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UNC-CH workers join book debate 

Low-wage earners invite Moeser to forum 

By JANE STANCILL, Staff Writer

CHAPEL HILL -- Proclaiming themselves experts on the tribulations of 

low-wage workers, university housekeepers and groundskeepers have 

invited UNC-Chapel Hill Chancellor James Moeser to their own "teach-in" 

about the controversial freshman reading selection "Nickel and Dimed." 

The workers showed up on the steps of UNC-CH's South Building on Friday 

with a letter to Moeser -- blown up to poster size -- asking him to 

attend a discussion the second week in September. They said they felt 

excluded from the recent debate about the freshman summer reading 

selection, "Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By In America," by 

Barbara Ehrenreich, who chronicles her experiences working in minimum-

wage jobs.

The university employees said freshmen won't have to take a field trip 

to a discount store or fast food restaurant to get a glimpse of the 

underpaid and overworked.

"The issues covered in 'Nickel and Dimed' are right here on this 

campus," said David Brannigan, a groundskeeper who earns $19,000 a 

year. "Here on this campus, workers have to take two jobs just to make 

a living wage."

Housekeepers earn an average annual salary of $19,500, and grounds 

workers earn an average of $22,168, according to the university's human 

resources office. Starting wages are $18,418 for groundskeepers and 

$17,692 for housekeepers.

Brannigan said UNC-CH workers who are members of the UE Local 150 , the 

N.C. Public Service Workers Union, want to "rescue the debate from the 

Ivory Tower."

"We do feel perhaps we have a higher level of expertise on this issue 

than the faculty," he said.

Conservative students and legislators have sharply criticized the 

university's choice of the book, calling it "a Marxist rant." Two weeks 

ago, Moeser and other academic leaders met with Republican legislators 

to talk about why the university is assigning the book to incoming 

freshmen, who will attend discussion groups about it on Aug. 25. 

Ehrenreich might also visit the campus this fall, though university 

officials stress they won't pay a fee; the author normally charges 

thousands of dollars.

Moeser was out of town on vacation Friday, but Provost Robert Shelton 

came out of his office and assured the workers that their problems 

would be taken seriously.

The chancellor announced last week that he would co- lead a new Task 

Force for a Better Workplace. The university has little control over 

salary ranges of employees in the state personnel system, but there are 

other things the campus can do to improve workers' lives, Moeser said 

Thursday in an e-mail message to faculty and staff.

"People also want to feel valued for what they do and appreciated for a 

job well done," he wrote. "This is where we can make a difference on 

our own. And we will."

There has long been tension between the housekeepers and the university 

administration. In 1996, a bitter, five-year class action lawsuit ended 

with a settlement of $800,000 to $1 million in pay raises, job 

training, child-care subsidies and a promise by university officials to 

meet regularly with housekeepers.

Barbara Prear, a longtime housekeeper and frequent critic of the 

administration, said she and other UNC-CH workers feel like "the 

invisible people." She said stringent rules and downsized departments 

have made housekeepers stressed out and stretched thin. Managers change 

workers' shifts on a whim, she said, which complicates life for single 

mothers.

"There are things the chancellor can change," said Prear, who by 

herself cleans Alumni Building, which used to be covered by two 

housekeepers. "There are things management can change without going to 

Raleigh to the legislature. There is still racism on this campus. There 

is still classism on campus."

Judith Wegner, law professor and chairwoman of the Faculty Council, 

said she would attend the teach-in and encourage other faculty members 

to be there.

"We are really not at odds as much as you might think," she said. "It's 

very important to me we have a fair community here."

Brannigan said "the famed UNC family does not extend to the lowest-paid 

workers."

He made the point that conservative student activists spent $8,000 to 

buy newspaper ads bashing Ehrenreich's book. "Eight thousand dollars is 

nearly half the salary of a low-paid worker on this campus."

The workers applauded the university for selecting "Nickel and Dimed" 

and said they eagerly await the outcome of Moeser's task force.

"They're talking the talk, but they're not even remotely walking the 

walk," Brannigan said.

Staff writer Jane Stancill can be reached at 956-2464 or 

janes@newsobserver.com. 

