
Teachers looking to go from the
schoolhouse to the statehouse

Image 1. Teachers take part in a #RedForEd protest march in Yuma, Arizona, April 26, 2018. Teachers have been making their

mark in the U.S. midterm elections, running in what may be unprecedented numbers and empowered by the successful

#RedForEd protests for higher teacher pay and increased school spending. Photo: Randy Hoeft/The Yuma Sun via AP, File 

Last September, school speech therapist Kathy Hoffman was settling into the new academic

year. She was working with youngsters in her small classroom behind a playground at Sahuaro

Ranch Elementary School outside of Phoenix, Arizona.

This year, the political newcomer is out of the classroom and on the campaign trail across

Arizona. She is the Democratic party's choice in the race to become superintendent of public

education, overseeing the state's schools. It's a post typically held by people who have been in

politics for a long time or people who work with politicians.
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By-Product Of The #RedForEd Movement

Hoffman said she realized more teachers needed to run for office. There was a need for "people

who understand what it's like in the classroom, who have seen the effect of having the lack of

resources from our lawmakers."

Hoffman is not alone. Hundreds of current and former educators, most of whom are Democrats

like Hoffman, are running for political positions ranging from local school board to state governors.

Hoffman and the other teacher candidates represent a surprise political movement. They're

following in the footsteps of the teacher-driven #RedForEd demonstrations. The #RedForEd

campaign drew support from parents and school children in Arizona, Colorado, Kentucky,

Oklahoma and West Virginia. The protests focused on bringing attention to outdated textbooks,

crowded classrooms and teacher shortages. Across the country, some educators have already

won primary races against the sitting state legislators they blamed for public school spending

cutbacks. Primary races occur before the final election and are usually between candidates of the

same political party. 
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Frederick Hess works for a public policy think tank. Think tanks try to influence politics and how

the government runs. Hess' think tank proposes conservative ideas that typically appeal to

Republicans. Hess said the teachers are doing well because of their simple message of higher

pay and more funding for schools. After years of complex education debates over teacher

evaluations and learning standards, these straightforward ideas might appeal more to voters.

Teachers Hope To Change Policy

Mara Sloan is the spokeswoman for the Democratic Legislative Campaign Committee. She said

that in the state senate races in Maine and Minnesota, teacher candidates could help flip state

legislatures to Democratic control. Whichever party controls the state legislature has a greater

influence on what laws are passed. Sloan's group knows of 650 educators running for state

legislative positions across the country this year. More than 450 are Democrats.

Republicans have had some success, too. Oklahoma City assistant school principal Sherrie

Conley upset three-term incumbent Bobby Cleveland in a primary. Incumbent candidates typically

have an advantage because they already occupy the position. Cleveland is one of six Republican

lawmakers in Oklahoma who lost his job after voting against a tax hike used to fund a teacher pay

raise.

Despite early successes, experts say it's too soon to say what sort of impact the teacher

candidates may have on policy. Policies are like systems of laws. They determine how the

government acts on a wide range of things, like education or the environment.

Hoffman said she decided to run out of a feeling that too many education decisionmakers don't

understand how public schools work. She was dismayed with the confirmation hearing of U.S.

Education Secretary Betsy DeVos, who stumbled over questions about students with disabilities.

Hoffman became more active after Arizona state lawmakers refused to grant 20-percent raises to

Arizona school support staff. Arizona teachers had demonstrated and earned that raise. There

was also the decision by the state's outgoing education chief, Diane Douglas. Douglas supported

an ethnic studies ban that was found to be discriminatory in court. In that case, the state banned

Mexican American studies despite having a huge Mexican population. Douglas paid for her

decision and lost in the primary election.

"That's when I realized it's not how many offices you've run for and how many political campaigns

you've had," Hoffman said.
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"Establishment Politicians" Tout Their Experience

She calls her opponent, Frank Riggs, one of the "establishment politicians" who have put the

state's schools in crisis. Riggs was a three-term Republican U.S. congressman from California.

He has also done a lot of work with charter schools. He started one in Arizona.

Charter schools are different from traditional public schools. While both are funded by taxpayers,

charter schools are independently operated. Public schools are operated by a school board. 

Riggs has criticized Hoffman for being "inexperienced and extreme." In an interview, the 68-year-

old Riggs called her "a very nice young person" who is dedicated to education but said she has

limited teaching experience and no leadership credentials.

"The job involves high-level executive leadership. It requires a deep knowledge of education

policies and practices at the local, state and federal level," Riggs said. He said Hoffman doesn't

have the required expertise.
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It's an uphill battle for Hoffman. She's a Democrat in a Republican state. In order to win, she will

need to get some Republican and Independent votes. She and others in her position will depend

on voters who are still thinking about public education as a key issue in November — months

after the #RedForEd protests captured national attention.
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