Michigan. Or defending a teuch­
er who had been discharged because 
she refused to take any more crap 
from an insensitive school superinten­
dent in Scranton, Pennsylvania. 

The whole was, in fact, far greater 
than the sum of its parts. I had 
become involved in a naLional move­
ment, II movement that was being led 
by NEA and affiliales, a movement 
thai I r 'al/zed ultimaLely would trans­
form both public sector unionism and 
public education. 

In short, I had begun to ee things 
wough the eyes of Jack Bertolino, 
and in 1968, when NEA asked me to 
come LO Washington to be its General 

ounse/, the decision was a no­
brainer. I readily accepted and began 
a relationship with NEA that has now 
lasted more than 40 years. 

Much has changed during those 40 
years. For me personally, the most 
obvious change is that I have grown 
Old. Gracefully to be sure, but none­
lheless old. 

But NEA has changed as well. And 
to me, one of the indications of this 
change is that I have I'ound it increas­
ingly necessary to spend time defend-
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ing NEA and its aftiliates against 
attacks from government agencies, 
conservative and right-wing groups, 
and unfriendly medla. So much so 
that it brings to mind the old ques­
tion, "Are we paranoid, or is someone 
really after us?" The answer is, we are 
not paranOid. Someone really Is after 
us. 

During the Bush administration, 
for example, NEA was audlted by the 
Inlernal Revenue Service, repeatedly. 
It was Investigated by the Department 
of Labor. And it was called a "terror­
ist organization" by the Secretary of 
Education. 

Now that the Bush administration 
is history, that type of governmental 
harassment will stop, but attacks by 
conservative and right-wing groups 
will continue unabated. The Landmark 
Legal Foundation will continue to me 
charges alleging that we have violated 
elecLion campaign Jaw. The Right to 
Work Committee will continue to 
me lawsuits accusing us of misusing 
agency fees . The Heritage Foundation 
will continue to contend that we are 
guilty of financial malpracti e. And 
other opponents will continue to 
argue that paycheck protection stllt­
utes and ballot initiatives arc neces­
sary to protect Association members 
from unscrupulous union bosses who 
are seeking to coerce them into plly­
ing for political activities that they do 
not want to upport- when, in fact, 
the supporters of paycheck protection 
don' t give a rat 's a $ abouLlhe rights 
of Association members. 

And just in case any of you may not 
have noticed, the Wall Street Journal, 
Fox News, Forbes magazine-they 
don 't like US very much either. 

Why, you may ask, is this so? Why 
are these conservative and right-wing 
bastards piCking on N A and its affili­
ates? I will tell you why. It is the price 
we pay for success. NEA and its affili­
ates have been singled out because 
they are the most effective unions in 
the United Stlltes. And they are the 
nation's leading advocates for pub­
lic education and the type of liberal, 
social, and economic agenda that 
lhese groups find unacceptable. 

The objective of these investiga­
tions, charges, lawsuits, tatutes, and 
ballot InitiaLives is to limit the efFec­
tiveness of NEA and its affLilates by 
restricting our ability to participate in 
the poiitical process, cutting off our 
sources of revenue, and diverting our 
energies from advancing our aftirma-

tive agenda to defending ourselves. 
At first glance, some oj' you may lind 
these attacks troubling, but you would 
be wrong. They are, in fact, really a 
good thing. 

When I first came to NEA in the 
early 19605, it had few enemies and 
was almost never criticized, attacked, 
or even mentioned in the media. This 
was because no one really gave a 
damn about what NEA did or what 
NEA said. It was the proverbial sleep­
ing giant, a conservative, apolitical, 
do-nothing organization. But then 
N A began to change. It embraced 
collective bargaining. it supported 
teacher strikes. It established a politi­
cal acllon committee. It spoke out for 
affirmative action, and it defonded 
gay and I sbian rights. What NEA 
sald and did began to matter. And 
the more we said and did, the more 
we pissed people off. And in turn, the 
more enemies we made. 

So the bad news, or depending on 
your point of view, the good news, is 
that NEA and its affiliates will con­
tinue to be attacked by conservative 
and right-wing groups as long as we 
continue to be effective advocates 
1'0" public education, for edUCation 
employees, and for human and civil 
rights . 

And that brings me to my final­
and most important-point, which is 
why, at least in my opinion, NEA and 
its affiliates are such efTective advo­
cates. Despite what some among us 
would like to believe, it is not because 
of our creative ideas. It is not because 
of the merit of our positions. It is not 
because we care about children. And 
it is not because we have a vision 01' a 
"great pubUc school l'or every child." 

N A and its affiliates are effective 
advocates because we have power. 
And we have power because there are 
mo,'e than 3.2 million people who are 
willing to pay us hundreds 01' millions 
of dollars in dues each year because 
Lhey believe that we are the unions 
Ulal can most effectively represent 
them, the unions that can protect their 
rights and advance their interests as 
education employees. 

This is not to say that the concerns 
of NEA and its affiliates with ciosing 
achievement gaps, reducing dropout 
rates, improving teacher quality, and 
the like are unimportant or inap­
propriate. To the contrary, these are 
the goals that guide the work we do. 

But they need not and must not be 
achieved at lhe expense of due pro­
cess, employee rights, and collective 
bargaining. That simply is too high a 
price to pay. 

When all is said and done, NEA 
and its afftJiates must never lose sighl 
of the fact that they are unions- and 
what unIons do first and foremo ,t is 
represent their members. If we do 
thaI, and il' we do it well, the rest will 
fall into place. NEA and its affiliates 
will remain powerful, and that power 
will in turn enllble US to achieve our 
vision of a "great public school for 
every child." 

Today, NEA has thanked me for 
some of the things that J have done, 
but this is in a sense backwards. II is 
I who should thank NEA for giving 
me the opportunity to spend almost 
50 years of my working life for causes 
that I truly believe in, lind to be part 
of an orgarLizaUon that has made a 
difference in the lives of children and 
ed ucliLion employees, and Lhat has led 
the defense of public education . 

Llldies and gentlemen, the iast 50 
year have been one hell of a journey, 
and the future promises to be no less 
exciting or challenging. I regret that 
I wili not be conLinuing the journey 
with you, bul it is time for a new gen­
eration to drive tbe bus. 

Thank you. 

- Fol' complete coverage 
of the RA 's tribute to Bob Chanin, 

visit www.nclI.orgira 
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