NEWSPAPER OF THE PROFESSIONAL STAFF CONGRESS / CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK

ALL OUT FOR

PSC to demonstrate citywide on
March 12 and 13 for fair CUNY funding.

The union has been relentlessly pressing Albany lawmakers to properly fund CUNY and to introduce new
taxes on the wealthy to fund public services. The union is bringing the fight to the streets and to CUNY

campuses. Every member can do something.
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©® In response to a multiyear cam-
paign by #DivestNY, in which the
PSC Environmental Justice Work-
ing Group participated, the City of
New York committed to divesting
fossil fuel stocks from three of their
largest pension funds. We need to
help our NYSUT colleagues push
the New York State pension funds to
follow suit and demand that TIA A-
CREF offer our members a fossil
fuel-free fund for their investments.

The PSC has posted two peti-
tions for members to sign, at www.
psc-cuny.org/DivestCUNY. The Del-
egate Assembly passed a resolution
in 2019 demanding divestment and
fossil fuel-free TIAA funds (a copy
of which can also be found at the
petition page), and now you can add
your voice to the call. Sign which-
ever petition applies to you.

Continuing to invest in fossil fuel
companies when their business
model is tied to burning fuels is un-
ethical, and as governments, com-
panies, and consumers all realize
the urgency of the climate change
threat, fossil fuels will lose value
and some will have to be stranded
completely, making fossil fuel com-
panies overvalued right now.

This understanding has already
begun to spread in the financial
industry, as the energy sector has
been the weakest performer in re-
cent years. Analysis from the London
School of Economics and the Institute
for Energy Economics and Financial
Analysis have each shown that coal,
oil, and gas are bad long-term invest-
ments. Corporate Knights reported
that “The New York State Common
Retirement Fund (NYSCRF) would
be an estimated $22.2 billion richer
had it decided to divest its fossil fuel
stocks ten years ago.” Some univer-
sities have divested their endow-
ments or their employees’ pension
funds (notably the entire University
of California system) on financial as
well as moral grounds. The CEO of
BlackRock, the world’s largest asset
manager, announced a phaseout of
their investments in coal and other
risky fuels, purely based on their fi-
duciary duty.

Those of us with TIAA-CREF in-
vestments should be offered a plan
that contains no fossil fuel stocks
or those supporting this harmful
industry.

Ross Kennedy-Shaffer Pinkerton
Hunter College High School

The writer of the above is a member
of the PSC Environmental Justice
Working Group.

Editor’s note: PSC’s delegation to
the 2019 NYSUT annual convention
brought resolutions calling for divest-
ment of TRS from fossil fuels and for a
fossil-fuel-free option in TIAA-CREF,
but the resolutions were voted down.
Revised versions of the resolutions,
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PSC members marched in a climate rally in Manhattan in the fall.

addressing some concerns raised by
delegates last year about fiduciary
responsibility, will be on the floor at
the 2020 NYSUT convention in May.

Labor for Medicare for All

® One of the challenges for a labor
movement worth its name is to rep-
resent and fight for the interests of all
working people and not just those of
its members. The argumentation that
some Democrats, like Pete Buttigieg,
have used against Medicare for All is
destructive for labor, because it en-
courages the view of unionized work-
ers as a special-interest group, which
has supposedly used its political clout
to secure privileges that most work-
ing people in the United States could
not dream of.

The inability of American unions
after World War II to gain a com-
prehensive national welfare state
covering everyone, whether a union
member or not, led to a parallel,
‘privatized, welfare state, which has
created a wedge between unionized
and non-unionized workers. In addi-
tion to failing to cover all American
workers, this second-best solution
has also proven precarious, even
for covered workers, who may only
find at the time of their greatest need
that they are not as covered by their
private, for-profit insurance as they
thought they were.

The idea of anything short of a
truly universal Medicare for All pro-
gram is also problematic because, as
students of welfare states know, the
more universal social benefits are,
the stronger their support among
the population becomes and the less
vulnerable they are to future rever-
sals. This is why even very conser-
vative Republicans, such as George
W. Bush, have had difficulty priva-
tizing truly universal programs, like
Social Security, while non-universal
welfare programs catering to low-
income Americans have again and
again been cut by Republicans and
“centrist” Democrats alike.

Buttigieg’s preferred alternative
to Medicare for Allis consistent with
his party’s long-standing complicity
with and implementation of auster-
ity. As such, it does not do labor
unions a favor. Any gains unions
have historically made through agi-
tation and collective bargaining are
much more precarious and revers-
ible than the gains that would be
conferred upon them by a genuinely
universal, and thus politically more
sustainable, welfare state.

Costas Panayotakis
City Tech

UCSC solidarity

® New updates are released daily
regarding the wildcat graduate
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workers’ strike at University of
California, Santa Cruz, members of
UAW Local 2865. Strikers, defying
the no-strike clause in their union
contract, are demanding a cost of
living adjustment (COLA) of $1,412
per month to offset extremely high
rents in the area that often consume
60% of workers’ regular income and
compel them to live in cramped,
shared living situations. The strike
began as a grade action in December,
and the university system president
has just fired 54 graduate students
who refused to comply with grade
submissions from the fall.

The picket line has been described
as joyful, communal and hopeful; yet
17 protesters have been arrested and
suspended, and some were even as-
saulted by the police. Because of the
no-strike clause in the contract, pro-
testers lack the legal protections of
a strike fund or legal aid. Yet over
$100,000 has been raised online, in-
cluding from Democratic presiden-
tial candidate Bernie Sanders.

Under the current system-wide la-
bor contract, graduate workers make
$2,400 pretaxes per month, excluding
the summer months. The University
of California has just agreed to give
a $2,500 annual housing stipend to
all MA and PhD students at Santa
Cruz, removing the previous “needs-
based” qualification. But this, too,
strikers respond, is not enough.

Erik McGregor

The wildcat strike is receiving
broader national attention, with
solidarity strikes promised from
faculty and graduate workers
at UCLA, Berkeley, Santa Bar-
bara, Riverside and Davis. The
strike has been featured in such
high-profile publications such as
Mother Jones, Teen Vogue and the
Guardian. UCSC administration
claims the undergraduate expe-
rience will be seriously harmed
by the withholding of grades, but
over 1,600 undergraduates have
signed an online petition insist-
ing the strike is not harming
their financial aid and pledging
solidarity with workers. Full-time
faculty and staff, too, have voted
in favor of the graduate workers’
COLA demands.

UCSC’s unprecedented strike
could lead to more robust fund-
ing of public education in Califor-
nia and beyond, and an elevation
of the needs of the rank and file.
These issues will surely impact
CUNY as we face more austerity
and defunding with the current
implementation of a new woe-
fully inadequate contract. The
wildcat strike shows us that ac-
tion rooted in rank-and-file orga-
nization, often in opposition to
union leadership, truly gets the
goods. The PSC would do well to
pay attention.

Boyda Johnstone
Borough of Manhattan
Community College

President Bowen responds: Thank
you for raising the critical issue of
the UC graduate employee strike.
The PSC has sent a public letter
to the UCSC administration con-
demning the firing of 54 striking
graduate employees on February
28. It was rank-and-file action that
gave the PSC the power to win our
most recent contract, organized in
more than a year of public dem-
onstrations and following a vote
to support the leadership’s call to
authorize a strike in the previous
round. The new contract is fully
funded at the community colleges
such as BMCC, and full funding for
the contract is included in the city’s
financial plan for the next four
years. Of course the contract is not
adequate to the vast need we have
at CUNY, but it’s worth pointing out
that it provided annual salary in-
creases, maintained premium-free
health insurance, added two years
of free tuition for graduate employ-
ees, and raised pay for 12,000 ad-
junct faculty by an average of 45%.
That’s why it had the overwhelming
support of the rank and file of the
PSC in ratification.
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Taking action for the state budget

Actions on March 12 and 13 citywide

By ARI PAUL

Marech is the final month of state
budget negotiations. Lawmakers
from both houses are meeting with
lobbyists, advocates and constitu-
ents. The annual fiscal saga will
end when the leaders of both houses
reach a budget agreement with Gov-
ernor Andrew Cuomo by the end of
this month.

But this year needs to be differ-
ent, PSC leaders have said. They
are calling on the new Democratic
majority in the New York State
Legislature to be as progressive
on fiscal policy this year as it was
on other kinds of policy last year.
The Democratic majority elected
to the NYS Senate passed a series
of sweeping progressive reforms
in 2019 - on rent regulations, voter
rights, criminal justice, women’s
rights, the DREAM Act and more.

“Those victories were tremen-
dous,” said PSC president Barbara
Bowen, “and many PSC members
supported them and celebrated
them. Our members also worked
hard to get progressive Democrats
elected.” She continued, “But the
new legislature has yet to crack the
hardest nut of all - the state’s fiscal
policy of unforced austerity. In ma-
ny ways, that is the most consequen-
tial policy of all, and it is destroying
CUNY. That policy must change.”

Profass jonal Staff Congress I
sland cUNY

AFT Local 2

334 » AFL CIO

Union members, students and lawmakers rallied for a fair CUNY budget outside Baruch College.

With a membership of 30,000
people, the PSC can do the same.
The union has organized a social
media team that posts coordinated
messages every week, a “flying
squad” that stands ready to make
quick visits to Albany and

with the new majority in the Senate

and progressive legislators strongly

backed by the PSC. If you are expe-

riencing the effects of the chronic

underfunding of CUNY - and there

isno one who isn’t - you should make
your voice heard.”

suggested (see “15-minute activist”
on page 12) on what the budget emer-
gency means for them.

“Iread every one that comes in,”
said Bowen. “It’s impossible to do
that without becoming filled with
rage. Every single one of us is be-

Erik McGregor

THE BUDGET
EMERGENCY =

CUNY is sabotaging our
students, our work, our
health, our future. It's time
we transferred the crisis

to Albany by taking action
together. Everyone can do
something on March 12 to
stop the starvation of CUNY.
Tell us here that you will
wear #redfored and take at
least one action on Thursday,
March 12 to demand an end
to the budget crisis. You

can join a protest on your
campus, post a #redfored
selfie, call or email your
legislators, or mobilize for

a rally outside a legislator's
district office. The state
budget will be decided by
April 1. This is the time to act!

WORKING WITH OTHERS legislative hearings, a team Al On Thursday, March 12, ing hurt by Albany’s planned im- making the case for CUNY. CUNY
PSCleaders spent the summerand ~ of state legislators who have members everyone in the unionis be- poverishment of CUNY. Everyone needs the money for the lights, to

fall studying the tactics of the organi-  pledged to work with the PSC can wear ing asked to participateinat  has something to say to Albany and  pay for the contract, to pay for stu-

zations and coalitions that succeeded  for CUNY funding, and a joint , least one actiontodemandan  City Hall on March 12.” dent resources.”

last year, and they have developeda advocacy day with CUNY and red for end to the fiscal starvation of REACHING OUT Sheidlower said that the lawmak-

budget campaign that builds on what
they learned. The key, they say, is
volume. Advocates for rent reform
succeeded in part because they dem-
onstrated repeatedly in Albany and
sent tens of thousands of social media
messages to local legislators.

SUNY students that brought ag’.

700 students to the capital.
“Members sometimes tell me that
contacting Albany won’t make a dif-
ference,” said PSC Legislative Rep-
resentative Mike Fabricant. “We
have seen that that’s not true, at least

CUNY. Members who can-

not join the protest actions

on their campuses can post to social

media, call their state senator make

themselves heard in other ways. And

everyone is being asked to wear “red

for ed” and sport the color adopted by
teachers mobilizing for education.

Hundreds of faculty and staff have

completed the sentence the union

“We spoke to senators who are
representatives of the city, so most
of them knew about CUNY. What
we had to do was make a case for
why we need more money, said
Scott Sheidlower, the PSC chapter
chair at York College, who went on
the lobbying trip at the beginning
of February. “The union is up there

ers he met “were very receptive
and, of course, one of the arguments
I made is that CUNY helps people
become part of the community, be-
come part of larger society.”

“We don’t want lawmakers to
have a moment when they’re consid-
ering the budget and they don’t see
us,” said PSC First Vice President

Continued on page 6

Dave Sanders
Erik McGregor

Assemblymember Jo Anne Simon (left) spoke with students at a town hall event
at City Tech.

Students visited lawmakers at their Albany offices in February.
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At KCC, charges of anti-trans bias

By ARI PAUL

In June 2018, referring to federal
law, CUNY General Counsel Loretta
Martinez said in a memo to CUNY
college presidents: “As with stu-
dents, the law affords employees the
right to use a preferred name and
gender on all records, regardless of
the individual’s legal name or sex
assigned at birth, except in circum-
stances where legal name may be
required on official records by law.”

Red Washburn a gender studies
scholar at Kingsborough Commu-
nity College has filed a federal law-
suit against the KCC administration
on grounds that the administration
has purposefully and maliciously
discriminated against them due to
their non-binary gender identity.

Washburn is an associate pro-
fessor of English and Women’s
and Gender Studies (WGS) at the
south Brooklyn campus, as well
as the director of Women’s and
Gender Studies. Their scholarship
spans queer theory, literature, anti-
colonialism and Irish republican-
ism. The allegations in the lawsuit
depict not a few one-off instances
of misgendering, forgetfulness or
bias, but rather alleges a sustained,
systematic pattern of abuse by
management of a worker based
on the worker being a gender non-
binary person.

After receiving tenure at KCC
in 2017, Washburn began the pro-
cess of changing their first name
to “Red” and using the pronouns
“they,” “them” and “their” at work
(Professor Washburn had previ-
ously used female pronouns “she”
and “her”) in Spring 2018, Wash-
burn asked that college email mes-
sages and other documents reflect
the change. The following summer,
Washburn had gender-affirming
surgery and asked for accommoda-
tions, such as modified duties and
limited teaching duties, while re-
covering from their invasive medi-
cal procedure.

TURNING SOUR

The lawsuit, filed with the US
District Court in Brooklyn, alleges
that the college then began to ex-
hibit hostility toward Washburn.
“Since coming out as transgender,
Dr. Washburn has experienced dis-
crimination and retaliation from
Kingsborough Community College,”
the lawsuit said. “Dr. Washburn
has also been required to engage
in extensive efforts to prepare,
file and prosecute discrimination
complaints that have detracted
from their ability to conduct the
[academic] work of the school and
have increased their level of stress
at a time when they are recuperat-
ing from top surgery, which has im-
peded their physical healing...[The
administration] also continually
engaged in misgendering Dr. Wash-
burn, despite clear notice of Dr.
Washburn’s proper name, title and
gendered pronouns. This misgen-
dering continued unapologetically
to a degree that denotes intentional

Misgendering, retaliation at issue

Red Washburn, associate professor of English and director of Women's and Gender Studies, alleges that Kingsborough

Community College administration repeatedly misgendered them after their transition.

misgendering, rather than innocent
mistakes made by persons unfamil-
iar with issues of gender.”

In addition to naming the college
and CUNY as defendants, the law-
suit names several Kingsborough
administrators, including Provost
Joanne Russell, Mickie Driscoll
(executive director of human re-
sources and the labor designee) and
James Capozzi (director of public
safety until last December). The
complaint alleges that the provost
insisted on using Washburn’s

a tiny storage closet, claiming the
room did not even have space for
a desk. In the fall of 2018, the day
before classes started, Kingsbor-
ough College canceled Washburn’s
Sexuality and Literature class,
claiming the enrollment was too

low, the lawsuit said.”
Washburn’s lawsuit denies that
enrollment was low. In an inter-
view with Clarion, Washburn
explained that administrators be-
gan to treat them negatively after
their gender transition.

old first name, even after being A pattern “My administrators
informed that Washburn had a of alleged treated me as a valued
new name “based on gender . 9 colleague before I came
identity.” The lawsuit also al- anti-trans out,” Washburn said. “I
leges that Capozzi attempted abuse at was given the classes
to interrogate Washburn in I wanted, reassigned
regard to previous activist KCC time, office space and in-

organizing and continuously
misgendered them in his commu-
nications, and that he insisted on
questioning Washburn as they
were recovering from gender-
affirming surgery, an insistence
that contributed to Washburn’s
“psychological distress.”

GOT WORSE

Washburn alleges these events
happened even as CUNY Central
attempted to keep CUNY campus-
es in compliance with New York’s
Gender Expression Non-Discrimi-
nation Act.

Things got worse for Washburn,
the lawsuit alleges, and included
retaliation against the program
they head. “Washburn claims
the school defunded the Women
and Gender Studies department
soon after Washburn came out as
transgender,” the New York Daily
News reported. “Washburn also
alleges in the lawsuit that they
were moved into a new office at
the school that was no more than

vited to many conferenc-
es, talks, opportunities for grants,
etc. I was treated with intellectual
respect before I came out, just as
I have experienced at more than a
half a dozen colleges where I have
taught for almost 20 years, includ-
ing recently at Vassar College and
Brooklyn College.”

The resulting trauma has been in-
tense, Washburn said. “The experi-
ences I have had with transphobia
since I came out after tenure have
harmed me immensely,” they told
Clarion. “Physically, I have had to
have two revision surgeries, rather
than one top surgery. I am still not
fully healed. Psychologically, [ have
acute PTSD and an anxiety disorder
from being treated inhumanely for
many years now.”

SOLIDARITY

The bright spot, Washburn said,
was that colleagues and students
have been supportive. “Many of
my colleagues and students wrote
letters of support, signed petitions,

participated in roundtables, asked
for meetings and supported me in
my defense of the program,” they
said. “The administration respond-
ed by calling people into [meetings]
for investigations. I continued the
campaign, getting support from
across CUNY and the nation.”

ADMIN’S SIDE

The administration tells a differ-
ent story about Washburn’s charge
that budget cuts to WGS were per-
sonal retaliation against them. In a
letter from KCC President Claudia
Schrader and Provost Joanne Rus-
sell to the college community in the

Dave Sanders

‘Fall semester, the administration
stated that any changes to the WGS
program were a result of low enroll-
ment (an average of 7.6 students in
the concentration in the last five
years, according to the college).
The letter said, “The changes were
made in the interests in equitable
resource distribution.... As of Fall
2018, WGS faculty directors have
the same level of resources for re-
search, program development and
work with students as all other di-
rectors of concentrations within the
Liberal Arts Program.”

JUSTICE FOR ALL

At press time, the university had
not filed a legal response to Wash-
burn’s allegations. A spokesperson
for CUNY declined to comment on
the case, citing a policy of not com-
menting on ongoing litigation.

Jillian Weiss, Washburn’s at-
torney, told Clarion that there is
some federal caselaw to support
Washburn’s case, including a 2019
opinion ruling that discrimination
against transgender people is a
form of sex discrimination. “Pro-
fessor Washburn seeks only equal
treatment, not special treatment,”
Weiss said. “We do not seek spe-
cial justice, but equal justice under
the law, as it is stated in the United
States Constitution: ‘nor deny to
any person within its jurisdiction
the equal protection of the laws.””

In addition to a monetary award,
the lawsuit asks that Washburn be
allowed to “transfer to another
CUNY WGS, retaining their tenure
and rank.”

But beyond that, Washburn is
seeking a larger form of justice.

“I hope justice comes as a re-
sult this lawsuit,” Washburn told
Clarion. “I want justice not just for
myself, but also for all trans faculty
and students in CUNY.”

‘They’: what's in a pronoun?

By ARI PAUL

Conservatives like Canadian au-
thor and academic Jordan Peterson
have thrown scorn on the main-
stream emergence of “they” as a
gender-neutral pronoun for gender
non-binary people. And scholars
have grappled with this seemingly
new parlance.

Singular “they” is winning the day,
as Merriam-Webster added it to dic-
tionary in September 2019. “We will
note that ‘they’ has been in consistent
use as a singular pronoun since the
late 1300s; that the development of
singular ‘they’ mirrors the develop-
ment of the singular ‘you’ from the
plural ‘you,” yet we don’t complain
that singular ‘you’ is ungrammati-
cal; and that regardless of what de-
tractors say, nearly everyone uses the
singular ‘they’ in casual conversation
and often in formal writing,” the dic-
tionary said on its website.

The New York Times cited how
linguist Dennis Baron “points out
that singular ‘they’ is older than
singular ‘you.” Only in the 1600s
did singular ‘you’ start pushing out
‘thou’ and ‘thee.”

Merriam-Webster continued,
“There have always been people
who didn’t conform to an expect-
ed gender expression, or who
seemed to be neither male nor fe-
male. But we've struggled to find
the right language to describe
these people - and in particular,
the right pronouns. In the 17th
century, English laws concern-
ing inheritance sometimes re-
ferred to people who didn’t fit a
gender binary using the pronoun
‘it,” which, while dehumanizing,
was conceived of as being the
most grammatically fit answer to
gendered pronouns around then.
Adopting the already-singular
‘they’ is vastly preferable.”
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Adjunct paid office hours

By SHOMIAL AHMAD

Meeting one-on-one with students
is work that many adjunct instruc-
tors have done for years at CUNY,
often without pay. Starting this se-
mester, teaching adjuncts are being
compensated for this time.

Adjuncts who teach three or more
classroom contact hours at a single
college are now responsible for and
paid for 15 additional office hours
per semester. The number of paid of-
fice hours is doubled for those teach-
ing six classroom contact hours at
one college, and tripled for those
teaching nine.

The addition of paid office hours
represents one of the biggest con-
tractual gains the PSC has made,
as it boosts teaching adjunct pay
significantly and provides tens of
thousands of students with access to
scheduled time with their instruc-
tors outside of class. In addition, the
new provision recognizes the pro-
fessionalism of adjuncts and takes
a step toward further incorporat-
ing adjuncts into the academic life
of their departments.

A'WIN FOR STUDENTS

Chancellor Félix Matos Rodri-
guez celebrated the new paid office
hours saying it “will restructure
workloads to enable our faculty
to devote more time to working
individually with students, and to
professional development and other
activities that play a key role in our
students’ success.”

As with many significant chang-
es to the contract, implementa-
tion hasraised several issues, but
overall, says PSC President Bar-
bara Bowen, “department chairs
have been extraordinarily con-
scientious in making the hours
work, and adjuncts have shown
great flexibility and commitment
to students in fulfilling them. As
one department chair pointed out
to me: ‘Adjuncts were doing this
work without pay for years. There
is no reason to think that they will
be anything but responsible and
conscientious now that they are
being paid.”

PSC Vice President for Part-
Time Personnel Carly Smith said,
“We need to make sure adjuncts
aren’t being coerced into perform-
ing additional, uncompensated
labor or forced to hold in-person
office hours under inequitable,
unreasonable conditions. We're
continuing to educate [depart-
ment] chairs and adjuncts about
the new provision.”

(Adjuncts who are experiencing
problems with the new hours or
who have questions about imple-
mentation should contact the PSC
office and speak to an adjunct
counselor.)

THE ROLLOUT

CUNY adjuncts who spoke to
Clarion expressed happiness that
they were getting paid for the work,
but said colleges need to do a bet-
ter job of facilitating useful office

A major contract pr

ovision for adjuncts

Art instructor Peter Dudek spoke with students during his office hour at Hunter College.

hours for students. In particular,
more private spaces are needed for
office hours to ensure confidential-
ity for students.

Genevieve LaForge, an adjunct
lecturer in the philosophy depart-
ment at John Jay College, has held
hours in a shared adjunct office
space on campus for years.

Under the Memorandum of
Agreement, adjunct office hours
are to be formalized as directed by
the department chair. The union’s
expectation is that departments
will use the same method of pub-
licizing part-time faculty office
hours that they use for hours held

by full-timers.

“Generally what happens at A b|g In the psychology de-
the beginning of every semester, change partment at Baruch Col-
our departmental administrator lege, the implementation
sends out an email asking for our has gone ¢ the new office hour
syllabi and the office hours we’ll  into provision “has been rel-
be holding,” LaForge said. “She’ll effect atively seamless,” said

type up a chart and hang it on the
department’s door. [The chart] will
list the office hours and what classes
we’re teaching and when students
can contact us if they want.”

Students typically start visiting
her in her office later in the semes-
ter, she said.

“If they’re proactive enough,
they’ll at least come meet with you
before the midterm. Usually, it’s
after the midterm because they re-
alize, ‘Oh, okay, I need some help,”
LaForge said.

Jennifer Mangels, the
psychology department chair.
Mangels said adjuncts in her
department typically meet with
students in the department’s as-
signed cubicles.

Noting that adjuncts can use up
to three of their office hours for ap-
proved professional development,
Mangels said. “While we always
reviewed syllabi submitted by
adjuncts for some mention of how
students could contact them and
whether they held office hours, we

now make sure that an office hour
is listed explicitly on the syllabus,
and we also post the office hours
outside the department (which we
do for full-time faculty as well).”

At Brooklyn College, the political
science and sociology departments
have long provided a shared office
space for their adjuncts. “The de-
partment has individual cubicles for
up to about 20 adjuncts, although we
rarely have more than five or six ad-
juncts at any one time. Adjuncts can
use that space for office hours, and
some also use it as a personal work
space,” said Naomi Braine, chair of
the sociology department.

At times, adjuncts find that these
shared spaces are a challenging
environment.

SPACE NEEDS

“Some student conversations
need to happen in a private space,
as students often raise concerns —
medical, financial, family, person-
al - that should be confidential,”
said Susan Fountain, an adjunct
professor in human relations at

Dire cuts at Queens averted

By ARI PAUL

In the Fall semester, as members
at senior colleges were mobilizing
against budget cuts at their cam-
puses, the PSC chapter at Queens
College was facing a reduction
that seemed particularly dire. As
Clarion reported, the English de-
partment was bracing for a cut of
800 seats out of a total of 1,200 seats
allocated for introductory English
classes for the Spring 2020 semester.

In satirical pamphlets, the PSC
chapter at Queens asserted that
English classes were going to be
awarded to students in a lottery pro-
cess where only the lucky ones could
be assured access to the required
courses they needed to graduate.

PSC had protested cuts

Meanwhile, English adjuncts were
without classes to teach as a result,
union activists said.

The good news is that this
Spring semester, the cuts have
been avoided.

“We cut some seats, about 150
or so, but we were able to do so
without having to let go of any ad-
juncts who depended on our de-
partment for work, so that worked
out okay,” said Karen Weingar-
ten, the interim English depart-
ment chair. “It was nowhere as
dramatic as we anticipated.”

When the cuts were first an-
nounced, the PSC chapter at

Queens College confronted CUNY
Chancellor Félix Matos Rodriguez
—who until last year served as the
president of Queens College

Dave Sanders

the CUNY School of Professional
Studies (SPS). “SPS has been pretty
flexible about when and how we do
office hours, but I hope that going
forward, more spaces will be found
that ensure the confidentiality that
our students deserve.”

Peter Dudek, PSC adjunct liai-
son at Hunter College, echoed this
concern.

“Many adjuncts do not have an
office therefore they hold hours in
their classroom. However, even
when adjuncts do have an office
it’s usually so small, and shared
with multiple adjuncts, that it
makes it difficult to discuss mat-
ters that are personal, political or
simply sensitive to their students,”
said Dudek, who is also an adjunct
associate professor in the art and
art history department at Hunter.
“This is a problem.”

Dudek has always held of-
fice hours in his two decades of
working at CUNY, even though
he wasn’t paid for most of them.
He does not have an office, but he
holds an “open studio hour” for
students who wish to attend and
to seek his guidance.

“That hour can be used as an
open studio hour for students to
continue working on projects,”
Dudek said. “Invariably in art
classes there is always a need
for more studio time, so this ‘of-
fice hour’ allows them to not be
concerned about finishing within
class time.”

For Trinity Martinez, an ad-
junct assistant professor of art,
limiting the time she spends with
students is a challenge she has en-
countered in her three semesters
teaching in the art department at
Brooklyn College.

“Last semester I officially held
one office hour per week but since
I get to campus a few hours before
class and stay a while after class
ends, and I had students constant-
ly coming to me for help,” Martinez
said. “A few students would stay
for a full hour and I would have
to tell them that other students
needed my attention. Basically, it
can become overwhelming when
combined with lecture prep, grad-
ing, and teaching.”

mental way. “At Queens College,
you have a good chance of getting
the classes you need to graduate.
If they had cut 800 out of more
than 1,000 seats in mid-level
required English classes, that
wouldn’t be true.”

According to Gerwin, the cuts
would have made it nearly impos-
sible for students to get into the
classes they needed. “This showed
how far down the road Queens was

toward disaster,” he said.

- about the English depart- The The administration
ment cuts in a campus Q&A did not say whether
session. At the session, David Chapter union protests against
Gerwin, PSC chapter chair, fought the English depart-
said the cuts constituted a maior ment reductions were
“red line” that the campus J . what prompted the col-
could not afford to cross. reductions. 1ege to avert the cuts.

“It was the one cut that
most clearly demonstrated what
would have happened to Queens,”
Gerwin told Clarion, adding that
such severe cuts would have re-
defined the college in a funda-

While he expressed re-
lief that the English department
cuts were largely avoided, Ger-
win added that members are still
organizing against systemwide
budget tightening.
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Andrea Vasquez, who is coordinat-
ing the work of the flying squad.
“We want them to always see PSC
pressing for CUNY.”

The union is a part of a coalition
demanding that, in light of the gov-
ernor’s budget proposal, the state
look to raise revenues for the state’s
public services. The coalition’s motto
is: tax the wealthy.

The call for such fundamental
change has not gone unnoticed
in the press, with various media
reporting on union calls for new
revenue to address the $6 million
budget gap the governor is citing to
justify, as Spectrum News reported,
“pushing more of the burden from
ballooning Medicaid costs onto lo-
calities which teachers’ union claim
could leave little money for schools
and other priorities.”

ELECTION YEAR

PSC leaders noted that 2020 is
an election year for state lawmak-
ers. The assembly has shown more
interest in the idea then the senate
or the governor, and the revenue co-
alition that the PSC is a part of has
proposed various ideas that could be
included in the assembly one-house
budget resolution.

PSC activists have assembled a
team of legislative allies, includ-
ing several representatives who
just arrived in Albany last year.

PSC President Barbara Bowen addressed students and members before an Albany lobbying action in February.

Senator Jessica Ramos, chair of

the Senate Labor Committee, said
on Facebook, “There are 112

by NYSUT found that the notion
is popular.
“The survey ... found 92%

billionaires living in [New Weeks of of respondents support in-
York] collectively worth over struggle creasing revenue by ap-
$500 billion.... Taxing the ul- plying a 2% state tax on a
tra[-Jwealthy must be an op- for CUNY taxpayer’s wealth greater
tion if we want to keep our funding than $1 billion, raising the
talented workforce!” in Albany state income tax rate on in-

One shouldn’t be fooled come above $5 million per

into thinking hiking levies on
the state’s wealthiest people is a
radical, fringe idea that cannot
gain traction. Polling conducted

year and placing a new tax on lux-
ury homes and apartments in New
York that are worth more than $5
million and are not a primary resi-

dence,” the New York Daily News
reported. “The poll found that 64%
of voters say implementing new
taxes on the super-rich would have
a positive impact on New York’s
economy. Another 72% say they are
more likely to vote for a candidate
who favors passing new taxes on
ultramillionaires.”

“Cuomo has made it his brand
to limit the state budget to a 2%
increase from the previous year,
but we’re facing a $6 billion budget
hole, so the old model of refusing to

Erik McGregor

raise revenue can’t hold anymore,”
said Susan Kang, an associate pro-
fessor of political science at John
Jay College. “He needs to put forth
a budget that includes things like
the expansion of the mansion tax,
afinancial transaction tax and up-
per brackets on city taxes.”

HURT BY THE CAP

The PSC’s testimony at a State
Senate budget hearing in Manhat-
tan argued that CUNY is triply
hurt by the 2% spending cap. Stu-
dents and unionists have staged
several protests in support of
more funding for public higher
education during the Spring se-
mester, and the union - along
with student allies - have held
town halls to address the chronic
underfunding of CUNY at City
Tech and Hunter College (another
forum was scheduled to take place
at Lehman College as this news-
paper went to press).

PSC plans actions on several
CUNY campuses on March 12 and
13. Members have been promoting
the union’s agenda for more fund-
ing on social media during the
budget negotiations. The union
is pushing every PSC member to
take action in support of increased
funding for CUNY. Members can
also send letters to elected offi-
cials via the PSC website at www.
psc-cuny.org/StopStarvingCUNY.

REVENUE

Read my lips: Yes, new taxes

By JAMES A. PARROTT

hen billionaire former New

York City Mayor Mike

Bloomberg proposes rais-

ing taxes on the wealthy

and corporations, we know
it must be well past time to do just that.

It’s certainly true, as Governor Andrew
Cuomo maintains, that the cap on the fed-
eral deductibility of state and local taxes
(the SALT deduction) was a politically mo-
tivated attack on blue states like New York
and California. But we shouldn’t lose sight
of the fact that the wealthiest and big busi-
nesses in New York benefited handsomely
from gigantic 2017 federal tax cuts.

Let’s not forget that long before Trump
was sworn in, Governor Cuomo had pushed
through several tax cuts for New York’s
wealthy, big banks and corporations. State
tax cuts enacted between 2011 and 2016 re-
duced revenues by at least $5 billion, and
while some of that has gone to middle-class
taxpayers, much has gone to the wealthy
and big business.

In fact, several elements of the governor’s
whole fiscal policy approach are problematic
like the 2% state pending cap that has slashed
funding for critical human services, sharply
reduced support for CUNY and SUNY and
constrained the ability of local governments
to function all across the state. Adherence to
his so-called “global Medicaid spending cap”

led budget officials to use various account-
ing maneuvers to obscure the growth in
Medicaid spending. Instead of the $6 billion
Medicaid shortfall surprise this year, honest
budgeting would have shown three or four
years ago that real management efficiencies
and more revenues were needed.

INCREASED MEDICAID COSTS

With the state expanding coverage under
the Affordable Care Act and cutting its un-
insured rate in half to 5.4%, you would ex-
pect to see some increased Medicaid costs.
In New York City, 3.5 million residents rely
on Medicaid - 6 million statewide — and
with the aging of the population, costs are
increasing for long-term and personal care
services needed to keep people in their
homes. Management improvements are
needed to rein in skyrocketing personal
care costs, but providing health care to
hundreds of thousands more requires more
revenue at some point.

The place to start in seeking additional
state revenues should be to revisit ill-con-
sidered corporate tax cuts enacted in 2013
that heavily favored big banks and tar-
geting those who cashed in bigtime from
the 2017 Trump tax cuts. A recent Hart
Research poll showed that nine out of 10
New York voters support raising taxes on

wealth over $1 billion, incomes over $5 mil-
lion, and luxury homes and apartments
owned by nonresidents.

No one wants to see their taxes rise,
and recently elected state senators are un-
derstandably wary given that they’re fac-
ing voters again this fall when there’s no
shortage of well-funded, anti-government
apostles out there. Leadership means mar-
shaling the evidence, and broad support in
favor of sound public policy. Why shouldn’t
New York’s corporate taxes be restored to
where they were relative to the size of the
state’s economy in 2013? That would raise
$2.5 billion. Why shouldn’t LLC filing fees
on highly profitable hedge funds, private
equity funds and real estate partnerships
be increased to raise $1 billion, a fraction
of the windfall those entities received cour-
tesy of the Trump tax cuts?

MONEY FOR SCHOOLS

The continued economic expansion means
that state tax revenues are projected to
rise by 5.2% a year over the next two years.
That will help address the Medicaid fund-
ing shortfall, but there’s no escaping the fact
that New York has been underinvesting in
education - at all levels, public higher ed,
K-12 and early childhood education. New
York businesses benefit day in and day out

It is time for the rich to pay more.

from a well-educated population and work-
force, and they should help pay for it. That’s
just smart, and fair, business.

In the last two recessions, New York
has turned to the progressive income tax
to help offset revenue shortfalls. We may
need to do that again when the inevitable
economic slowdown or decline occurs. We
should keep that in mind as revenue op-
tions are explored this year.

BROAD SUPPORT

It’s heartening to see broad support
around the state for the idea of appropri-
ately taxing luxury New York City real es-
tate owned by nonprimary residents who
aren’t paying New York income taxes. As
a member of the New York City Advisory
Commission on Property Tax Reform, I
know how critical such a tax is to making
the numbers work on long-overdue prop-
erty tax reform needed to rectify glaring
inequities here in New York City. Property
tax relief for thousands of moderate- and
middle-income homeowners hangs in the
balance. Manhattan luxury homes are, af-
ter all, part of New York City’s property tax
base, not the state’s.

James A. Parrott, director of economic and
fiscal policies at the Center for New York
City Affairs at The New School, is also an
adjunct professor in the Roosevelt House
Public Policy Program at Hunter College.
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Taking back the White House

By CLARION STAFF

PSC delegates will vote this month
on whether to accept the Executive
Council’s (EC) recommendation to
endorse Senators Bernie Sanders
and Elizabeth Warren in the New
York Democratic presidential pri-
mary on April 28. In the view of
the union’s Executive Council both
Warren and Sanders stand out in
terms of their progressive stances
on taxation, student debt, free col-
lege and labor rights.

This is a big first for the PSC and
its national affiliate, the American
Federation of Teachers - locals mak-
ing presidential endorsements for
their own state’s primaries. Mem-
bers have debated who the union
should support.

At press time, Warren had dropped
out of the race, although she had won
many of the hearts of PSC members.

Feel the Bern

We have a demand that our repre-
sentatives recognize an economic
system dominated by corporate
capitalism that concentrates re-
sources and undermines demo-
cratic governance.

Members have their say

Elizabeth Warren’s vision is the
management of the capitalist sys-
tem as is stands. But management
can always be undone.

Only Bernie Sanders offers trans-
formative action in response to a cri-
sis - a crisis of governance, a crisis of
economy and a crisis of environment.

If the PSC endorses Warren with
Sanders, then we demonstrate an
absense of commitment to the move-

ment Sanders represents.
Sarah Durand

Associate Professor, Biology
LaGuardia Community College

Gaining steam

I have been a fan of Warren for a
long time, having used her Con-
gressional testimony in 2005 on the
“Overconsumption Myth” in my
Sociology of Family class. I have
followed her political career and
thoroughly admire how thoughtful
her evolution has been.

The casual invisibility and insidi-
ous sidelining of her as a serious can-
didate in much of the media has been
infuriating. Things have picked up a

bit since the last two debates, and she
is garnering the attention and sup-
port of academics, journalists, celeb-
rities, as well as state-level elected
officials. Consistently, she has dem-
onstrated a capacity and a willing-
ness to go after the wealth and greed
of the corporate influences that have
torn our democracy to shreds. Mike
Bloomberg’s is certainly not the first
corporate head she has skewered.
Don’t get me wrong. I have enor-
mous respect for Bernie Sanders
and all that he has done to pull the
Democratic Party leftward. I salute
his activism and his courage. But
I just do not feel he speaks to the
intersectional feminism that we so
desperately need in the person to
dethrone Donald Trump.
Robin Isserles
Professor, Sociology
Borough of Manhattan
Community College

Issues matter

As an educational union, we have
important information to contribute
to this debate. But I would also ask
that when we talk about endorsing

Bernie or Warren or both of them,
we not limit our reasoning to only
education. We are teachers, but we
also care about our students, our
children, our neighbors and our
friends. Our raises matter, but so do
the cost of health care, and climate
change, institutional racism and
sexism, and the prison and military
industrial complex. We don’t want
to encourage public cynicism about
endorsements by presenting the im-
pression that they are based only on
narrow short-term interests, espe-
cially after what happened with the
Culinary Workers Union in Nevada.
SoIwould just ask that when we talk
to members about an endorsement
that we not limit our concerns and
aspirations or our own knowledge
and authority to only the ways that
the bosses define our value.
Sigmund Shen
Associate Professor, English
LaGuardia Community College

Why Liz

Elizabeth Warren knows the is-
sues that affect working — and
middle-class people. I believe
Warren when she says she wants
to restore our government so that

big businesses do not have so
much influence over politics and
the economy. Warren has been
skeptical of high finance since her
time as a bankruptcy attorney be-
cause she’s been in the trenches
with real people fighting laws that
skew toward the powerful. Warren
proposed the original Consumer
Financial Protection Bureau. She
understands the predatory nature
of our system and the debt crisis
facing public servants, including
many PSC members. I relate to her
well-researched plans and experi-
ence as an activist for a better, fair-
er tax structure and government.

Her womanhood matters - de-
spite the left’s attempts to ignore it.
Barack Obama’s presidency did not
make us a post-racial society, and
we aren’t post-feminist either. War-
renis a truly progressive candidate
with a list of accomplishments. Why
shouldn’t she receive more attention
from those who are so apt to support
women’s advancement in theory?

I support the union’s dual en-
dorsement, because it is important
that the PSC stand behind the pro-
gressive wing of the Democratic
Party. This year presents an op-
portunity to see more of our values
reflected in the Democratic Party’s
presidential nominee.

Heather James

Asst. Professor, Social Sciences,
Human Services and Criminal Justice
Borough of Manhattan
Community College

Rise up and be counted: the 2020 Census

Labor and the census

By SHOMIAL AHMAD

The New York City labor move-
ment knows that numbers matter,
and the 2020 Census is a once-in-
a-decade chance to get as close to
an accurate count of the population
as possible. Data from the census
helps draw congressional and state
district lines, determines a

spond to the census by phone, mail
or online at my2020census.gov. The
census asks basic questions, includ-
ing for a count of everyone living
in each household, as well as the
name, gender, race, and ethnicity
of each and whether an in-

state’s number of congres- Makmg dividual owns their home,
sional representatives and SUre Union rents or has some other ar-
helps determine allocation of members rangement for their place
hundreds of billions of dollars of residence. There is no
of federal funding for school get citizenship question on the
lunch programs, highway counted 2020 Census.

construction, fire depart-
ments, Medicaid and more.

UNIONS IMPACTED

“Every single one of our indus-
tries [where we organize] is im-
pacted by the numbers that are the
final outcome of the census,” said
Lucia Gomez, political director of
the New York City Central Labor
Council (NYCCLC), the regional la-
bor federation of which the PSCis a
member. For more than a year, the
council through its Labor Counts!
initiative has been coordinating ef-
forts with its member unions to mo-
bilize for the census. “Everything
about the census is about power;
it is about bringing resources into
our neighborhoods. If people don’t
fill it out, we jump-start a decade
on the wrong foot.”

Beginning March 12, people
living in the United States can re-

Unions in the NYCCLC
that are part of Labor Counts! have
been communicating with their
members about the importance of
the 2020 Census. At their borough-
wide meetings, locals in AFSCME
DC 37have been training organizers
on how to communicate to members
the importance of participating in
the census. The United Federation
of Teachers has trained the union’s
district representatives on how to
engage neighborhood residents
where their schools are located.
Other unions have sent mailings,
newsletters and organized union
field staff around the issue.

PSC EFFORTS

The PSC has hosted trainings for
census volunteers. PSC Treasurer
Sharon Persinger, who has been ac-
tive in the Labor Counts! coalition,
said it is important for members to

be informed, especially because
census numbers help determine
funding for so many education pro-
grams, including the allocation of
Pell Grants.

“PSC members are concerned
about the quality of education
generally in the city because it
impacts how students are pre-
pared when they get to CUNY,”
Persinger said. “We need to be
out there supporting getting a
complete count. [We should tell]
our students that their families
should fill out the form and fill
it out fully and make sure every-
body is included.”

RESOURCES

Persinger, who is also a pro-
fessor in the math and computer
science department at Bronx Com-
munity College, wants members
to know there are good teaching
resources on the census website
at census.gov/schools, and that
students, especially ones who
speak multiple languages, can
apply for well-paid, temporary
part-time work with the census
at 2020census.gov/en/jobs.html.

Gomez stresses the importance of
the CUNY community involvement
in the effort because there are CUNY
campuses citywide, CUNY colleges
are focal points in many densely pop-
ulated and diverse neighborhoods.

“For me it’s ano brainer that ev-
ery organization, every institution
[in the city should] be engaged in
something as basic as the census,”
said Gomez. “It helps our commu-
nities to know that these institu-

tions are part of the process, so
they can trust it.”

To get involved with Labor Counts!,
call the New York City Central La-
bor Council office at (212) 604-9552.

Jud Guitteau
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PSC’s political director retires

By SHOMIAL AHMAD

Throughout her four-decade career,
Kate Pfordresher, PSC director of re-
search and public policy, developed
and advocated for structural change
in New York City. For Pfordresher,
who grew up in suburban Illinois
and Ohio, and graduated from Smith
College with a studio art degree, her
career has been a path motivated by
improving material conditions for
workers — at CUNY and beyond.
Pfordresher said farewell to her
CUNY post at the end of February.
“Kate has been one of the very
precious resources of the PSC. Her
skill sets made a significant dif-
ference in the development of pre-
cise, persuasive arguments which
advanced the interests of PSC
members and students,” said PSC
Legislative Chair Mike Fabricant,
who worked closely with Pfordresh-
er on state and city political work.
“Perhaps most important, Kate’s
commitment to the work of the PSC
inspired others to do more, invest
more in assuring a quality and ac-
cessible education for students.”

BUILDING POWER

For 12 years at the PSC, Pfordresh-
er built the union’s research and
public policy department with the
union’s elected leadership. Because
the state and the city fund CUNY
colleges, the public policy depart-
ment’s mission is manifold, including
legislative and policy work, lobbying,
budget analysis of the state, city and
CUNY budgets and developing a po-
litical program for the union. The de-
partment also supports the union’s
Legislation Committee, which has
the responsibility under the PSC
constitution to advise union leader-
ship on electoral endorsements, po-
litical action and legislation affecting
its membership.

Decades of experience in

During the budget season, the
department helps draft lobbying
materials and organizes lobby
days where CUNY faculty, staff and
students meet with scores of state
and city lawmakers. And during
electoral season, the Legislative
Committee vets, interviews and
recommends candidates for en-
dorsement. This political ground-
work helps the union advocate
and push for policy that meets the
needs of CUNY, its faculty, staff
and students.

“Demands and movements are
extremely important, but policy
matters,” Pfordresher told Clarion.
“How governments actually imple-

ment the structures for providing
and doing the work and setting
regulations really does matter.”
Pfordresher fell into her work with
“twists and turns” and no clear idea
of a destination. But a motivating
factor through it all was a drive to
create social and economic change.

MATERIAL NEEDS

After graduating college, she
worked as a welfare rights parale-
gal, and she went on to research and
develop policy in health care, labor
rights and public higher education.
Policy change meant concrete wins:
getting a park in a local neighbor-
hood, securing drivers licenses for

Ilt's time to Reed between the lines

University of Pennsylvania Political Scientist Adolph Reed Jr., spoke on the current state of American politics during a
recent PSC retiree chapter meeting.

Kate Pfordresher, the outgoing PSC political director, outside New York City Hall in January.

Ari Paul

politics and labor

the undocumented and passing the
New York State DREAM Act.

For more than a decade, she
worked for AFSCME District Council
37 and one of its locals as aresearcher
and as a grievance representative.
She cut her teeth with the labor
movement while working at the

cial History Project (ASHP) in its

Dave Sanders

at Borough of Manhattan Commu-
nity College, made more than 1,000
phone calls for the campaign. Ja-
gielnicka learned from Pfordresh-
er’s confidence, assertiveness and
knowledge of the political land-
scape. “Her actions really inspired
me, especially when phone banking
during late hours,” she said. “I will
miss Kate dearly.”

DEMOCRATIC CONTROL

Securing a Democratic majority
in the State Senate means that key
progressive bills that often died in
the Senate now have a real chance
of going to the governor’s desk to
be signed. In its first month, the
Democratic-controlled NYS Legis-
lature passed the New York State
DREAM Act, which freed up state
financial aid for undocumented stu-
dents if they attended high school
in the state.

Pfordresher says the union, de-
spite its size, has political clout,
because many of PSC’s members
are registered to vote and do vote
in national, state and local elections.
But she would like more PSC mem-
bers to see the union as the place
to do their political work in order to
“reach the union’s full power.”

Lorraine Cohen, PSC vice presi-
dent for community colleges, has
worked with Pfordresher and ad-
mires her calm, caring and generous
approach to her work.

“She has been indispens-

e able to the legislative work of
Graduate Center’s American So-  helped

the union,” Cohen said. “She
has organized Albany visits

formative years, where she cre- build with political leaders and lo-
ated film and slideshows about PSC’S  cal visits to the offices of city
labor history and did administra- power and state leaders. She has

tive tasks.
She went to South Africa in the
early 1980s with other ASHP staff,
and that trip shaped her politically.
“For me, the anti-apartheid move-
ment - especially the emerging
black worker union movement —
was a turning point and formed my
views of democratic unionism, po-
litical change and gave me my first
opportunity to work with New York
City unions.” Pfordresher said.

LOBBYING

Early on in her career at the PSC,
Pfordresher helped establish a joint
faculty, staff and student lobby day,
an event that has grown through-
out the years. Intimate meetings
between union members and law-
makers help those lawmakers un-
derstand the common interests of
CUNY faculty, staff and students,
and the day-to-day struggles of
CUNY’s working-class students, she
said. In 2018, PSC members, under
the Legislative Committee’s direc-
tion, aided in the successful effort
to flip the New York State Senate to
Democratic Party control. PSC mem-
bers made thousands of phone calls
and canvassed door-to-door in key
legislative districts.

Justyna Jagielnicka, a mental
health counselor in the Student
Life/College Discovery Program

done important research on
the budget and recruited speakers
to appear at City Council hearings.
She has put together talking points
and other materials that inform ac-
tivists when they visit the offices of
political leaders.”

Newly retired, Pfordresher
plans to remain politically active,
especially during this significant
election year. But she also plans to
take some time off for herself and
her family. She’ll spend more time
with her husband, James Moore,
a PSC member and an associate
professor in the anthropology de-
partment at Queens College, and
taking care of her almost-1-year-old
granddaughter, who lives in Brook-
Iyn. Another thing that Pfordresher
always makes time for, even when
she had a hectic schedule at the PSC,
is singing in her community chorale
group, Brooklyn Conservatory Cho-
rale. On March 15, they will perform
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony.

“It’s a model of solidarity to be
in a group of 50, 60, 100 people
making music and being in sync
to make it beautiful.”

She found that same solidar-
ity at the PSC where she “put ev-
erything [she] knew into use and
[was] challenged to grow,” as she
worked in concert with PSC lead-
ers members and staff.
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By SHOMIAL AHMAD

With nearly 30,000 members span-
ning more than 25 CUNY campuses
and work sites across the city’s five
boroughs, PSC’s seven-person or-
ganizing staff has a lot of territory
to cover - and they are essential to
the work of a union like the PSC that
locates its power in the collective
force of its members.

“When we took office, the PSC
didn’t have a single organizer on
staff,” said PSC President Barbara
Bowen. “We changed that imme-
diately, because increasing the
union’s political leverage requires
organizing thousands of members
to act together. Now the union has
an exceptionally talented organiz-
ing staff, some with PhDs and all of
whom have significant experience
in the labor movement or social jus-
tice organizing.”

DOING IT ALL

Organizers are the union staff
whom members often see on campus
- meeting with newly hired faculty
and staff, identifying members’ is-
sues and training PSC members to
have workplace conversations with
their coworkers. They carry signs
and AV equipment at protests, set up
chapter meetings, conduct one-on-
one member meetings and hunker
down in the PSC office
managing spreadsheets
and other materials.

“One of the big chal-
lenges we face as a

SPOTLIGHT
ON STAFF

PSC field staff talk about organizing

n
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Brian Graf of the PSC organizing staff led members in chants during a demonstration at Hostos Community College in the

Bronx last summer.

The mission of the organizing de-
partment remains constant: to build
“collective power” and recognize
“the fundamental importance of
collective action in confronting un-
accountable institutional power,” ac-
cording to the department’s mission
statement. At CUNY,
this means organizing
on multiple fronts that
include pressuring for a
good contract, pushing

pnion is gtren%thenI; A CONTINUING forlrlnorii: I?Ul:Iinlt}ntdipg
ing our departmen on health and safety is-
reﬁ[resentatilzfe] struc- SERIES SHOWCASING sues, timely paynfent
ture,” said Deirdre THEHARDWORKAND for adjuncts and a host
Brill, Fhe PSC organiz- DUTIES OF THE of other cpntract en-
ing director, who has PSC STAFF forcement issues.

worked at the union for

“One of the major

more than a decade and

has led the department since the
summer of 2012. “Our work, which
aids the PSC’s ability to grow and
sustain membership levels in the
face of extreme and growing casual-
ization of academia, will determine
our strength as a union.”

Brill is no stranger to labor or
the academy. She has a PhD in his-
tory from the University of Penn-
sylvania and taught at Rutgers
University for a year as a lecturer.
Brill also worked on adjunct orga-
nizing campaigns prior to joining
the PSC as part of the American
Federation of Teachers Northeast
Regional Organizing Project.

The Supreme Court decision Ja-
nus v. AFSCME forbids public-sec-
tor unions from collecting “agency
shop” fees from non-members. As a
result, every newly hired member
of the bargaining unit — whom the
PSC represents — must make an
individual decision to join and pay
dues to the PSC. The situation puts
unions like the PSC in a constant
state of organizing newly hired
faculty and staff, training existing
members in outreach to new em-
ployees and urging non-members
to sign union cards.

challenges right now
is all of the health and safety is-
sues our members are confronting.
There are buildings undergoing
major construction, leaky ceilings
and mold and extremely cold or hot
offices. We're trying to deal with
those in an environment where
regulations are often incomplete or
lax and allow CUNY to hide behind
the fact that they are ‘complying
with the law,” said Brian Graf, a
PSC organizing coordinator who
also works with the PSC Health and
Safety Watchdogs.

ADDRESSING SAFETY

In the past few years, organizers
have addressed health and safety
problems at CUNY, including a
situation where faculty were teach-
ing in makeshift laboratories and
constantly suffering problems from
dust and debris due to ongoing con-
struction at Baruch College’s 17
Lexington Avenue building. In an-
other situation, hundreds of classes
needed to be relocated at the begin-
ning of the semester because of a
series of pipe bursts at Bronx Com-
munity College. Graf said that it is
encouraging to see more and more
union members realize that they

should not accept these substan-
dard working conditions.

“It’s also encouraging that more
and more rank-and-file members
are realizing they need to stand up
for themselves and become active
on these issues,” Graf said.

While talking to members at
Queens College, Sam Rasiotis found
a potential contract violation: an
adjunct who attended a mandatory
workplace violence training was not
paid for the time. Rasiotis ended up
working with PSC’s contract en-
forcement department to file a class
action grievance.

“I emailed all the adjuncts at
Queens College asking, ‘Have you
been invited to this? Have you not
been paid?’ A bunch wrote me back,
and we went through and figured
out who qualified and who didn’t,”
Rasiotis said.

In the end, the union won and the
qualified adjuncts were paid. While
the win may seem small - around

$60 per adjunct - it meant some-
thing to members to see the results
of their collective action. The suc-
cessful grievance also helped to sup-
port contract negotiations leading to
fully paid “professional hours” for
teaching adjuncts.

Because CUNY faculty and staff
are politically active in many causes
and not just the union, one challenge
is engaging members to be active in
the PSC.

MAKING THE UNION VISIBLE

“We have to work really hard
to make the union the place where
they practice their politics,” said
Sam Lewis, an organizer who pre-
viously worked at New York Com-
munities for Change. “I think it’s
about the union being really visible
and active on campus.”

Eric Paul, an organizing coordina-
tor who has a PhD in history and who
has taught as a faculty member and
worked as a community organizer

Ellen Moynihan

On campus and in the streets

in animmigrant rights organization
prior to coming to the PSC, said, “It
is always a challenge to get people
to take that first step of talking with
coworkers and taking collective ac-
tion, due to apathy, fear, or fatalism,
but many members do. It starts at a
chapter meeting, in a hallway con-
versation or an office visit.”

CONNECTING ONE-ON-ONE

For Jorge Guzman, an organizer
who started off as a rank-and-file
nursing home worker, a key aspect
of organizing is connecting with
workers individually.

“When I was in healthcare orga-
nizing, I had to do a lot of one-on-
ones and go to hospitals and sit in
cafeterias and just talk to people,”
said Guzman, who has more than
seven years’ organizing experi-
ence working with nursing home
workers, maintenance staff and
custodians. He said an organizer
has to hear and understand work-
ers’ issues, said Guzman.

“You might not think that it’s a
big issue, but if it affects them a lot,
it’s a big issue for them. I've learned
that there are no small issues.”

One of the challenges in organiz-
ing is bringing together people who
have different points of view, people
who do not necessarily agree with
you, said Janet Kwon, a PSC orga-
nizer who has worked at a workers’
center in Koreatown in Los Angeles
and at the New York Taxi Workers
Alliance. Kwon, who is the newest
organizer on PSC staff, said, “It’s
amazing that there’s such high
membership. People should take
ownership of the fact that CUNY
relies on their labor. They actually
do have a lot of power, and by mobi-
lizing and acting collectively, that’s
how they are going to win more.”

If you have a workplace concern,
contact the PSC organizer assigned
to your campus or work site. Orga-
nizing staff contact information is
found at the bottom of the webpage
psc-cuny.org/about-us/staff.

PSC members at St. Pat’s for All

DEFEND
DACA

PSC members marched in the St. Pat's for All Parade in Queens on March 1. The parade serves as an alternative to New
York City's traditional St. Patrick's Day parade, which has been historically hostile toward LGBTQ people.
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Five Questions for Marguerite Maria Rivas

By CLARION STAFF

It goes by many names. The Forgot-
ten Borough. Shaolin. Staten Island.

Last summer, lifelong Staten
Island resident Marguerite Maria
Rivas, an associate professor of
English at the Borough of Manhat-
tan Community College, was named
Staten Island’s Poet Laureate by
Borough President James Oddo. In
her four-year term, she will repre-
sent Staten Island at literary events
and promote poetry for young peo-
ple in the borough.

She is the first person to officially
hold the title.

NATURAL CHOICE

She was a natural choice for the
job. A graduate of the College of
Staten Island, Rivas has often said
her poetry has been inspired by
the working people and the natural
beauty of the borough (she is quick
to point out that Staten Island is one
of the most ecologically varied of any
NYC borough).

The borough president’s office
said of the laureate, “Her poetry
has been widely published in jour-
nals, anthologies and in a best-
selling college textbook. She is
also the author of two full-length
collections of poems. In her book,
Tell No One: Poems of Witness, her
poems reflect the kinship and the
resiliency of Staten Islanders in
the aftermath of September 11. A
poem from this collection, ‘Wit-
ness,’” is included in the National
September 11 Museum’s online
collection, along with two others.”

Rivas hopes that she can bring
attention to “Staten Island authors
and poets who have been forgotten,
specifically women who have paved
the way for modern poetry,” the
Staten Island Advance reported.

The poetic voice of Staten Island

Marguerite Maria Rivas says her home borough has inspired her poetry.

Rivas spoke to Clarion for our on-
going “five questions” series.

You’ve been the Staten Island
Poet Laureate for a few months
now. How has your new title

programs highlighting their col-
lections. For the former, I wrote
my first occasional poem as Staten
Island Poet Laureate, a poem about
famed lighthouse keeper Kate

Walker. For the Staten Is-

helped you promote poetry A |JI’0f land Museum, I’ll be doing
in the borough? anda poet an interactive public poetry

Idid areading and an inter- inspired program, which dovetails
view for two Brooklyn Book P with a major exhibit cel-
Festival Bookend events on by Staten ebrating the centenary of
Staten Island and will be Island women’s suffrage. For Na-

reading at an interborough

series, NYC Voices, representing
Staten Island. I have worked with
Staten Island nonprofits, including
the National Lighthouse Museum
and the Staten Island Museum, on

tional Poetry Month, I will
also be working on an initiative to
prompt students in grades 6, 7, and
8 to write poems about their Staten
Island communities. I am also plan-
ning projects marrying poetry and

$500 PRIZE

2020 STUDENT LABOR JOURNALISM AWARD

The New York Metro Labor Communications Council is offering a $500 prize for work by
undergraduate and graduate students on the theme:

“The 2020 Elections and My Life/My Community”

THE COUNTRY IS about to elect a president in November; additional state and local elections
will take place. How will this impact your life and/or the life of your community/communities?
What issues are most important to you and are candidates talking about them? You are
encouraged to write or make a short video or audio recording about the impact of these elections
on you—as a student, a worker, and that of your family or community.

The prize is given to the student whose work touches our emotions and/or brings insight to this issue.
The prize will be awarded for a written article of approximately 1,200 words, or for a video or audio
report of 2-6 minutes in length. The topic is wide open for you to explore.

APPLICATION DEADLINE: May 4

Please include your name and the school you are attending. Students do not need to be

journalism majors.

For more information or to email entries, write to metrolabornyc@gmail.org.

The Metro New York Labor Communications Council (Metro) includes union communications professionals who work for the city’s

public and private-sector unions and other organizations representing working people.

other art forms in public venues and
will be working with branch librar-
ies on Staten Island to promote lit-
eracy through poetry.

Much of your writing has been
inspired by your life on Staten
Island. What makes the borough
unique as a literary inspiration?
I feel a kinship with Staten Is-
landers that is tied to our geog-
raphy and to our history. Staten
Island has both natural and urban
areas and is beautiful in its human
and natural diversity. One of my ar-
eas of scholarly interest is recov-
ering women’s literary production,
which has led me to do historical
research leading to the recovery
of Staten Island’s literary history.
Staten Island has long been home to
artists and writers who have found
inspiration here, from Henry David
Thoreau to the Wu-Tang Clan.

We live in a time of changing
media, where the internet looms
large and there are fewer book-
stores to buy poetry or host
readings. Is it harder or easier
for young people to get access to
poetry these days?

Younger people have found ways
to create community around poetry,
especially spoken word poetry. They
are creating zines and publishing
magazines and chapbooks. It is an
exciting time for poetry and poetry
lovers. Staten Islanders have found
creative places to bring poetry to
Staten Islanders of all ages — commu-
nity centers, a book café, a clothing
store, to name a few.

One of your books focuses on Stat-
en Islanders’ resiliency after 9/11.
Two decades later, how does that
event affect the population still?
Staten Islanders are still liv-
ing 9/11 and dying from it. Every
year there is a solemn ceremony at

Willie Chu

Postcards, our 9/11 memorial, hon-
oring 275 Staten Islanders killed
that day. There is now an addi-
tional memorial at the site, marble
panels inscribed with the names
of first responders who have died
from 9/11-related illnesses since. At
last year’s ceremony 10 new names
were read. There are 83 names on
those memorial panels, women and
men who worked in the aftermath
of the attack, either in the recov-
ery or cleanup processes. There
are many more still suffering from
the effects of that day and its after-
math. For many Staten Islanders,
the specter of 9/11 still looms large.

You are a College of Staten Island
graduate and you teach at BMCC.
Have you ever thought about writ-
ing a poem about the need to in-
vest in urban higher education?

Although I haven’t thought about
writing poetry that speaks direct-
ly to the need to invest in urban
higher education, my poems are
inhabited by people who have been
served by it, who continue studies
despite challenges. Hopefully, my
poetry illuminates struggles faced
by those who have been single-
parent students, have worked three
jobs while going to school, have
survived domestic abuse, have
lived with housing insecurity, but
have prevailed.

In many ways, their stories are
mine.

Bement Avenue
Nocturne

By MARGUERITE MARIA RIVAS

Daughters, when you lie awake
wishing for sleep,

do you hear the scuff of the wash
bucket,

slap of mop, drip of gray water

and know that when she scrubs the
kitchen floor

your mother sees your future, our
futures

beyond this worn linoleum?

She blesses herself with hands,
cracked and bleached,

kneels and murmurs a benediction
over your narrow beds,

then places her calloused palms
upon your backs

feels for an adagio of your breathing
rising with the pulsing of her hopeful
heart.

Note: Professor Rivas read this poem
at the “CUNY Writers Against Aus-
terity” reading at the Great Hall of
Cooper Union in March of 2016.
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OPINION

Dave Sanders

Librarian Nora Almeida, center, helped students do screen printing and button making at City Tech.

ACTIVISM

The art of the battle

By NORA ALMEIDA

n September 2019, I spent two week-
ends leading up to the Global Climate
Strike in a small park in Brooklyn’s
Gowanus neighborhood making art
with local families, student organiz-
ers, artists and environmental ac-
tivists. I shared a table with members of
Mobile Print Power, a multigenerational
printmaking collective, who cocreate art-
work for social justice campaigns. Dur-
ing the art-builds, I talked to hundreds of
people about the climate movement and
taught young people how to screen print
—including students from the interdis-
ciplinary course I teach at City Tech.

INSPIRED BY THE CITY

Iwalked home after each art-build around
dusk, exhausted, jubilant and covered in
paint. The day before the Climate Strike, I
lugged my screen printing supplies to campus
and tabled with NYPIRG organizers during
student club hour. We talked to students about
climate justice while making buttons and
printing posters using an image designed by a
City Tech communications design student.

On the day of the Climate Strike, as I
marched through the streets of Manhat-

The IWW sabo-tabby

tan amidst a sea of strangers, I kept spot-
ting familiar designs from the Gowanus
art-builds. Later that afternoon, I ran into
our campus NYPIRG representative and
striking City Tech students wielding the

posters we’d made together. It is hard to de-

scribe how it feels to spot a stranger on the

train or at a rally carrying a symbol from
a movement you're part of. Symbols have

the capacity to transform a space or make
us feel safe. From Black Power fists to the
“sabo-tabby” of the Industrial Workers of
the World IWW) to the egg-yolk-yellow

anti-nuclear movement’s Smiling Sun, sym-

bols function as cultural signifiers, play a
role in how a struggle is understood by the
public and contribute to the production of
political power.

THE ART OF LABOR

Some of the most creative social justice
campaigns in history have come from labor
and student movements. In the 1960s, Stu-
dents for a Democratic Society members
created now-iconic graphics for antiwar
demonstrations and in support of the Black
Power Movement. In May 1968, students oc-
cupied Ecole des Beaux-Arts and formed

Atelier Populaire (popular workshop) to cre-

ate artwork in support of labor and student
rights during the French wildcat strikes.
The IWW, for example, was the first ac-
tivist group to use political stickers - mem-
bers carried little red songbooks full of

PSC should get creative with protests.

labor anthems, and they engaged in politi-
cal theater. In 1913, when striking Paterson
silk factory workers, with support from
IWW leaders, staged a ‘strike pageant’

at (the original) Madison Square Garden,
more than 150,000 spectators attended the
pageant, which included a reenacted picket-
line, funeral, and “march” up Fifth Avenue.
While the pageant didn’t end the strike, it
raised public awareness about dangerous
conditions for textile workers and paved
the way for future labor laws.

The process of making art is a genera-
tive and integral part of organizing. When
I'm making art with students on campus,
we talk about the issues most affecting
them - like the CUNY funding crisis - in
an informal, non-hierarchical environ-
ment. Last February, I made posters with
students in advance of Higher Education
Action Day and was surprised to discover
how many students don’t know about the
“TAP gap,” or why support services and li-
brary hours are cut, or why tuition keeps
creeping up. It is important to share our
experiences and collectively develop cre-
ative tactics (and symbols) we can use to
advocate for funding.

A'WAY TO PARTICIPATE

At CUNY, art-builds can provide a mode
of political participation for members of
our community — students and faculty of
color, precarious workers, undocumented
students and those with disabilities — who
are either unable to engage in direct action
campaigns or can only do so at great risk.
In the case of the current funding crisis at
CUNY, making art might also help us coun-
teract some of the feelings of disempower-
ment, isolation and anxiety that prolonged
austerity creates.

CUNY needs its own popular workshop
to unite the labor struggle and the student
struggle, and to energize anyone who does
not feel connected to (or does not have the
emotional energy for) modes of organizing
that replicate institutional hierarchies and
power dynamics.

If the way forward for CUNY is to create
broad coalitions with other social justice or-
ganizations, to encourage broader participa-
tion and mobilization on our campuses and
advance a public narrative that everyone has
aright to a quality education, then we should
make art together and embrace opportuni-
ties for non-hierarchical interaction. To gain
political traction and build a movement,
CUNY students and PSC activists need to get
creative; we might surprise administrators,
lawmakers and even ourselves.

Nora Almeida is an assistant professor in the
library department at City Tech.

Protest fist



Letters to Albany

The state budget will be decided by April 1. For decades, CUNY has

been underfunded. That means non-completive salaries, crumbling in-
frastructure from pipes bursting in major CUNY classroom buildings to
broken faucets and toilets, and on a basic level, no toner, no supplies for
everyday teaching in some academic departments. Let lawmakers know
the very real and concrete ways that CUNY is severely underfunded.
Complete the sentence, “To me, the budget emergency at CUNY means

." Go online to tinyurl.com/CUNY-budget-
emergency and share your thoughts. Let New Yorkers and the people who
fund CUNY know that CUNY's faculty, staff and students deserve more.
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Higher ed: reproducing social

de

By CLARION STAFF

At the end of 2019, Chronicle of High-
er Education senior reporter Karin
Fischer wrote alengthy report about
how higher education in the United
States maintains social stratification
and remains largely unaffordable for
large segments of the population. She
asserts that American higher educa-
tion is at a do-or-die moment: either
we fix this problem now, or higher ed-
ucation “could be completely broken.”

It is a complex historical tale
Fischer weaves, and she sees some
signs of hope, including CUNY’s
ASAP initiative, which despite be-
ing a popular and beneficial pro-
gram, is sorely underfunded.

Fischer’s piece, “The Barriers to
Mobility: Why Higher Ed’s Promise
Remains Unfulfilled,” appeared on
December 31. She recently spoke to
Clarion editor Ari Paul.

The main takeaway of your piece
is that “Instead of acting as a lev-
eler, higher education magnifies
economic differences and rein-
forces them.” Who’s to blame for
this? Colleges, government?

The answer is everyone. The fed-
eral government’s spending on stu-
dent aid programs hasn’t kept pace
with mounting costs. State and local
governments have failed to invest
in public colleges, leading to rising
tuition. Universities can make cur-
ricular choices, like remedial educa-
tion, that frequently disadvantage
lower-income students. The K-12
system often doesn’t adequately
prepare students to succeed in col-
lege. You can even go back to com-
munity investments in infant and
maternal health and early childhood
education and see the long-term
consequences for poor Americans.
Because there are so many culprits,
it’s hard to see a single fix, be it gov-
ernmental policy on an institutional
shift, that is a game-changer.

What made you interested in this
story and how did you start doing
the research?

The genesis of this particular ar-
ticle - which is the first in a longer

A reporter digs into the divi
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series — was a collaboration between
the Chronicle of Higher Education
and the Bill and Melinda Gates
Foundation, but I've been writing
about the socioeconomic divide
in higher education and its conse-
quences for more than a decade.

Over the years, I've written about
everything from how geography
can be destiny in educational attain-
ment to community-wide efforts to
attack educational inequities to
the connection between education
and poor health and early death.
In terms of what drew me to the
topic, I grew up in Newfoundland,
Canada and Northern Maine - two
poor regions where college-going is
low - so I saw the difference educa-
tion makes firsthand.

As far as research goes, it was a
little like drinking from a firehose
—there is a growing amount of data
that illuminates education inequi-
ties, their causes and their conse-
quences. The goal of this piece, as
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the first in a series, was to look at
the post-World War II promise of
college as a ladder to the middle
class and where that promise broke
down. It’s a lot to synthesize, and
one of the biggest problems my edi-
tor and I faced was just how much
research was out there.

You mention CUNY ASAP as of-
fering “some lessons on what col-
leges can do to help low-income
students succeed.” Do you think
it could be a model around the
country?

The CUNY ASAP model has al-
ready been adopted in other college
systems and states, so we know it
can be done. But that’s not to say it’s
easy. It’s an approach that demands a
lot of investment in time and money.
Colleges have to offer dedicated ad-
vising, wraparound financial aid and
be highly attuned to all the nonaca-
demic hurdles that so often trip up
students. I know CUNY spent about

e, SR

$16,000 more on each ASAP student
than for his or her classmates. CUNY
leaders, of course, argue that ASAP’s
strong outcomes justify the spending.
Still, will colleges — and the people
who fund them - be willing to invest
in such intensive interventions?
Given that falling taxpayer support
for higher education is one of the
factors in the growing educational
divide, I'm not sure how optimistic
tobe about ASAP catching on widely.

Having reported this story, what
policy fixes - either at the state
or federal level - do you think are
necessary to make higher educa-
tion a “leveler”?

There’s a need for multiple fixes.
Take the national level: families, par-
ticularly those that are first genera-
tion, routinely get tripped up by the
complexity of federal financial-aid
forms. The value of the Pell Grant
hasn’t kept up with inflation or ris-
ing tuition, so it now barely covers

Jud Guitteau

inequality?

a third of the costs of college. Con-
gress increased funding, but not
nearly enough. Many of the experts
I'spoke with said the federal govern-
ment has to do more to ensure that
colleges serve low-income students,
such as conditioning participation in
the financial-aid system on enroll-
ing a minimum percentage of Pell
Grant recipients. On the state level,
we know that during the recession,
increasing tuition priced too many
low-income students out of college,
and legislatures hold public college
purse strings. Over the past couple
of decades, a number of states have
moved toward grant programs based
on merit, not need - or the programs
have been more focused on middle-
income students than tailored to aid
the neediest. States can incentivize
colleges to enact curricular reforms
that could help low-income, first-gen
and minority students access college
and earn a degree. And these are just
some of the policy levers.

You cover higher education inter-
nationally. Can the United States
learn lessons from overseas
about how to make college more
accessible?

Unfortunately, ensuring educa-
tional equity is a problem overseas,
too. When you look at countries
that have enacted some variation of
free college - that buzzword of the
presidential primaries! — the way
they’ve typically been able to do it
is by limiting the number of spaces
at public universities. And that ends
up creating some weird dynamics.
In Brazil, for example, almost every-
one who benefits from free college at
top-ranked public universities got
there because they went to private
high schools and could afford the
kind of preparation that helps them
gain admission. Germany, too, has
free college, but it’s a very stratified
system, where certain students get
tracked into higher education and
others don’t. One of the particular
challenges of the American higher-
ed system is that we really elevate
the idea of equity of opportunity, and
that makes other countries’ solutions
hard to adapt.



