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More than 33,000 teachersin Los Angeles, California
went on strike Monday morning, setting up picket lines
at more than 1,200 public schools in the second largest
school district in the US. Teachers are demanding
higher wages, smaller class sizes and more support
staff.

The walkout is the largest struggle by educators since
the wave of statewide strikes in West Virginia,
Oklahoma, and Arizona from March to May in 2018.
Unlike those previous strikes, where teachers were
largely confronting Republican-controlled  state
governments, Los Angeles teachers are in adirect battle
with the Democratic Party, which controls every lever
of government in Los Angeles and California.

The superintendent of the Los Angeles Unified
School District (LAUSD), Austin Beutner, a former
investment banker, is backed by powerful corporate
interests, including the Eli Broad Foundation, pushing
for the privatization of public education across the
country. Beutner is demanding teachers accept a de
facto freeze in real wages, increased health care costs
and higher class sizes.

Arne Duncan, the former secretary of education who
spearheaded President Obama's corporate-backed
“school reform” agenda, weighed in to denounce the
Los Angeles teachers. LAUSD, he said, “is spending
half a billion dollars more each year than it brings in
and is headed toward insolvency in about two years if
nothing changes... It ssmply does not have the money to
fund UTLA's demands.”

In fact, the United Teachers Los Angeles (UTLA) has
abandoned many of the teachers most critica
demands—including an end to unlimited testing and the
expansion of for-profit charter schools, which drain
some $600 million annually from public schools.

However, Los Angeles teachers, with the

overwhelming support of students and parents, are
determined to defend the right to quality public
education.

Both the school district and the state of California
have budget surpluses. Beutner and Democratic
Governor Gavin Newsom are deliberately withholding
funds to the public schools to provoke a budget crisisin
order to demand sweeping concessions and more
privatization. While handing billions in tax cuts to
Silicon Valey and the entertainment, finance and
defense industries, California has still not restored
school funding to pre-2008 levels. It is ranked 43rd in
the nation in per-pupil spending.

There is widespread support throughout Californiafor
a statewide strike. Thousands of teachers, parents and
students protested in Oakland on Saturday against the
threatened closure of one-third of the district's 76
schools. Teachers in Virginia, Indiana, Denver,
Colorado and other states are threatening strikes and
protests.

Susan Chiodo, a third-grade teacher at Sequoia
Elementary, told the World Socialist Web Ste, “A
nationwide strike is important because | don’'t think
it'sjust alocal issue. The reason it needs to be a bigger
strike than just one district, or even one state, is so that
everyone puts their money where their mouth is, and it
becomes a moment where everyone says, ‘We as a
nation want public education, so we need to change.””

In an article, “Looming Los Angeles teacher strike
could herald fresh wave of unrest,” Politico warned that
the walkout posed the danger of “a new wave of
‘educator spring’ activity,” but this time in Democratic
controlled states... “The fight is being watched closely
in California and elsewhere to see if it is a harbinger of
similar teacher labor action in the rest of the state or the
nation,” the publication wrote.
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The biggest obstacle to the unity of teachers and
broader sections of the working class is the UTLA and
its parent organizations, the National Education
Association (NEA) and American Federation of
Teachers (AFT). Allied with the Democratic Party and
led by union executives whose large salaries have made
them millionaires, NEA and AFT are working to isolate
the Los Angeles teachers and end the strike as soon as
possible, before it develops into a full-scale
confrontation with the Democrats.

In a tweet last week, AFT President Randi
Weingarten (annua salary $514,000) wrote, “This is
not about a strike wave—this is a specific fight for the
kids & public schools of LA.” This is a reprise of the
role played by Weingarten and her NEA counterpart
Lily Eskelsen Garcia (annual salary $317,826) who
crisscrossed the US last year to try to prevent the
teacher strikes from coaescing into a nation-wide
strike.

It isimpossible for Los Angeles teachers to fight the
powerful corporate and political forces arrayed against
them on their own. Teachers must take the conduct of
the struggle out of the hands of the unions by forming
rank-and-file strike committees to reach out across the
state, nationally and internationally.

These rank-and-file committees should call on the
more than 30,000 cafeteria aides, custodians and other
support staff, being sent across the picket lines by the
Service Employees Internationa Union (SEIU), to
support the struggle of teachers. They would organize
mass picketing to close the 244 charter schools, which
plan to operate during the strike.

LA teachers must link up with Oakland teachers to
make plans for joint strike action in preparation for a
statewide strike. At the same time, teachers must reach
out to every section of workers—locked out federal
workers, Amazon, UPS and other logistics workers, oil
refinery workers, dock workers, telecom, tech and
manufacturing workers—to build up support for a
general strike to fight austerity and social inequality.

The battle of California teachers is a part of a
growing wave of class conflict throughout the US and
around the world. General Motors workers in Oshawa,
Canada held a series of wildcat job actions last week
and US workers are organizing to oppose plant
closures.

Thousands of French workers, including teachers,

have been holding weekly “yellow vest” protests
against the austerity policies of president Emmanuel
Macron, and Dutch teachers and lecturers have voted to
strike in March. Sri Lankan plantation and Bangladeshi
garment workers held strikes earlier this month and
tens of millions of Indian workers carried out a two-day
genera strike last week.

The Los Angeles teachers strike heralds the escalation
of class struggle throughout the world as 2019 begins.
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