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2009 Winners
Matt Doherty/Gwen Wells –  
Excellence in Broadcast Media
 "Local 1320 Fights for Fair Contract – Sewage Treatment 
Workers," video by Clarence Elie-Rivera, Public Employee 
Press, DC 37, AFSCME

Mary Heaton Vorse Award
 “Sleepless in South Jefferson No More” Liza Frenette, 
New York Teacher, NYSUT 

General Excellence 
Class B  1st Place: Allegro, AFM, Local 802

  2nd Place: CSA News, CSA, AFL-CIO, Local 1  
  2nd Place: Communique, CWA 1180

  3rd Place: CIR News, CIR SEIU

  Special Mention:  Retiree News and Views, 
IBT Local 237

Class C   1st Place: New York Teacher, NYSUT

  2nd Place:  Public Employee Press, 
DC 37, AFSCME

  3rd Place:  New York Teacher, 
City Edition, UFT

Best Reporting
Class B  1st Place:  The Union Mail, Flo Summergrad

NY Metro Area, APWU

  2nd Place:  Retiree News and Views, 
IBT Local 237 

  3rd Place:  The Unionist, Marty Fishgold 
SSEU 371, DC 37, AFSCME

Class C  1st Place:  Public Employee Press, 
Greg Heires, DC 37, AFSCME 

  1st Place:  Public Employee Press, 
Diane S. Williams,  
DC 37, AFSCME  

  2nd Place:  Clarion, John Tarleton, 
Professional Staff Congress/
CUNY, AFT

  3rd Place:  New York Teacher, 
Clarisse Butler Banks, NYSUT

Best Feature Writing 

Class B  1st Place:  CSA NEWS, Anne Silverstein CSA, 
AFL-CIO, Local 1

  2nd Place:  The Unionist, Linda Schleicher 
SSEU 371, DC 37, AFSCME

  3rd Place:  The Union Mail, Flo Summergrad, 
New York Metro, APWU

  Special Mention:  Communique, Lorraine 
Gamble-Loftin, CWA 1180 

Class C   1st Place:  New York Teacher, City Edition, 
Ellie Spielberg, UFT

  2nd Place:  New York Teacher, 
John Strachan, NYSUT

  3rd Place  Our Life and Times, 1199SEIU

  3rd Place:  Clarion, Nicole Lisa, Professional 
Staff Congress/CUNY/AFT

Editorial/Column 

Class B   1st Place:  CSA News, Ernest Logan, 
CSA, AFL-CIO, Local 1

  2nd Place:   Retiree News and Views, 
Nancy B. True, IBT Local 237 

  3rd Place:  CIR News, Luella Toni Lewis, 
CIR SEIU

Class C  1st Place:  New York Teacher, 
Dick Iannuzzi, NYSUT

  2nd Place:  TWU Express, Joseph Gordon, 
TWU International

  3rd Place:  Public Employee Press, 
Greg Heires, DC 37, AFSCME
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Best Photograph

Class B   1st Place:  Communique, Gary Schoichet, 
CWA 1180

  2nd Place:  CSA News, Yuridia Peña, CSA, 
AFL-CIO, Local 1

  3rd Place:  The Unionist, Charles Brown, 
SSEU Local 371, DC 37 AFSCME 

Class C   1st Place:  Our Life and Times, Jim Tynan, 
1199SEIU 

  2nd Place:  New York Teacher, 
Steve Jacobs, NYSUT 

  3rd Place:  The Carpenter, Randall Jandak, 
NYC District Council of Carpenters 

  Special Mention:  The Work Force,
Colleen Brescia,  
CSEA, Local 1

Best Graphic Design

Class B   1st Place:  Communique, Warren Linn, 
CWA 1180 

  2nd Place: CIR News, CIR/SEIU

  3rd Place:  CSA News, CSA, 
AFL-CIO, Local 1

Class C   1st Place:  Clarion, Gregory Nemec, 
Professional Staff Congress/CUNY  

  2nd Place:  Public Employee Press, 
DC 37, AFSCME

  3rd place:  New York Teacher, 
City Edition, UFT

  Special Mention:  The Carpenter, NYC District 
Council of Carpenters

Unique Performance

Class B   1st place:  Retiree News and Views,
IBT Local 237

  2nd place: Communique, CWA 1180

  3rd place: CIR News, CIR SEIU

  Honorable Mention:  The Union Mail, 
NY Metro Area, APWU

Class C   1st Place:   Our Life and Times, 1199SEIU

  1st Place:  Transport Workers Bulletin,
Noah L. Rodriquez,  
TWU Local 100

  2nd place:  Public Employee Press,
DC 37, AFSCME

  3rd place:  TWU Express, TWU International

  Special Mention: The Work Force, CSEA

  Special Mention:  New York Teacher, 
City Edition, Ellie Spielberg, 
UFT

Best Web Site

Class B  1st Place:   http://medstudent.cirseiu.org 
CIR SEIU

  2nd Place:  www.CSA-NYC.org  
CSA, AFL-CIO, Local 1

  3rd Place:  www.local237.org  
Teamsters Local 237

Class C  1st Place:  www.twu.com  
TWU International

  2nd Place: www.1199seiu.org, 1199SEIU

  3rd Place: www.nysut.org, NYSUT

Best New Media

  1st Place:   Edwize, UFT,  
www.edwize.org/

  2nd Place  DC 37 Videos, DC 37 
AFSCME

  3rd Place 1199SEIU
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Mary Heaton Vorse Award

“Sleepless in South Jefferson no More”
Liza Frenette
New York Teacher, NYSUT
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“Local 1320 Fights for 
Fair Contract,” a video 
prepared for YouTube, 
describes the plight of New 
York City’s sewage treat-
ment workers as their pay 
dispute drags on for several 
years.

Thousands of viewers 
saw the video on YouTube. 
The local president called 
it “a great example of the 
creative new ways we can 
fulfill our mission to pro-
vide workers with a strong 
voice.”

The video tracks the 
workers’ campaign to 
achieve parity with workers 
who do similar work in the 
private sector. The parties 
settled this March with an 
agreement that provides 
for huge back pay and an 
annual pay increase to 
$73,000 from a range of 
$31,000 to $48,000.

Because of the city’s 
refusal to resolve the pay 
dispute, many members of 
Sewage Treatment Workers 

and Sr. Sewage Treatment 
Workers Local 1320 have 
been forced to take on 
second or third jobs. Their 
frozen pay has put tremen-
dous pressure on their 
household budgets, leading 
some to lose their homes.

While the video deals 
with the workers’ hard-

ship, it also discusses the 
importance of their jobs—
treating the 1.4 billion  
gallons of wastewater  
discharged each day by 
New York City’s 8 million  
residents.

The 800 Sewage 
Treatment Workers are 
veritable environmental 

warriors. The city’s vast 
sewer system includes a 
network of 6,000 miles of 
sewer pipes, 135,000 catch 
basins, 93 pumping stations 
and 14 wastewater treat-
ment plants. The workers 
ensure that the plants run 
24-hours-a-day, 365 days  
a year, a job that keeps  
the environment clean, 
protecting the quality of  
life of residents.

The video was pre-
pared in-house at minimal 
cost by Public Employee 
Press Photographer 
Clarence Elie-Rivera. PEP 
staff produced another 
video that helped NY 
Zoological Society Local 
1501 in a battle against 
layoffs.

 Matt Doherty & Gwen Wells Award for Excellence 
in Broadcast Media & Communications

“Local 1320 Fights for Fair Contract” a video
Clarence Elie-Rivera
Public Employee Press, DC 37, AFSCME

Local 1320 fights for fair contract
A video by Clarence Elie-Rivera

Above, Local 1320 members demonstrate in 2008 to demand 
that the city agree to settle their wage dispute. Inset, Local 
1320 President James Tucciarelli. At right, Sewage Treatment 
Workers on the job at the Bowery Bay plant in Queens. The 
inset in the middle on the right is an image from the YouTube 
video showing a frenzied woman with a blown-up drop of 
water with water-borne diseases like cholera and typhoid.
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General Excellence

Class B
Allegro
Local 802, AFM



9Metro NY Labor Communications Council | Journalism Awards 2009

General Excellence

Class C
New York Teacher
NYSUT
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Best Reporting

Class B
The Union Mail
NY Metro Area APWU

FLo SuMMERgRAd 

“I am outraged that the OIG would use the tactics of a 
police state to investigate workers compensation or 
sick-leave cases. The OIG has no legitimate business 
investigating routine personnel matters.”

—William Burrus, APWu National President

on January 17, 2008, the APWu and NALC (National 
Association of Letter Carriers), two national postal unions 
representing close to a half million workers, filed suit 
against the office of the Inspector general (oIg) charg-
ing “widespread and systematic intrusions” into the medi-
cal records of their members. The lawsuit contends that 
the oIg’s practices violate the Federal Privacy Act, the 
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 
1996 (HIPAA), and the Fourth Amendment protections 
against unreasonable search. 

on June 6, 2008, the u.S. Attorney, acting on behalf 
of both the oIg and the Postal Service, moved to dis-
miss the complaint. After nearly a year, postal workers 
won a significant legal victory when Judge denny Chin 
of the uS district Court for the Southern district of New 
York ruled that the lawsuit is legitimate and can move 
forward. 

on March 30, 2009, Judge Chin rebutted the oIg 
contention that there was “no reasonable expectation of 
privacy” because the records were not in the possession 
of the employees. He wrote: “uSPS employees have—at a 
minimum—standing to bring suit based on a reasonable 
expectation of privacy in their medical records.” 

USPS spies on employees
Judge Okays Medical Privacy Suit

PARANoiD FANtASiES CoME tRUE
For most of postal workers postal careers, the uSPS 

has routinely acquired medical information from employ-
ees for a variety of reasons, including pre-employment 
physicals, absence from duty on sick leave, injury-on-
duty, light or limited duty requests, fitness for duty exams, 
and eligibility for disability retirement. 

In 2006, a new policy was unilaterally implemented 
by which oIg agents could secretly contact employees’ 
physicians for medical information. To do this, oIg 
agents present private health care providers (HCP) 
with the “HCP letter,” which claims that the agent has 
the right to review the protected health information. 
It claims statutory authority under the HIPAA designa-
tion of oIg as a health oversight agency, and the 1978 
general Act that allowed it to investigate fraud, waste, 
and abuse in Postal Service programs, such as workers 
compensation.

 While the Postal Service has historically used Postal 
Inspectors to look into potentially criminal activity, 
such as falsification of medical documentation or false 
compensation claims, the 2006 policy expanded the 
investigatory activity into all employees’ health informa-
tion without their knowledge or consent. The HCP letter 
tells the private physician or hospital or therapist to keep 
the disclosure secret by implying that the employee is a 
criminal. 

It states: “Normally, the individual would have a right 
to know that disclosure of the individual’s protected 
health information had been made. However, because 
alerting the individual of this disclosure would likely jeop-
ardize our oversight activities, we request at this time that 
you refrain from notifying the individual of your disclo-
sure for one year from the date of this letter. Regulations 
authorize you to withhold notification under these cir-
cumstances.”

This is followed by a list of statutory citations that are 
intended to intimidate the health care provider into com-
pliance. In 2007, the Letter Carriers union became aware 
of this practice. NALC President Vince Young wrote to the 
Postal Board of governors demanding that they cease 
and desist invading workers’ medical privacy. Instead, the 
Postal Service defended the activity and has continued 
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its clandestine searches of medical records. This forced 
NALC/APWu to file a formal complaint in 2008 against 
oIg for exceeding its regulatory authority and violating 
medical privacy. 

Judge Chin has now upheld the unions’ legal right to 
take this forward. Citing the Supreme Court’s Hunt deci-
sion, he ruled that NALC/APWu meet the standard by 
which an association can sue on behalf of its members. 
Chin further rebutted the uSPS argument that this is a  

reasonable “work-related” search, writing: “The [oIg] 
policy apparently would extend to medical records in 
the possession of employees’ purely private health care 
providers relating to medical matters that could have no 
bearing on work-related issues.”

While the Postal Service continues to cut safety 
programs citing “budget constraints,” it spends millions 
in covert snooping into its employees private medical 
records. The issue will be settled in court.  ❖
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Best Reporting

Class C
Public Employee Press, 
DC 37, AFSCME

gREgoRY N. HEIRES

Economic hard times are hitting the city’s cultural insti-
tutions—and workers are paying the price.
Layoffs, temporary closings, furloughs, severance 

offers, salary reductions and early-retirement packages 
are among the steps taken by the museums, zoos and 
botanical gardens as they get walloped by the economic 
crisis, which has resulted in budget cuts, huge endow-
ment losses and a drop in corporate donations.

So far, union protection has staved off massive layoffs 
of dC 37 members. But with budget cuts looming, mem-
bers feel uncertainty permeating their workplaces.

“You’ve got real problems here,” said Local 1559 
President Peter Vreeland, describing the atmosphere at 
American Museum of Natural History, where layoffs hit 
members in January.

“It’s scary,” said Wildlife Conservation Society Local 
1501 member doug Morea, a Keeper with 10 years on the 
job, who works at the Bronx Zoo’s Jungle World.

“god forbid that I would lose my job. My wife and I 
own a house and we have two children. My mother is ill 
and I’m taking care of her.”

In late March, as PEP went to press, Bronx Zoo work-
ers were waiting to hear how many employees signed 
up for the Wildlife Conservation Society’s voluntary 
separation offer. The number of workers who opt to retire 
will determine how many of 120 possible layoffs will be 
averted. The WCS is also offering the voluntary separa-
tion package at the New York Aquarium and the Queens, 
Central Park and Prospect Park zoos.

Wild Animal Keeper Angela Cowan took a sever-
ance package since, with only six months on the job, she 

At zoos, gardens and museums

Fiscal crunch hits workers
figured her layoff was inevitable. on the positive side, 
the threat of layoffs has encouraged a sense of solidar-
ity. Carpenter Tommy Reilly, a 22-year veteran of the zoo, 
decided to accelerate his retirement in part because his 
decision would mean one less layoff.

Since late last year, dC 37 has worked closely with 
leaders of the locals at the cultural institutions to protect 
members’ jobs and find the least painful ways to address 
the budget troubles.

“our members are being called upon to make sacri-
fices, but we are doing our best to protect their jobs and 
to minimize the sting of the financial crisis faced by the 
cultural institutions,” said Michael Riggio, director of the 
dC 37 White Collar division. “Through meetings with 
members and negotiations with management that have 
for the most part been constructive, we have tried to 
come up with creative, workable solutions to the immedi-
ate budget problems.”

Wildlife Conservation Society Local 1501 President 
Robert Herkommer, 2nd from left, with co-workers at 
Bronx Zoo, where members hope that a voluntary separa-
tion package will prevent extensive layoffs.

Across the city, about 10 dC 37 members have lost 
their jobs in the cultural institutions because of the bud-
get crisis.

“I’m searching for a job and collecting unemploy-
ment,” said Jake Adams, who after eight years was laid 
off from his job as a Preparator at the Museum of Natural 
History. “But I am an optimist,” said Adams, who worked 
on the beautiful dioramas the museum is known for. “I’m 
an artist and there are a lot of opportunities in New York 
City,” he said, adding that he would jump at the chance to 
return to the job he loved.

The layoffs have hit nonunion staff far worse than 
workers represented by dC 37. In the late January slaugh-
ter at the museum, 53 employees were laid off. Eleven 
were members of Local 1559, but dC 37 has helped seven 
of them to be rehired or interview for new positions.

In March, the Metropolitan Museum handed out pink 
slips to 74 nonunion workers, including 11 probationary 
employees who would have become dC 37 members 
after completing training for security jobs.

Working with management, the union made agree-
ments at several institutions. Those included:

A two-week closing at Queens Botanical garden dur-



13Metro NY Labor Communications Council | Journalism Awards 2009

ing the Christmas and New Year’s weeks and 10 furloughs 
on Mondays from Jan. 12 to March 16.

A furlough each month over a five-month period and 
two layoffs at the Brooklyn Botanical garden.

10 Monday furloughs at the Wave Hill garden and 
Cultural Center.

AltERNAtiVES to lAyoFFS
The union is discussing alternatives to layoffs with 

management at the Staten Island Museum. At the Staten 
Island Historical Society, two layoffs occurred at the end 
of the year. The union has asked state Sen. diane Savino 
to help with negotiations concerning the Staten Island 
institutions.

“You are stopping the bleeding for now, but the 
wound could rupture in the future,” said Local 374 
President Cuthbert dickenson. dickenson said he was 
frustrated and angry over the layoffs and the cost-saving 
steps at the cultural institutions, suggesting that they were 
the logical outcome of years of gutted budgets and a lack 
of support from gracie Mansion.

“The mayor has this notion that the cultural institutions 
should be self-sustaining, but that’s unrealistic,” he said.

Mayor Michael R. Bloomberg’s proposed spending 
plan for next year calls for a 7 percent cut at the city’s cul-
tural institutions. Worse yet, gov. david Paterson’s budget 
blueprint would cancel state funding for 76 zoos, botani-
cal gardens and aquariums throughout New York State.

Facing hiring freezes that require them to do more 
with less, the loss of income resulting from forced days 
off, benefit cuts and the specter of layoffs in the future, 
workers are struggling to deal with personal anxiety and 
fear for the future.

Noting that hundreds of thousands of people nation-
wide are losing their jobs every month, Erik o’Brien, a 
Local 1559 member, said, “This is really not the time to 
lose your job. You can’t even get a job at duane Reade.”

The layoffs at the Museum of Natural History “made 
me sick to my stomach,” said Local 1559 Shop Steward 
Jack Cesareo, a Senior Principal Preparator. The gut-
wrenching atmosphere there led him to seek counseling 
to calm his nerves, he said. “I thought I was going over 
the edge.”

Cesareo said he worried that the layoffs would com-
pound a problem faced by the union in recent years: the 
growing use of temporary and at-will employees.

Many workers at the cultural institutions feel aban-
doned by their employers and resent being called upon 
to make sacrifices while the bosses don’t. “It’s not fair,” a 
Local 1501 member said.

At a meeting earlier this year at the Bronx Zoo, three 

workers confronted Steven Sanderson, the CEo of the 
Wildlife Conservation Society, asking whether he would 
be taking a symbolic cut in his $900,000 compensation 
packet, which includes housing and a car allowance. 
Sanderson answered that the society’s board believes he 
is compensated appropriately, workers said.

SoliDARity GRoWS AMoNG WoRkERS
Looking to the future, said Local 1501 President 

Robert Herkommer, “We want a long-term plan. We don’t 
want to go through this every year.”

“Morale at the moment?” said Shop Steward Cesareo. 
“It has kind of bottomed out. You grin and bear it. Life 
goes on.

“This is a wake-up call for the union and the mem-
bers. We have to be more vocal,” he added.

For Local 1559 Vice President Craig Chesek, the grow-
ing unity of workers that is emerging is the silver lining 
of the budget crisis. “We are doing a lot more than nor-
mally,” said Chesek, who was encouraged by the turnout 
of local members at the massive March 5 demonstration 
against the budget cuts. “People are getting more active. 
It makes a difference when you see a co-worker laid-off.”

SHARED SACRiFiCE?

R ecently, the New York Post ran an article 
headlined “City Culture Vultures” that 

described how museum executives are oversee-
ing layoffs and cuts while enjoying compensation 
packages that “would make Wall Streeters blush.”

Besides Steven Sanderson of the Wildlife 
Conservation Society (see main article), the direc-
tors listed with their 2007 pay included Ellen Futter 
of the American Museum of Natural History ($1.14 
million in salary and benefits, including a $144,000 
housing allowance and full-time maid for an Upper 
East Side apartment); Scot Medbury of Brooklyn 
Botanic Garden ($224,576); Karen Hopkins of the 
Brooklyn Academy of Music ($322,647); Arnold 
Lehman of Brooklyn Museum ($556,241, includ-
ing a $112,157 expense account); Gregory Long of 
New York Botanical Garden ($429,530, including a 
$44,151 expense account), and Carol Enseki of the 
Brooklyn Children’s Museum ($229,695).

      —GNH
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Best Reporting

Class C
Public Employee Press,
DC 37, AFSCME

dIANE S. WILLLIAMS

S ince childhood Niokka Jackson, 28, has had a dread 
of dentists she hopes not to pass onto her two young 

daughters.
greater still is her fear that Ajenne, 9, and Allure, 6, 

will no longer have the oral health care safety net offered 
by the compassionate staff at P.S. 21’s free dental clinic.

“I don’t care what it takes, the mayor just cannot 
close this clinic,” a teary-eyed Jackson said. Her girls love 
math and reading and attend P.S. 21 in the Bronx, which 
houses one of New York City’s 46 school-based dental 
clinics for children from toddlers to 21-year-olds. But in 
June the dept. of Health and Mental Hygiene plans to 
save $3 million by closing all of the clinics. The program 
was established 103 years ago to serve the city’s poor and 
immigrant communities.

As a kindergartener, Allure fell in the schoolyard and 
broke a front tooth. dentist Margaret Mahoney and dental 
Hygienist Valencia grant calmed her mother, stopped the 
bleeding and fixed the tooth. Jackson said, “The staff is 
the best in the world.” 

Young Ajenne hugged grant before climbing into the 
dentist chair for a toothache in december. She showed 
no fear, no panic. grant held her hand while dr. Mahoney 
checked her mouth, and Ajunne never missed a minute 
of class.

“dental problems don’t just go away,” explains dr. 
Mahoney. untreated tooth decay can led to infections, 
bone deformities, headaches, nutrition problems and 
learning difficulties. Lower-income children suffer twice 
as much tooth decay as more affluent children.

The city fiscal crisis threatens services for its most 
vulnerable residents. doHMH plans to close nine clinics 

School dental centers in danger
in Manhattan, eight in the Bronx, three in Staten Island, 
seven in Queens and 19 in Brooklyn and eliminate the 
jobs of 36 dental Assistants and eight Hygienists in Local 
768 and about a dozen or more administrative clerks in 
Local 1549.

Closing the clinics will have long-term repercussions 
in working-class neighborhoods. Most dentists don’t 
accept Medicaid, parents with Medicaid seldom take their 
children to dentists and public hospital dental clinics 
have long waiting lists.

“Many of the students are from countries where 
water is not fluoridated and preventive dental care is 
unavailable,” said grant, a 20-year veteran whose day 
starts at 7 a.m. “We see parents with missing teeth and 
serious dental problems, which we can help their chil-
dren avoid.”

SAVE tHE DENtAl CliNiCS
doHMH’s free clinics are a model among pediat-

ric dental services worldwide. They provide checkups, 
cleanings, sealants, preventive treatments and more 
serious dental care to 17,000 children a year. downsized 
since 2006, the dentists work only two days a week, see-
ing about 10 students a day and other patients from the 
community.

Commissioner Thomas R. Frieden “does nothing to 
publicize the free in-school dental clinics,” said Local 
768 President Fitz Reid. Although dC 37 and the doctors 
Council have offered to publicize the program, doHMH is 
not interested. “This program is the stepchild of the city’s 
health care system,” said Local 768 chapter Chair dale 
Brooks.

The closings come just as New York State has man-
dated parents to provide dental exams for schoolchil-
dren. Many parents work long hours at jobs without 
insurance and cannot afford time off for children’s den-
tist visits. Parents may enroll in low-cost insurance pro-
grams like Child Health Plus for dental services, Brooks 
said, “but with four children, low-cost quickly becomes 
expensive.”

“In a city like New York there is no reason for poor or 
no dental services,” said dr. Mahoney.

For Hygienists Brooks and grant, whose workspace 
is filled with photos of smiling students she’s treated, it’s a 
bitter end to a long, meaningful career. “My heart and my 
life are here,” she said as she helped another student into 
dr. Mahoney’s chair.  ❖
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Best Photograph

Class B
Gary Schoichet
Communique, CWA 1180
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Best Feature Writing

Class B
CSA News, CSA
AFL-CIO, Local 1

It’s not college. It’s Forest Hills High’s 
big, beautiful campus
A ‘Neighborhood School’ With Twelve Assistant Principals

BY ANNE SILVERSTEIN

Something for everyone. That slogan should be chis-
eled into the façade of Forest Hills High School to 
let students know that they’re not only welcome 

at this venerable institution, but that their needs will be 
met. during a two-hour conversation with Principal Saul 
gootnick and his cabinet of 12 Assistant Principals, two 
things are clear: The school’s administrators pride them-
selves on providing dozens – no, scores – of options for 
every student, and that regardless of a student’s level, the 
school’s administrators and teachers will try to engage 
that child and provide individual attention. Considering 
that there are 3,700 students in the school, who attend 
school in three sessions from 7:20 a.m. to 5:06 p.m., that’s 
a rather tall order. But it’s one these school supervisors 
relish, to listen to them talk. They also delight in the fact 
that they work at, what they lovingly call, a “neighbor-
hood school.” 

Situated in a wealthy community, Forest Hills boasts 
accomplishments that are easy to shrug off. “Well, it’s a 
rich school,” some might say. But Forest Hills is neither a 
neighborhood school nor rich. only 40 percent are zoned 
students. The rest come from as far away as Far Rockaway 
and the Bronx. The school has 300 ELL students, (86 lan-
guages are spoken at the school!), an influx of Level 1 and 
2 students, and students whose first love is not academics. 

“We’re a neighborhood high school that’s 
successful,”said Mr. gootnick. “Very,” added Assistant 
Principal Science Karl Hoffman. “unbelievable things 

happen here,” Mr. gootnick finished. “We have something 
for everyone in this school,” said Mr. Hoffman. 

Among the accomplishments this year: Two semifi-
nalists in the Siemen’s Science Competition, first place 
in three categories in the NYC math team competition, a 
“We the People” team that will compete in the statewide 
tournament this month, and a Virtual Enterprise team 
that, in only three years, made the city’s semi-finals. 
In addition, the school has implemented several small 
learning communities including the Carl Sagan Science 
and Math Honors Program that is taking its place along 
Stuyvesant, Bronx Science and Brooklyn Tech as a jewel 
of the system. Four thousand students applied for 150 
seats last year. The Performing Arts Academy is as com-
petitive with thousands of students trying to gain a seat 
through auditions. 

The Assistant Principals credit Mr. gootnick with the 
school’s giant strides during the past two years calling 
him a “visionary” and a school leader who has clearly 
outlined his goals, articulated how he wants those goals 
attained, and shared those goals with theentire staff, the 
student body and the parent community. (See sidebar for 
a list of his goals.) 

“We have an expert educator who is running the 
building who we can all go to for advice,” said Roz 
Fitzgerald, AP Mathematics. “And I think that’s very 
important.” The other APs in the room applauded. “He 
has a special quality of always thinking of different things. 
He’s very creative,” said Lilliane Arencibia, AP Foreign 
Languages. one example of this creativity: Next year, sign 
language will be offered as a foreign language, which 
may prove to be a good match for Level 1 and 2 students, 
as well as special education students, who often struggle 
with traditional foreign languages. “It was his idea,” said 
Ms. Arencibia. “It was a cabinet decision,” responds Mr. 
gootnick, as if he were playing ping-pong with words. 

one thing that became clear during this conversation 
was that experience matters. Collectively the Principal 
and his cabinet have more than 230 years of experience 
as educators. They all say that because of this experience 
they work well as a team solving problems with staff and 
students with equanimity. 
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Mr. gootnick never allowed the praise to rest in 
his corner, repeatedly emphasizing the importance of 
teamwork and praising his Assistant Principals for their 
determination and intelligence in getting things done. For 
example, he said, the City Council recently] provided a 
large grant to install Smart Boards in the school. getting 
the grant was easy, he says, in comparison to deciding 
how, when and where to install them, a task that fell to 
AP organization Saida Rodriguez. (She came in over win-
ter break to make sure everything would be operational 
when school reopened.) “This boat runs because of 

Saida,” said Mr. gootnick. She balances the needs of stu-
dents with the realities of the budget, he said. “She’s the 
backbone of this school,” said Ms. Arencibia. 

Mr. gootnick said the Assistant Principals work hard 
reviewing student needs and designing programs, cours-
es and extracurricular activities to excite students and 
try to hook in the ones who play hard-to-get. And they 
all said that most of the teachers are onboard with the 
school’s revamped mission as is the support staff, which 
is critical for achieving the school’s goals.

For example, Mr. gootnick wanted to change the nega-
tive connotation that “security” has in a school. He and 
AP Security Harry Bardossas (who was a student of Mr. 
gootnick’s at Frances Lewis HS in 1988) worked to develop 
specific goals and strategies for achieving this goal. one 
solution was to tackle attendance in a non-punitive man-
ner. Mr. Bardossas asked the school’s deans to meet with 
a few of their at-risk students about attendance and social 
issues, and to track them individually to provide support. 
(It’s not unusual for a dean to call a student every day at 
6:30 a.m. to make sure he gets up. “Where are the par-
ents?” a visitor asked. The APs shrugged their shoulders 
and smiled a little sadly as if to say, “This is the reality.”

In formulating goals with the APs, Mr. gootnick 
knows how important it is for the APs to articulate them 
to teachers. “Every AP in this room supervises more 
people than a lot of small high schools have. It’s very 
important to acknowledge this,” he said. For example, AP 
English Maureen Troy supervises 30 teachers; AP Social 
Studies Carrie Sanchez supervises 33, Barbara Cali, 40. 
(on the subject of teachers, Ms. Troy said, “We have to 
give a shout out to our teachers who run clubs and go 
beyond and above.)

Added Ms. Sanchez: “It is the teachers that contrib-
ute, it is the cabinet, and it is the support staff … They 
(students) know it’s a place to find themselves. They can 
find their niche. Although it’s a big school, many kids feel 
they’re at a small school. A big school can open worlds 
they didn’t know existed. High school should not be con-
strictive,” she said. 

despite the school’s long day, school support ser-
vices are available all day long, said AP Pupil Personnel 
Services Linda Savid. The school also offers PM Extended 
day School and Saturday school for students who want 
extra help. (She’s working on providing ELL classes 
for parents on Saturdays as well.) “She’s the one who 
says, ‘Let’s not be punitive. How can we help?’” said Mr. 
gootnick. “She’s the one who brings back the conversa-
tion to what’s good for kids …Every school has to have a 
heart. And the heart of our cabinet is Linda Savid.”  ❖

Principal Gootnick’s  
Four Priorities
1. Improve attendance. Attendance went up 4 
percent this year, in no small part due to the 
information provided by Ellen Grebstein, AP 
Data.

2. Use data in all aspects of instruction. “Data 
is not a four-letter word,” Mr. Gootnick said. 
Ms. Grebstein provides multiple reports daily 
that are used to inform instruction and provide 
benchmarks. All the APs work with teachers 
to use the data to create better differential 
instruction classroom techniques.

3. Greater credit accumulation. Mr. Gootnick 
calls it the 15 percent plan. (Last year, it was the 
10 percent plan.) He asked teachers to reach 
out to 15 percent of their struggling students 
to offer extra help. Ms. Grebstein also provides 
students with up-to-date information about 
credit accumulation to keep them on track.

4. Greater parental involvement. Parents said 
they felt left out, so the school provided them 
with the e-mail addresses of teachers for quick 
communication and is “bailing out the postal 
system” with the number of letters the school 
now sends, said Mr. Gootnick. Additionally, 
the school just initiated eChalk, a webbased 
communication provider for K-12 schools, so 
parents can interact with teachers.
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ELLIE SPIELBERg

I t’s the crown jewel in the Castle of Learning.
Inside turreted, gothic-revival PS 32, there it 

glitters, a $1.7 million 20-foot-by-40-foot rectangle of 
flawless aquamarine.

Children discover when they touch its glassy surface 
that it opens into a magic universe of water: swimming, 
playing and diving for treasure.

They also get a workout and learn about safety and 
cooperation.

For others, the pool is about conquering fear.
The Belmont section of the Bronx is hardly a village 

on the seacoast. Most people there grow up without ever 
learning how to swim.

But physical education teacher and swimming 
instructor Bill Payret has been working to remedy that for 
the eight years he’s been at the school.

“A lot of kids don’t get the opportunity to go swim-
ming because of lack of funding at home,” he said during 
recess behind the tall brick building, also known as the 
Belmont School.

The 111-year-old school is also known as “The Castle 
of Learning,” according to Payret, who pointed up to the 
gargoyles.

The gargoyles, he theorizes, are the reason why it’s 
said that the school is haunted. or so it’s sworn to be by 
the bigger kids living in the surrounding area, the kind of 
homey neighborhood where rumors spread quickly and 
where the cotton-candy man and the helados lady show 

Everybody into the pool!
Bronx Elementary School Teacher Works To Keep Kids, Community Afloat 
Through Swimming

up like clockwork before the last bell.
If it were up to Payret, the kids wouldn’t eat much of 

that stuff. But, if they do, at least they can swim it off the 
next day. Payret, a trim athlete who’s been teaching for 22 
years and does a mile of laps three times a week at the 
Lehman College pool, is a strong force against childhood 
obesity and diabetes.

“our kids are beautiful,” he says, “energetic, diverse, 
and really wanting to learn.”

Payret wants them to stay that way, to be fit and 
healthy well into their grown-up years. And he wants to 
make sure they get to grow up. drowning prevention is 
an important part of what he calls “the lifetime skills” of 
physical education.

Haunted or no, the school did have for many years a 
creepy, moldy dark place where no one dared go: the old 
swimming pool.

“The pool was closed in 1992. In fact, I closed it,” said 
retired phys ed teacher and swimming instructor John 
Neuner, visiting for the day. 

The renovated pool is Neuner’s baby, said Chapter 
Leader Jerry Power, also a phys ed teacher and swim-
ming instructor.

Neuner kept the old pool going even after the sky-
lights were tarred over to keep cat burglars from breaking 
into the school. But when it started smelling like a flood-
ed basement, he knew it was over.

In 1996, he reached out to several venues to get fund-
ing for renovation. The project was finally completed in 
2002.

The result, designed by dVL Consulting Engineers, is 
stunning.

A jewel-box of a place, the shimmering pool is sur-
rounded by sparkling white tiles accented with designs 
in sea blue. It’s maintained by a state-of-the-art humidifi-
cation system and lit by soaring skylights, restored and 
secured with unobtrusive grilles.

on this day, Payret is already in the water, gliding 
with the effortlessness of a true swimmer. He’s teaching 
2nd-graders, “a great age to work with because they’re 
not fearful of water yet,” he says.

After stretching, the kids get into the pool ecstatically. 
one kid cuts quite a figure with his long braids and neon-

Best Writing

Class C
New York Teacher
UFT



19Metro NY Labor Communications Council | Journalism Awards 2009

pink goggles. only one child is a bit hesitant. Payret has 
her sit on the edge and kick her feet in the water, praising 
her highly.

At last she slips into the pool to join her classmates, 
all learning about floating, and blowing bubbles from the 
mouth, and why it’s never a good idea to dive in shallow 
water, and how to cooperate with each other. Now they 
swim, knowing it’s oK if you have to go on your tiptoes 
sometimes while moving your arms. They play Treasure 
Hunt, diving for the bright plastic objects Payret scatters 
on the bottom of the pool.

Presiding over one of just two or three elementary-
school swimming pools in the city, as far as anyone 
knows, Payret has taught thousands of children to swim. 
He runs a junior lifeguard enrichment program, and has 
trained the staff in Red Cross First Aid, CPR and using 
defibrillators.

According to Principal Esther Schwartz, Payret 
involves parents in pool safety workshops and Red 

Cross training and “has helped build a community  
with other schools through the after-school swimming 
program.” She is proud that a 10-year-old saved  
someone’s life at a municipal pool using the skills he 
learned at PS 32.

Payret, who grew up in the Norwood section of the 
Bronx, feels fortunate that he was raised in an active fam-
ily, that his dad was a lifeguard and that he had a child-
hood of swimming at Jones Beach.

Power, also a native of the borough, learned how to 
swim in the pool of the parochial school where his father 
taught. Neuner is from City Island, the Bronx’s answer to a 
seaside village.

They talk about their aquatic histories not without a 
touch of pride.

After all, the three admit, they’re among a rare breed: 
guys from the Bronx who swim.  ❖
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Speaking out on governance
Education Picture Remains Far From Rosy

BY ERNEST A. LogAN

T here’s no getting away from the conversation about 
the current NYC public school governance statute, 
which became law in June 2002 and is scheduled 

to sunset on June 30 of this year. CSA was among those 
who insisted on the sunset provision in ’02. CSA also 
helped jumpstart the current conversation on governance 
last fall when we published our preliminary governance 
report. Since then, many other voices have joined the 
conversation. 

CSA continues to believe that the NYC mayor should 
maintain operational authority over our schools, but 
with a much stronger system of checks and balances. 
Many people who have entered the conversation agree; 
however, we don’t all agree on the details or even on the 
terminology. “Mayoral control,” for instance, is a loaded 
term that turns the issue of governance into an issue of 
personalities. If we refer to “governance” instead, we’ll 
probably be a lot more objective. 

under Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein, the 
school system has seen an overall increase in account-
ability and a decrease in the bureaucratic dysfunction 
that existed under the old Board of Education. But edu-
cators, parents and all taxpayers have lost much of their 
ability to voice concerns about educational decisions. 
And the education picture isn’t as rosy as the department 
of Education claims. I would like to share with you some 
of the voices we’re hearing since we raised ours. Hazel 
dukes, President of the NY NAACP, supports the current 
law, but questions educational progress. She recently 

said that “the achievement gap has not diminished in 
any grade or subject since this administration came to 
office” and “there’s been a sharp decline in the number 
of students in gifted and talented programs in districts 
with high poverty rates.” Another concern she raised is 
“that the percentage of new teachers who are African 
American in our public schools has dropped sharply … 
over the course of this administration, falling from 27 per-
cent in 2001-02 to 13 percent last year.” 

Recently, Michele Cahill, a VP with the Carnegie 
Corporation of New York, entered the conversation in a 
different vein, writing in The New York Times that under 
Chancellor Klein’s leadership, student achievement and 
graduation rates have risen. She bases her opinion on her 
work at the doE when she was Chancellor Klein’s senior 
counselor for education from 2002 to early 2007. 

Without more transparency, the Chancellor can’t real-
ly refute Hazel dukes’ claims or prove Michelle Cahill’s. A 
clear call for increased transparency has come from NYC 
Comptroller William C. Thompson, Jr. According to him, 
while the doE has claimed gains in test scores, the 2003 
to 2007 National Assessment of Educational Progress tests 
“have shown no gains in fourth-grade reading, eighth-
grade reading or eighth-grade math for black, white, 
Hispanic and lower-income students.” He recommends 
an independent body to monitor these statistics, a priority 
of CSA’s own plan. 

uFT President Randi Weingarten calls for a greater 
community voice through the strengthening of School 
Leadership Teams and the enabling of community super-
intendents to perform their powers and duties under 
existing law. As with CSA, the uFT has been loud and 
clear about the importance of community district superin-
tendents, who have become all but powerless since 2002. 

Robert Jackson, the City Council’s Education Chair, 
has been equally adamant about restoring authority to 
the district superintendent. He has also demanded that 
the governance law not undermine the Principal: “A 
Principal is the educational leader who [should] have 
autonomy over the school.” 

Allowing the mayor final authority over school opera-
tions makes sense because the buck stops there. under 
the old system, the buck could be passed from one per-
son to another, the school system was paralyzed, and 
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the children were shortchanged. But the best-intentioned 
laws never produce perfect results. I’d like to make CSA’s 
voice clear by summarizing a few of our recommenda-
tions for improving the governance law. 

●   ●   ●

We believe that the existing Panel for Educational 
Priorities must be expanded to 13 members, with seven 
appointed by the mayor, one by each borough resident 
and one by the city council. The expansion would 
increase transparency. The uFT calls for the elimination 
of the mayor’s majority on the panel, a move we believe 
would risk a return to the old days of buck-passing. 

The duties of district superintendents – to evalu-
ate and support Principals – should not be delegated. 
Community districts and superintendents should return 
to their vital role of involving communities and parents 
in schools and supporting Principals. Here, the uFT is in 
complete agreement.

To ensure greater transparency, the legislature should 
create an Independent School Performance data and 
Budget office that would gather, analyze and report all 
school system data, including all doE budgets and con-
tracts. This would improve the accuracy and transpar-
ency of information and protect doE from accusations of 
manipulating data.

We should strengthen Community district Education 
Councils (CdECs) and develop them into true portals 
through which families and communities can become 
engaged. CdECs should advise and consent on the 
appointment of the school superintendent, district bud-
gets, safety plans and policies.

And, by all means, the legislature should extend the 
law’s sunset provision and review the law every eight 
years. That review still won’t make the governance law 
perfect, but it will be far better than it is now if the  
legislature puts these sharp teeth into it.  ❖
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dICK IANNuZZI  

in 2005, in my first address as NYSuT president, I told 
the assembled delegates that "our strength is in our 
pluralism." I cannot recall a time since that those 

words have rung as true as they do today. Each of our 
professions is at a crossroads. The economic and political 
realities we face today make it critical that we act to sup-
port one another and to take charge of our professions 
before others — some well-meaning, but many not — 
define our professions for us.

This is as true for health care workers, where the 
debate over reform will define the nature of the delivery 
of services, as it is for employees in government service 
and not-for-profits, where budget cuts threaten the very 
existence of critical social services.

It is as true for early-childhood education threatened 
by the relaxation of regulations as it is for higher educa-
tion, where public colleges and universities are constantly 
told to do more with less.

And, this is especially true in K-12 education as our 
teachers and support professionals navigate the maze of 
educational reform, attempting to distinguish meaningful 
change from misinformed schemes. A curious alignment 
— or misalignment — of events has created this situation: 
the worst recession in our nation's history and the elec-
tion of a well-intentioned administration in Washington.

Ironically, at a time when there is a growing aware-
ness of the scope of the achievement gap and its roots in 
economic and social conditions, states find themselves in 
economic stress not experienced in decades. And, while 

President's perspective: Taking 
charge of our professions

the administration in Washington is committing unprec-
edented resources toward improving educational oppor-
tunities for every child, at this point, their efforts appear 
to be too narrowly focused on elements that, although of 
value, are far from the whole answer.

In responding to the administration's priorities for 
grants through the Race to the Top program, for example, 
NYSuT raised concerns about what we considered 
over-reliance on test scores, undervaluing professional 
development, a narrow focus on charter schools, a 
dependence on alternative certification routes and a 
compressed timeline for arriving at common national 
standards and assessments. While acknowledging that 
each of these has a place in addressing the educational 
challenges we face, we must also examine other legiti-
mate opportunities to create educational excellence. We 
should not limit by either rewarding or denying resources 
linked to these, or for that matter any other narrow field 
of options, our ability to be creative and innovative in 
striving for educational excellence.

Indeed, to take charge of our profession, we must 
be willing to develop and accept sound, research-based 
changes even when they make us uncomfortable; we 
must be willing to reject unwise changes; and we must 
develop the skills to demonstrate the difference.

This is certainly true in the debate over defining what 
constitutes teacher effectiveness, one of the most signifi-
cant — if not the most significant — factor in improving 
student achievement.

But, once we accept this link between the two, we 
must also acknowledge the viability of student achieve-
ment data when identifying teacher effectiveness. We 
know that teacher effectiveness should never be defined 
by student test scores alone, but we also know that stu-
dent performance cannot be ignored. If we wish to take 
charge of our profession, we need to actively participate 
in developing a model that includes student performance 
as one factor in measuring effective teaching practices.

A similar role must be accepted with respect to char-
ter schools. Research clearly shows that some charter 
schools exceed the performance of similar regular public 
schools.

While the research also demonstrates that the perfor-
mance of most charters is the same or below (with some 
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significantly below) similar regular public schools, we 
should not deny the successes. As we move, hopefully, 
toward a system of real accountability and transparency 
for charter schools and examine ways to keep funding 
issues from devastating local school districts or charters, 
we need to examine closely where there is real improve-
ment.

Again, to take charge of our profession is to recognize 
practices that are closing the achievement gap and repli-
cate these successes.

While student test scores and charter schools are 
grabbing the headlines, we know that to accurately exam-
ine teacher effectiveness and student achievement, we 
must go well beyond these factors. Teacher preparation, 
internships and mentoring, as well as the role peers can 
play in intervention and review, must be examined when 
measuring teacher effectiveness. Likewise, the work of 
community schools, magnet schools and other experi-
mental schools within existing school districts must be 
taken into account when recognizing successful schools. 
Taking charge of our profession means critically exam-
ining all the successes and failures with an eye toward 
offering well-thought-out innovations that demonstrate 
the likelihood of improved student performance.

None of this will be easy.
Taking charge of our profession will require us to lead 

in proposing and embracing needed changes. Changes 
that can increase the chances that every child — no mat-
ter race, religion, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, or 
economic condition — will have an equal opportunity 
to receive an excellent education and changes that will 
increase our ability to close the achievement gap. Taking 
charge of our profession also means offering cogent argu-
ments for rejecting change — no matter who or where 
it comes from — if, in our professional judgment, that 
change will lessen the availability of quality educational 
opportunity.

As with education, each of our professions is at a 
crossroads that can only be traversed safely if, when 
given the opportunity, we have the will to take responsi-
bility for our work. For all our professions, taking charge 
is not about defending the status quo because it is the sta-
tus quo, nor is it about being the bluest of blue states or 
looking at the ideas of others — in Washington or Albany 
— through rose-colored glasses.

Taking charge of our professions is about being true 
to our mission, true to our principles, true to our profes-
sions and, most importantly, true to ourselves.  ❖
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Jim Tynan
Our Life and Times, 1199SEIU
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Best Graphic Design
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Warren Linn
Communique, CWA 1180
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Gregory Nemec
Clarion, Professional Staff 
Congress/CUNY, AFT
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Unique Performance

Class B
Retirees News and Views
IBT, Local 237
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Our Life and Times
1199SEIU
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www.cirseiu.org/medschool
CIR SEIU
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Sally Alvarez is the Director of Labor Programs for 
the statewide Extension Division of the School of 
Industrial and Labor Relations, Cornell University. 
She works out of the New York City ILR office and has 
been a labor educator for 20 years, focusing on union 
leadership, ethics, and labor media.

Belinda Cooper is a Senior Fellow at the World Policy 
Institute and an adjunct professor at NYU’s Global 
Affairs Program. She has written for a wide variety of 
publications, including The New York Times, World 
Policy Journal, and the Huffington Post.

Amy Manso was a graphic designer in the labor 
movement for over 15 years, having worked for 
District 65/UAW and the ILGWU (and later UNITE). 
She currently works at a community center in upstate 
New York and does her own art whenever possible.

Lallan Schoenstein is graphic designer who worked 
for UNITE HERE, UNITE and the ILGWU. She was 
an AFCSME DC 1707 shop steward and member of 
the contract negotiating team. She has retired from 
UNITE HERE and is working as a free-lance designer.

2010 Contest Judges
WEB SITE JUDGE

Steve Dondley is the owner of Prometheus Labor 
Communications, which specializes in building  
web sites for labor unions and labor-friendly  
organizations. He kicked off a career as a union orga-
nizer in 1996 and has been building labor websites 
since 1999. He currently serves as the Recording 
Secretary of the Pioneer Valley AFL-CIO  
in Springfield, MA.
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Henry J. Foner
Metro New York's 2010 Communicator of the year

H enry J. Foner (1919- ), longtime activist leader 
of the Joint Board, Fur, Leather and Machine 
Workers union (FLM), grew up in New York, in 

the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn. His father had a 
seltzer delivery route, and later owned a garage. In high 
school, Foner started playing saxophone with a band at 
hotels in the Catskills. He also started composing comic 
verses, played to the tunes of popular songs. By the late 
1930s, Foner had acquired an interest in history and poli-
tics from his older brothers, Moe, Philip, and Jack, and 
began developing the commitment to progressive activ-
ism that would shape his life. After graduating from City 
College with a degree in Business Administration in 1939, 
Foner organized “Student Caravans for America,” which 
sent groups around the country to perform puppet shows 
promoting an anti-war message. The puppets were made 
by Pete Seeger. Foner’s own group had their puppets and 
stage destroyed by a group of vandals in Bristol, VT and 
had to be rescued by the local sheriff.

tEACHER, SolDiER, MUSiCiAN
In 1940, Foner’s three brothers were all working 

at City College when the Rapp-Coudert Legislative 
Committee-investigating Communism in New York public 
schools and colleges, and employing tactics that later 
became a template for the House un-American Activities 
Committee investigations-suspended them, along with 
fifty other employees of New York City colleges.

At the time, Henry, who had received his substitute-
teaching license in stenography and typewriting, was 
teaching at Samuel J. Tilden High School in Brooklyn. 
He had already passed all parts of the regular examina-
tion, but he was not granted that license because of an 
“insufficiently meritorious record” after he, too, had been 
questioned by the committee, and he initiated an appeal 
from that decision to the New York State Commissioner 
of Education. Meanwhile, together with two of his broth-
ers, he helped form “The Foner orchestra and their 
Suspended Swing” in mock homage to their experience, 
and during the summer of 1941, they played at Arrowhead 
Lodge in Ellenville, New York, where the post of staff 
comic was filled by Sam Levenson, a friend of the family 
who, at that time, was teaching with Henry at Tilden High 
School.

In the summer of 1942, Foner was drafted into the 
Army and assigned to the 88th Infantry division in 
Camp gruber, oklahoma, where he rose to the rank 
of warrant officer. After his division entered combat in 
Italy, he was awarded the Legion of Merit, the Italian 
Military Valor Cross, “for exceptionally meritorious con-
duct in the performance of outstanding services.” upon 
returning from service in 1946, he resumed teaching, 
this time at Prospect Heights High School in Brooklyn, 
while awaiting the outcome of his appeal to the State 
Commissioner. during the summers of 1946, 1947, and 
1948, he and his brother Jack were part of the orchestra 
at Arrowhead Lodge, which became the official resort 
of the Jefferson School of Social Science, whose faculty 
was made up largely of victims of the Rapp-Coudert 
Committee, joined by other scholars. during the summer 
of 1947, he met future wife, Lorraine Lieberman. They 
were married in March 1948.

In 1947, together with Norman Franklin, Foner co-
authored a musical, “Thursdays Till Nine” that was spon-
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sored by the department Store Employees union and per-
formed by its members—the first labor musical since “Pins 
and Needles,” written a decade earlier for the International 
Ladies’ garment Worker’s union by Harold Rome. 

UNioN lEADER, lABoR JoURNAliSt
Immediately after returning from his summer employ-

ment at Arrowhead Lodge in 1948, Foner was informed 
that his appeal to the State Commissioner had been 
denied and his substitute license was withdrawn. At the 
time, his brother, Philip, had been writing what was to 
become the history of the fur and leather workers’ union, 
and he introduced Henry to the leaders of the union, 
as a result of which he was hired as Educational and 
Welfare director of the Joint Board Fur dressers’ and 
dryers’ unions. In 1961, after the death of Joint Board 
President Sam Burt, Foner was elected president of the 
union and served in that capacity until his retirement in 
1988. during his 27 years in the leadership of the Joint 
Board, he not only represented the union’s members in 
contract negotiations in a union that covered workers in 
the fur, leather, and machine industries in the states of 
New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, delaware, and West 
Virginia, but he helped involve that union in a wide range 
of social issues, including the struggle for civil rights, 
helping to mobilize other unions in opposition to the war 
in Vietnam and joining in the early efforts to achieve uni-
versal healthcare coverage. 

He also established and edited the union’s newspa-
per, "FLM Joint Board TEMPo," which, won the first prize 
for "general Excellence" in the competitions sponsored 
by the International Labor Press Association for ten suc-
cessive years. In addition to his union work, Foner also 
served as a vice-chairman of the New York State Liberal 
Party, as chair of the party’s Labor Committee, as a mem-
ber of governor Mario Cuomo’s Committee on Labor 
Practices and as a member of New York City Mayor John 
Lindsay’s Committee of the Judiciary. After the fur indus-
try was attacked by animal rights activists, Foner served 
on the board of Wildlife Legislative Fund of America and 
authored a weekly column, “Conservation, Legislation 
and You” for the trade newspaper, "Fur Age Weekly."

A BUSy REtiREMENt
After retiring from the union in 1988, Foner helped 

create the Fur design department at the Fashion Institute 
of Technology (FIT) and served for two years as its chair. 
He also taught classes in labor history at the Harry Van 
Arsdale School for Labor Studies, the City College Center 
for Worker Education, and the Brooklyn College Institute 
for Retirees in Pursuit of Education (IRPE). He also joined 

the editorial board of "Jewish Currents" magazine and 
for three years wrote its column, “It Happened in Israel.” 
He was vice-president of the Brooklyn Philharmonic 
Symphony orchestra; treasurer (and later president) 
of the Paul Robeson Foundation; and a member of the 
Executive Committee of the New York Labor History 
Association, whose newsletter, "Work History News," he 
continues to edit. In 2000, he privately published a book-
let of his poems and songs, "For Better or Verse." The 
same year, together with labor historian Rachel Bernstein 
and later joined by Evelyn Jones Rich, he helped found 
the web site Labor Arts (www.laborarts.org) sponsored 
by the Shelley and donald Rubin Foundation, the Robert 
F. Wagner Labor Archives, NYu, and 1199/SEIu’s Bread 
and Roses cultural program.

Foner and his three brothers were all involved in 
issues involving labor and radical history. The twins, 
Philip and Jack, had distinguished careers as historians 
after their exit from City College in 1940-Philip at Lincoln 
university in Pennsylvania and Jack at Colby College in 
Maine. Moe was executive secretary of Local 1199 during 
its dramatic organizational campaigns in the hospitals of 
New York City and beyond and later went on to found the 
Bread and Roses cultural program.

Like Henry, his wife Lorraine, who had received a 
Special Baccalaureate degree from Brooklyn College and 
worked as a social worker at Brookdale Hospital, retired 
in 1988. In 1998, they celebrated their fiftieth year togeth-
er. Lorraine Lieberman Foner passed away in 2002.

In the next generation, Jack’s son, Eric, has distin-
guished himself, as a professor of history at Columbia 
university and Moe’s daughter, Nancy, is currently a pro-
fessor of sociology at Hunter College. 

In 1985, the four brothers received the Tom Paine 
Award from the Emergency Civil Liberties Committee 
for their actions in defense of civil rights and civil lib-
erties. Fourteen years later in 1999 they received the 
distinguished Labor Communicators’ Award from the 
Metro Labor Press Association. In 2003, Henry Foner 
received a Lifetime Achievement Award from Jews for 
Radical and Economic Justice (JFREJ). In 2008, the New 
York Labor History Association awarded him the John 
Commerford Labor Education Award. 

Musician, songwriter, social activist, union leader, 
and editor of the prize-winning “FLM Joint Board 
TEMPo.” Henry Foner has done it all, and then some.

[Adapted from guide to the Henry Foner Papers, The 
Tamiment Library & Robert F. Wagner Labor Archives 
(http://dlib.nyu.edu/findingaids/html/tamwag/foner_
henry.html)]
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