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Introduction

In 2006 a unique alliance occurred between a local of the American Federation of Teachers-West Virginia (AFT-WV) and the non-union West Virginia School Service Personnel Association (WVSSPA) in Monongalia County, West Virginia.
 For the first time the two organizations initiated a formal coalition to endorse candidates for the Monongalia County School Board with the ultimate goal of electing School Board members who would support an excess levy that contained a salary supplement increase for all employees. In West Virginia, school districts comprise the entire county. 

         
The relationship actually started in 2005 when the 7,000 member statewide AFT-WV

signed a no-raiding  pact with the 7,500 member statewide WVSSPA. They began working cooperatively on a number of issues, including legislative proposals and county Board of Education races. Unlike the AFT-WV, the WVSSPA had never endorsed candidates at the state legislature or county Board of Education level. 

         This paper examines the process whereby an AFT-WV local union joined with a county chapter of the WVSSPA to endorse and elect county school board members with the ultimate goal of passing an excess levy that would include a significant increase in the salary supplement provided by the levy for both professional and non-professional employees. The successful activities of this coalition now serve as a model for similar joint efforts in the state's other 54 counties. This coalition may also be an opportunity to create a significant labor presence in many counties where there are currently few, if any, non-teacher AFL-CIO union members. In fact, in 35 of the 55 counties in West Virginia, the county Board of Education is the largest employer, in 12 counties it is the 2nd largest, in six it is the 3rd largest and in two it is the 4th largest.

Background

In West Virginia almost all of the money provided for elementary and secondary educa-tion teachers and service personnel salaries comes from a school aid formula which is funded annually by the state legislature. A salary schedule is included in the state code for teachers and is applied uniformly throughout the state. The amount of pay that a teacher receives is dictated by that salary schedule which is based on an individual's education level and years of experience. For service personnel there is a separate statutory pay schedule that is also related to years of service and the employee's job classification.

         
Due to a 1982 West Virginia State Supreme Court decision the school aid formula is

fashioned such that  the amount of money provided to a county by the state is adjusted upward or downward contingent on the ability of the county to generate local property taxes. In a county with increasing property values, and therefore greater local property taxes, the amount provided by the state decreases proportionately. The theory is that the quality of a child's education should not be dependent upon the wealth of a county. In other words, the state attempts to assure that all children, regardless of place of birth, receive an equal educational opportunity in terms of the amount of money provided to a county by the state.

        
However, the state constitution does provide a mechanism whereby a county can generate

additional local monies that are not off-set by a reduction in state school aid formula money through the passage of an excess tax levy. If the citizens in a county approve an excess levy, which in some cases may double the amount of local property taxes, it is possible for the county Board of Education (BOE) to utilize some or all of that money to provide a salary supplement and/or other new or increased benefits for teachers and service personnel.
 Whether there is a levy, the amount, the duration, and how the levy money generated is utilized varies from county to county.

 The Monongalia County Story: Beginning of a Coalition

The two groups felt strongly that for a coalition to move forward, trust and respect had to be developed between the leaders and members of both organizations. The leadership of the two organizations met repeatedly in 2005 and 2006 to reacquaint each other with their respective organizations' goals and objectives and to "compare notes." The local AFT-WV president assured her WVSSPA counterpart that the purpose of the potential coalition was to advance common goals and address issues of mutual concern and was not a back-door attempt to recruit member-ship (of service personnel by AFT) and/or a "take-over". Joint workshops (on legislative issues, school safety, privatization, etc.) were a first step to bring WVSSPA and AFT members together. While the stated purpose of the workshops was to educate, the underlying goal was to provide a forum for conversations and relationship  building. This led to proposals for joint action on a wide range of issues.


Early in 2006 the new, relatively small, American Federation of Teachers-West Virginia Local # 6295 and the non-union West Virginia School Service Personnel Association in Monongalia County, formed an official coalition and began pushing the Board of Education
 for an increase in the county salary supplement for teachers and service personnel. Since 1988 the county has provided a yearly supplement ranging from $1,800 to $2,725 for teachers and from $450 to $800 for service personnel. Both organizations and the five BOE members recognized that the only realistic source for sufficient monies to provide a significant permanent increase for the 1300 employees was the excess levy which was up for renewal in the November 7, 2006 general election. As part of their strategy to accomplish this goal the two organizations jointly sent  questionnaires dealing with the county salary supplement and other issues to all BOE candidates seeking election in the non-partisan May 9, 2006 Primary Election. They jointly interviewed those that responded to the questionnaire and then voted to endorse three candidates who were subsequently elected to the five-member Board.

        
The AFT-WV and WVSSPA joint election activities included distributing postcards 

to their members and others touting their endorsed Board of Education candidates, seeking and achieving membership on the committee developing the excess levy language, sending out newsletters informing their membership of various activities, and fliers proclaiming victory.


It should be noted that unlike the working relationship enjoyed in some states, in West Virginia the AFT-WV and the West Virginia Education Association (WVEA) organizations are bitter rivals. In West Virginia both organizations are fighting to sign up members and they compete in the legislative arena. Until recently the WVEA represented the bulk of the faculty in Monongalia County. As a result of recent successful organizing efforts by the AFT-WV the two groups now represent approximately the same number of individuals. A significant distinction is that the WVEA includes administrators that wish to join and the AFT-WV specifically excludes them.

         
When the excess levy call was finalized by the BOE it included the $1,000 across the

board increase in the salary supplement for both teachers and service personnel which was jointly advocated by the two organizations as well as the WVEA. The next hurdle was to get the voters of Monongalia County to approve the levy in the November 7, 2006 general election. In addition to the joint activities cited above, the AFT-WV delegates to the Mon-Preston Labor Council, AFL-CIO, were successful in getting the group to endorse the levy. That information was included in a brochure that was mailed to 3,100 trade unionists in the county a few days before the General Election. The levy was ultimately approved with a 68% "yes" vote.

 Research Methodology
         
To determine the impact of the coalition's joint promotional activity, a study was

conducted of the voting patterns of both groups. After the May 9th Primary Election and the November 7th General Election the complete AFT (177 members) and WVSSPA (187 members) membership lists and a 25% sampling of non-AFT-WV professionals (154) and non-WVSSPA employees (46) were taken to the county courthouse to determine, among other things, who was registered to vote and who actually voted in each election. The non-partisan May 9, 2006 BOE Primary Election was important in terms of electing Board members that were supportive of increasing the amount of the salary supplement contained in the excess levy call. The November 7th General Election was equally important because that was when the excess levy was voted upon. The AFT-WV and WVSSPA voter registration and voter participation information was then compared with each coalition partner as well as to teachers and service personnel in the county that were members of neither coalition group.

Primary Election Results
        
In West Virginia, like most other states, Primary Elections typically have a relatively low

voter turnout, thus affording a small group of well organized individuals an opportunity to have a disproportionate impact on the results. Given the voting totals, the two groups (along with their non-union counterparts) clearly had the potential to significantly impact the outcome of the non-partisan BOE races. Similarly, they may have played a significant role in the passage of the excess levy in the November General Election.

         
The most recent Census data indicates that there were 65,103 citizens 18 years of age and

over in  Monongalia County, West Virginia in 2000.
 Utilizing that figure, in the May 2006 Primary Election only 73% (47,569) of the voting age population (VAP) in Monongalia County was registered to vote and of those registered only 26 % actually went to the polls on Election Day. An examination of courthouse records indicated that 89% of the AFT-WV members were registered and 55% of those registered cast their ballots (see Table 1). Likewise, the records showed that 78% of WVSSPA members were registered and 54% voted.

Table 1 - AFT-WV Professionals and WVSSPA Members vs. Population as a Whole

 Registration and Voting in May 9,2006 Primary Election
	
	Registered
	 Voted

	AFT-WV Professionals
	
89%
	
55%

	WVSSPA Members 
	
78%
	
54%

	Monongalia County Voting Age Population
	
73%
	
26%


        
Political scientists and government agencies typically show a positive correlation between

education levels and participation rates in the electoral process. Indeed, in the 2004 Presidential Election the U.S. Census Bureau reported that the voting rate of citizens with a bachelor's degree (78%) was about twice as high as that of citizens who had not completed high school (40%).
 Inevitably in an off-year election these figures drop dramatically. Thus, one might assume that there would be dramatic differences in participation between the professional faculty members and non-professional service personnel. This did not prove to be the case.

        
Fully 78% of the service personnel in the county were registered to vote and 54% went to

the polls on Election Day (see Table 1). While the percent registered was somewhat lower than their AFT counterparts (78% vs. 89%) their voting rate was virtually identical (54% vs. 55%). The proportion of WVSSPA members that voted (54%) was somewhat higher than their non-WVSSPA counterparts (46%). Again, as with the AFT members, these individuals voted at a much higher rate than the population as a whole. While this research does not reveal for whom either the AFT-WV or WVSSPA members voted, their extremely high registration and turnout figures illustrate their potential, indeed likely, impact on the BOE race. When combined with their non-member professional and non-professional counterparts the potential political clout of the 1,300 BOE employees in Monongalia County is substantial.


For the State as a whole the turnout ranged from a low of 15% in Berkeley County to a high of 41% in Taylor County. The lower the voter turnout the greater the potential impact of an AFT/WVSSPA coalition if its members are registered and go to the polls in record numbers.

        
All of these AFT-WV professionals were registered to vote at a much higher rate than the

population as a whole (73% VAP) and indeed voted at more than two times the rate of the general citizenry in this county (55% vs. 26% - see Table 1). No significant differences were found between the percentages of either being registered and/or voting for the AFT-WV members and non-AFT professionals in the school system. This is not surprising because the West Virginia Education Association (WVEA) chapter in the county has many of the non-AFT members in their organization. Even though the WVEA chapter did not interview and endorse BOE candidates they would have similar educational backgrounds and interests, including their official support of the additional salary supplements that were eventually included in the excess levy. Indeed, all three groups (AFT-WV, WVSSPA and WVEA) presented a united front when appearing before the BOE to advocate for the levy and the increase in the salary supplement.

        
The substantial differences in age between the AFT-WV members and the non-AFT

members (see Table 2) is not surprising and probably can be explained by the long standing presence of the WVEA in the county and "brand loyalty" versus the fledgling AFT organization. While the upstart AFT-WV organization appears to have greater appeal to new, younger employees, the combination of the younger on average AFT members with the older on average WVSSPA members adds to the richness and diversity of the coalition. Unlike the differences between the AFT and non-AFT members, the age breakdown between WVSSPA members and non-members was virtually identical.

Table 2 - Age of AFT-WV vs. Non-AFT-WV vs. WVSSPA Members
	
 
	AFT-WV
	Non-AFT-WV
	WVSSPA

	Under 45 years of age

	
47%
	
31%

	
29%



	45 years of age & over
	
53%
	69%
	71%



In non-partisan BOE races party affiliation is irrelevant. However, if the AFT-WV and WVSSPA organizations continue to be officially supportive of AFL-CIO Committee On Political Education (COPE) candidates for the state legislature, as they were in the 2006 General Election, it could be a major factor in subsequent elections. This is particularly true in a Primary where both groups vote at a disproportionately high rate compare to the population as a whole. There are numerous counties in southern West Virginia where, as a practical matter, the Primary is the election because of the overwhelming dominance of the Democratic Party (see Table 3).

Table 3 - Party Registration: AFT-WV vs. Non-AFT-WV Members; WVSSPA vs. Non-WVSSPA
	

	AFT-WV
	Non-AFT-WV
	WVSSPA
	Non-WVSSPA

	Democrat
	
60%
	
65%
	           72%  
	
73%

	Republican
	          31%
	
26%
	
 26%
	
22%

	Other
	
9%
	
8%
	
2%
	
5%


        While Table 4 illustrates the potential affect of a united county BOE employee vote in a General, Primary or a special election for an excess levy election in Monongalia County, this same calculation could be done in other counties by utilizing the appropriate information from Secretary of State public records. There are a number of caveats that the reader should keep in mind when interpreting the " votes BOE Employees Might Provide" right hand column in Table 4. The emphasis should be on the word "might". This column illustrates potential not actual impact for a number of reasons.

           
First, the chart makes the assumption that every Monongalia County Board of Education

employee can positively influence one other voter on an issue such as an excess levy. This assumption is made based on "show of hands" surveys taken by one of the authors in a variety of AFT-WV and WVSSPA leadership meetings. While many of the individuals in these groups felt certain that they and their members could affect a minimum of one, a large number also felt they

Table  4 - Monongalia County Excess Levy Experience

	Date of

Election -

Duration
	# For
	# Against
	
Total

Raised
	Share of Levy
	Votes Needed to

Win
	Votes BOE Employees **

Might Provide

	10/2/73 - 

5 yrs.
	5,411

(87%)
	776
	$9,364,255
	100%
	3,094
	
84%

	10/3/78 - 

5 yrs.
	5,198

(85%)
	933
	$13,564,370
	100%
	3,065
	85%

	8/17/83 - 

5 yrs.
	4,289

(86%)
	678
	$17,673,305
	100%
	2,484
	105%

	11/8/88 -

5 yrs.*
	19,607

(78%)
	5,560
	$23,787,615
	100%
	12,584
	21%

	11/2/93 - 

5 yrs.
	5,583

Failed
	7,482

(43%)
	$49,288,820
	100%
	6,533
	40%

	2/26/94 -

3 yrs.
	9,159

(60%)
	6,138
	$23,307,249
	75%
	7,649
	34%

	11/5/96 -

5 yrs.*
	15,743

(63%)
	9,118
	$47,793,810
	75%
	12,431
	21%

	12/8/01 -

5 yrs.
	5,595

(71%)
	2,278
	$60,101,835
	75%
	3,937
	66%

	11/7/06 -

5 yrs.*
	14,197

(68%)
	6,787
	$80,330,370
	75%
	10,493
	255


* General Election; ** Assumes two votes per employee. 
could and did influence more than one other voter. Thus, the two vote assumption is a conservative estimate that may or may not be accurate. There is no scientific basis to validate this assumption one way or the other.

          
Second, for simplicity sake the chart makes the assumption that all of the employees

actually live in Monongalia County and are all registered to vote. Additionally, it assumes they all go to the polls on Election Day and vote for the issue at hand. Clearly there are an  indeter-minate number of employees that live in adjacent counties or even in another state. We also know that not all are registered to vote (see Tables 1 and 6) nor do they all actually vote. Even though the AFT-WV and WVSSPA members (and their non-member counterparts) are registered at a significantly higher rate than the population as a whole and even though they clearly vote at a dramatically higher rate than the population as a whole, the percentages shown in the column do not reflect what courthouse records indisputably show. Specifically, they are not all registered and they don't all vote.

         
Third, even if all Monongalia County employees were registered and all went to the polls

on Election Day it is a leap of faith to assume that everyone voted "right" on the issue. While it seems realistic to assume that a very high percentage would support a levy that contained benefits for school board employees, it is probably unrealistic to assume 100% support. For example, an employee that owned rental property might conclude that the increased taxes brought about by the excess levy would exceed the worth of the fringe bene fits provided therein.


Despite all of the above caveats the point that BOE employees have the potential to have a disproportionate and maybe decisive impact on elections is still valid. This is true for BOE races, excess levy elections, school bond elections and state legislative races.

While the gender composition of the two groups is significantly different (see Table 5),

it is hard to give that information any meaningful interpretation. The overwhelming percent of females is not surprising or unusual in this profession while a slightly higher proportion of males can be expected in maintenance and similar service jobs represented by WVSSPA..

Table 5 - Sex of AFT-WV vs. Non-AFT-WV Members; WVSSPA vs. Non-WVSSPA Members
	
	AFT-WV
	Non-AFT-WV
	WVSSPA
	Non-WVSSPA

	Male
	
26%
	
16%
	
33%
	
46%

	Female
	84%
	74%
	67%
	54%


General Election Results
The demographic information and the percent registered to vote for the November 7,

2006 General Election for each group would remain exactly the same as outlined above for the Primary Election because the researchers utilized the same lists when going to the courthouse. Thus, the only new information would be voting percentages.

         
Secretary of State records indicate that in the General Election 46% of the registered

voters in Monongalia County voted. These figures, of course, include the Board of Education employees. As shown in Table 6, the AFT-WV professionals (81%) and WVSSPA members (76%) again voted at a very high rate compared to the population as a whole. The same was true for non-AFT professionals and non-WVSSPA members. Given the fact that the excess levy, which included the $1,000 pay raise, was on the ballot, these high numbers are probably not surprising.

Table 6 - AFT-WV and WVSSPA Members vs. Population as a Whole

 Registration and Voting in November 7,2006 General Election

	
	Registered
	Voted

	AFT-WV
	89%
	81%

	WVSSPA
	78%
	76%

	Monongalia County

Portion Voting 
	73%
	46%


Coalition Member Comparisons/Conclusions and Future Opportunities

        
The foregoing comparisons between the professional and non-professional categories of

coalition partners reveal that they are very similar demographically and in their voting behavior. Given the fact that the AFT-WV - WVSSPA coalition is unlikely to formally expand in the near future to include the WVEA or any other non-service personnel organization, it is interesting to again look at the data for the coalition partners. Did they come to the table as co-equals or, as some might have speculated, did the professionals have most of the "political muscle"? It is clear that there is not a "weak sister" within this coalition. Both of the partners had an extraordinary rate of voter registration and voter turnout in the Primary Election (See Table 1) and for the General Election (See Table 6).


This first-ever joint effort by a newly formed activist AFT local union and a group of non-professional, independent county school service personnel is unique in West Virginia. Remember that while the statewide AFT organization had been politically active for years, neither this new AFT local union nor the WVSSPA had ever before endorsed excess levies or political candidates. Indeed, in a state that does not have public employee collective bargaining the potential alliances that might be formed state-wide have clear political implications for the election or defeat of BOE members, excess levies, bond issues and elected officials at all levels.

         
The authors have attempted to illustrate potential cause and effect relationships between

the election of endorsed BOE members in a Primary Election, the vote on an excess levy which included an increased salary supplement in the November General Election, and the overall impact of the political alliance between the AFT and the WVSSPA. For example, as stated previously, if you assume that each of the 1,300 Monongalia County Board of Education employees can positively impact just one more person in an election,
 the percent of votes needed to pass an excess levy that can be provided by the employee group alone might range from 21% to 105% of the votes needed (See Table 4). The lower the voter turnout the greater the potential impact of a well organized block of voters that are registered and go to the polls at a higher than normal rate. Looking at the successful levy votes for a 34 year period (the levy failed in 1993) for Monongalia County (see Table 4) the average "yes" vote in General Elections was 70% and the average percent of the vote that might theoretically be provided by employees was 22%. 


In successful non-General Elections the average "yes" percentage was 78% and the average percent of the vote that might theoretically come from employees was 75%. It might be wise for a BOE to consider running a special election with its concomitant lower turnout to maximize the impact of the employee vote, particularly if a levy contains some form of

economic incentives for employees that are to be retained or expanded. At the same time, the fact that in West Virginia a BOE has to pay the costs associated with conducting a special election (in Monongalia County it would cost approximately $80,000) may outweigh the positives.
 There could also be a backlash, particularly in poorer counties, where the public might feel that BOE employees are already overpaid. This would require careful pre-election education of the general populace.

        
In West Virginia BOE races are non-partisan and always occur in the Primary Election. If

the example in Table 4 were applied to a BOE race where the number of candidates usually far exceeds the number to be elected, the impact of an employee block of votes is potentially even more dramatic. Unlike most other workers these employees are in a position to potentially elect their bosses. Proportionately this opportunity theoretically exists in every county in the state.

        
AFL-CIO Central Labor Councils provide another possible opportunity to compound

Board of Education employee political clout. The AFT-WV organization is actively involved in most of the 13 Central Labor Councils around the state and undoubtedly could get endorsements where appropriate. In addition, by working through the President of the local Central Labor Council and State AFL-CIO, mailing labels for every AFL-CIO member in the county could be acquired which would greatly assist in distributing information promoting an upcoming vote. The example provided by the case study is of immense practical value for labor’s political action strategies at the local level.

� Since this event, the WVSSPA has merged with the AFT-WV and become a state-wide local within AFT. Initially WVSSPA considered itself to be an employee association. 


� In the 2006-07 school year, 42 of West Virginia’s counties had excess levies in place ranging from 25.7% (Hampshire County) to 100% (19 counties). Constitutional amendments that would have would have provided a statewide excess levy were proposed by the legislature in 1978 and 1988. Voters defeated each by a 56% “yes” to 44% “no” vote.


� Co-author Cook was a member of the Monongalia County BOE at that time. Both authors are members of AFT Higher Education Local #8046 at West Virginia University.





� Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000, Summary File 4, Table PCT 44. Internet Release Date: March 2004.


� Kelly Holder, Current Population Reports, “Voting and Registration in the Election of November 2004, p. 5.


� The authors recognize that some employees live in different counties and therefore cannot vote in the county where they work. Also, not all employees are registered nor do they all go to the polls on Election Day. The doubling of the number of votes that might emanate from BOE employees is based on anecdotal evidence gathered in a variety of "show of hands" settings conducted while doing this research. 


� The cost is primarily determined by the number of precincts because they must be staffed for an election. In West Virginia the cost to a BOE for conducting a special election would range from approximately $25,000 to $250,000. 






