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Background
● Boston Teachers Union

○ 10,000 members -
teachers, nurses, paras, etc.

● Boston Public Schools
○ 80%+ students of color
○ Average building: 80 years
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Basics about BTU 
BTU was charted in 1945 as Local 66 of American Federation of Teachers and elected as the collective bargaining agent for BPS teachers in 1965 - so it’s been around for more than 70 years and currently has about 10,000 members.
The average school in BPS is 80-years-old — older than schools in most communities across the state. The city acknowledged in a report called “BuildBPS” that rooftops, windows and critical systems like ventilation are either severely inefficient or in need of outright replacement.
Student body population: 75-80% are students of color. There’s a dynamic of disinvestment or deferred management that disproportionately impacts students of color.
COVID-19 was a critical year for educators and students alike. After two years of COVID-19, BPS has returned to in-person learning, which has not been a smooth transition for everyone, but it has put health and safety front and center. Also left many educators feeling burn out and emotionally exhausted.
BTU partnered with MassCOSH to conduct walk-throughs of the buildings, which led to BPS promising each room adequate fans for ventilation and eventually updated HVAC systems. Unfortunately, as of today, these promised have not been fulfilled or many were given fans that did not fit in their windows, and many windows today still DO NOT open. Air quality monitors were installed, but has not equaled material difference for members.
BTU interested in activating more members in getting more involved with BTU, 



● Frame health & safety as 
organizing issue

● Inspire member interest

● Hear directly from BTU members

● Survey 100members and 
interview 10 members

Objectives

Photo of a floor tiles crumbling as a result of flooding.
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Objectives:
Help frame workplace health and safety as an organizing issue
Inspire interest in members to organize future campaigns focused on bettering workplace conditions
Personal goals: Hear directly from BTU members about challenges they face
Survey at least 100 members and interview at least 10 members



● Created via Google Forms

● Shared in newsletter and 
through committees

● 129 responses

Survey
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Work sit e  visit s

Photo of ceiling water damage.

● Visited 3 sites

● Informal walkthroughs and 
conversations

● Physical hazards
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LEELA: Mather Elementary School, City on a Hill Charter Public School, and East Boston Early Education Center.



Int erview s

● Designed interview guide

● 11 one-on-one interviews 
conducted 

● Thematic coding using 
transcriptions

Diana at a BTU rally against state 
receivership.
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Is this hazard a serious issue for BTU members?
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Environmental hazard examples: air quality, mold, pests, etc

Building hazard examples: heating,cooling, paint chipping, etc

Emotional hazard examples: overwork, excessive pressure, racism, ageism, etc.



How often do you encounter the following hazard?
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Environmental hazard examples: air quality, mold, pests, etc

Building hazard examples: heating,cooling, paint chipping, etc

Emotional hazard examples: overwork, excessive pressure, racism, ageism, etc.



Survey respondents cited 
excessive heat as one of 

their top 3 hazards of 
concern

4 4 %
Survey respondents got 

injured or sick while 
working

4 0 %
Survey respondents 

experienced emotional 
hazards daily

5 2%
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—BTU members

“Initially they're like you're safe, you're good. We want you to be here, we want this 
diversity, we value you. Then you start living in it and you're like ‘oh no.’”

“For one thing, our building is literally condemned, has been for years, and we're 
still in it .”

“I just want a building that looks like it was made to honor the people who are in it.”
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Pamphlet 
cover

Preview of 
center, inner 
page
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Provide a brief overview of workplace health and safety for members
Provide a quick review of survey and interview results
Activate members on issues of health and safety and ideally inspire future organizing around these issues



➔ Campaign for stronger contract 
language

➔ Document and record hazards 

➔ Member led organizing

➔ Integrate workplace health & safety 
in priorities

Temperature inside teacher’s classroom.

Recommendations

➔ Heat standard & infrastructure for 
the future
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Recommendations for Members to organize around health and safety:
Learn to identify hazards and risk factors so you can document hazards within your schools when you see them! Record when and where they happened, what the response was, and if visible, photograph it.
Construct organizing plan around identified hazard → Are other educators and students who experiencing the same hazard, are there legal or contractual protections? Are there things that can be done on the school level? Potentially leverage Green New Deal initiative and Renew Boston Trust.
Push for stronger contract language around workplace health and safety into the next contract! A big gap appears to be the lack of transparency and efficiency in central. Although the tentative contract does have language around transparency on work orders, but there is still room for language on excessive heat, safe drinking water, acceptable wait times, mold, leaks, overal safety, etc. 



● BTU members on vacation 
during the summer

● Several priorities emerging 
at once at BTU

● Limited sample  

HighlightsLimitations

● Meaningful discussions

● Summer Organizing Union 
Leaders (SOULs)

● Supporting the growth of 
OHS as a BTU priority
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Challenges:
Summer → Most folks are on vacation and most schools are closed
BTU had a lot going on: Threat of state receivership, members were working without a contract for about a year at this point, and AFT national convention was being planned in Boston
Low Response rate: 129 respondents out of a 10,000 members. Of those who responded, we got an awesome number of teachers who respondent, but we would have liked to have seen other roles as well. Nurses, paras, etc.
If I were to do this again, I think I would have made it clearer in the beginning of our interviews that we are explicitly looking for all potential physical and emotional injuries. Members may not always understand what we meant by workplace health and safety, so we would have to prompt at times

LEELA:
Successes:
Excellent discussions with 11 BTU members and heard from 129 members
Gave space for members to vent. A lot of folks were feeling frustrated with how current structure are existing
Participated in SOUL (Summer organizing Union Leaders) to better understand how members organize



Personal 
Reflections
● Appreciation for educators

● Student needs 

● Hearing from educators 
directly 
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A powerful opportunity for students, educators, parents, and community members to come together and use their collective power.



Lea Serena
Erica Kouka
Everyone at Local 66
Elise Pechter
Nancy Lessin
Matt London
AOEC
AFT
NIOSH
MassCOSH

Thank You!
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