
 1 

 

 

RESEARCH REPORT 

 

 

 

OUT OF TOUCH: HOW NJEA LEADERSHIP 

WASTED $45 MILLION OF DUES ON THE 

SPILLER DEBACLE AND STONEWALLS 

TEACHERS' DEMANDS FOR ANSWERS 

 

 

Leadership also weakened NJEA political clout right 

when it is needed on pensions.  

 

 

 

December 15, 2025 



 2 

OUT OF TOUCH: HOW NJEA LEADERSHIP WASTED $45 

MILLION OF DUES ON THE SPILLER DEBACLE AND 

STONEWALLS TEACHERS' DEMANDS FOR ANSWERS 

 

Leadership also weakened NJEA political clout right when it is 

needed on pensions.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

"[I've] talked to a lot of the teachers here in Monmouth [County] and they’re pretty 

frustrated ... I think the strength of the NJEA will be questioned after these election 

results. How does it not?” 

-- New Jersey State Sen. Vin Gopal, Chair of the Education Committee1 

"The lawsuit is baseless and without merit." 

-- NJEA Director of Communications Steve Baker2 

Sen. Gopal got it right. The Spiller debacle was a lose-lose for teachers: they saw NJEA 

leadership waste $45 million of their highest-in-the-nation dues on a longshot run for 

governor by former-NJEA President Sean Spiller, a candidate they did not support, and 

they saw the NJEA's political influence diminished right when it is needed to push for 

substantial pension enhancements, which they do support. That's what makes the 

Spiller debacle so scandalous: NJEA leadership's blatant disregard for the interests of 

the very teachers the NJEA purports to represent. 

Leadership knew very well that teachers would not support Spiller as a candidate for 

governor. That's why they secretly planned to -- and then did -- out-source Spiller's 

campaign to dark-money Super PACs that could spend unlimited amounts of money and 

be covertly funded by the $130 million pool of regular dues.  Leadership also knew that 

teachers would not approve the use of $45 million of their dues -- the most money ever 

spent on a gubernatorial primary candidate in New Jersey history  -- to support a 

candidate they did not support.  So leadership hid the truth from their own members.  

From 2022 until the 2025 primary, NJEA leadership made their decisions behind closed 

doors and executed them covertly via dark-money Super PACs. While the NJEA 

 
1 Daniel Han and Madison Fernandez, "A $40 million flameout in New Jersey’s race for governor puts scrutiny 
on teachers union," Politico, June 29, 2025.  
2 Matt Kadosh, NJEA Faces Lawsuit Over $40M Spent in Support of Sean Spiller’s Failed Gov Run, Montclair 
Local, September 30, 2025.  

https://www.politico.com/news/2025/06/29/a-40-million-flameout-in-new-jerseys-race-for-governor-puts-scrutiny-on-teachers-union-00429668
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/06/29/a-40-million-flameout-in-new-jerseys-race-for-governor-puts-scrutiny-on-teachers-union-00429668
https://montclairlocal.news/2025/09/njea-faces-lawsuit-over-40m-spent-in-support-of-sean-spillers-failed-gov-run/
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maintains multiple direct channels to communicate with teachers, the NJEA never used 

any of them to inform teachers of these decisions or that millions of their dues were 

being spent backing Spiller.  Teachers had no idea. Even the long-time president of the 

Asbury Park NJEA local had no idea. So when at the end of the primary campaign 

several news reports finally revealed the truth, teachers were frustrated, as Sen. Gopal 

saw with his own eyes. 

Assessing the situation, New Jersey election expert Micah Rasmussen, the director of 

the Rebovich Institute for New Jersey Politics at Rider University, logically concluded: 

"... it would not surprise me if rank and file teachers started demanding answers.”  

And now they have demanded answers.  

Teachers' post-election frustration spurred thousands of courageous teachers to act. 

Roselle teacher Dr. Marie Dupont started an on-line petition, which has amassed 2,434 

signatures despite justified fears of retaliation. Two teachers filed a lawsuit. All were 

seeking accountability for leadership's decisions as well as an accounting for how the 

$45 million was spent. The petition called for leadership to address their demands at the 

NJEA convention in November.  Steve Baker's comment above captures NJEA 

leadership's blanket reaction: stonewalling. There has been no acknowledgment of these 

teachers' voices or concerns whatsoever.   

That's because the current, recently-elected leadership is comprised of the same NJEA 

officials who covertly engineered Spiller's run -- with the exception of the termed-out 

Spiller, who has been completely erased from any mention anywhere. Leadership wants 

to pretend the Spiller debacle never happened and have teachers forget the whole 

scandal. That's why they have still never admitted to teachers that $45 million their dues 

were wasted on Spiller. Indeed, it appears to be business as usual: Current leadership 

proceeded to hike dues another 4% and allocate another $7 million of dues for the 

general election, bringing the total amount of dues spent on the 2025 election cycle to 

$52 million. Who cares what the members think?  

And now, when leadership has finally taken up an issue that might actually benefit 

teachers -- improving the inferior pensions of half the teaching force -- they have found 

themselves with reduced political influence, just as Sen. Gopal (and others) observed. 

Finding the political support for pension enhancements was always going to be a very 

heavy lift. Too bad for teachers that NJEA leadership wasted so much time, effort, 

money, and political capital on Spiller. In the end, Spiller's run was a lose-lose for 

teachers, just as Sen. Gopal observed. Also bad for teachers are credible -- and very 

untimely -- accusations of anti-Semitism at the NJEA from several powerful New Jersey 

politicians, including Gov.-elect Mikie Sherrill. "Out of touch" might be too kind a 

description.  
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What if leadership had used some or all of the $45 million of dues to pursue policies that 

actually benefited teachers? Here are a few ideas:  

• A full and prioritized focus on improving pensions.  

• Helping with school supplies, which teachers routinely fund out of their own 

pockets.  

• Supporting high-intensity tutoring, a popular and successful program that's a 

win-win-win for teachers.  

• A $388 rebate for their recently-hiked, highest-in-the-nation dues.  

• A concerted, fully-funded lobbying effort and statewide political campaign to 

increase teacher pay.  

We believe teachers would embrace such uses of their dues, and we know that, if asked, 

they could come up with many more. Rather than wasting $45 million of dues on their 

conflicted president's long-shot, vanity run for governor, NJEA leadership should have 

been advocating for and supporting the interests of their members. But first they would 

have to actually listen to their own members.  Will they ever?   
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INTRODUCTION: OUT OF TOUCH 

NJEA leadership has lost its moorings. As a union for teachers, the NJEA exists to 

represent and advocate for the interests of teachers, but since 2022, NJEA leadership 

has deviated from that mandate. Their actions have not benefited teachers, they have 

harmed them. Current leadership has stonewalled any and all attempts by teachers to 

learn the truth and hold leadership accountable.  Quite simply, leadership is out of touch 

with its membership.   

• Section I provides a summary of Spiller's disastrous run. 

• Section II catalogues how teachers did not support Spiller's candidacy. 

• Section III details how teachers reacted when they finally learned the truth. 

• Section IV shows how current NJEA leadership is the same as the previous 

leadership that engineered Spiller's run.  

• Section V documents how Spiller's disastrous run diminished the NJEA's political 

influence right when it was needed to push for pension enhancements.  

• Conclusion: Sunlight offers five policy goals that NJEA leadership could have 

pursued had they used the $45 million in ways that would have benefited 

teachers.    

 

I. SPILLER'S DISASTROUS RUN FOR GOVERNOR3 

Dues-funded Super PACS run Spiller's campaign. In 2022, with the unpopular 

and controversial Montclair Mayor Sean Spiller facing dim prospects for re-election, 

NJEA leadership -- including the conflicted Sean Spiller -- began covertly sending $5 

million to Protecting Our Democracy,4 a dark-money Super PAC that served as a 

platform5 for Spiller's gubernatorial ambitions until he officially declared himself a 

candidate. Once Spiller announced his candidacy in 2024, leadership sent another $40 

million to a different dark-money Super PAC, Working New Jersey,6 which was run by 

former-NJEA officials. Spiller's entire campaign was essentially out-sourced to Working 

New Jersey, which could spend unlimited amounts of money supporting Spiller's run.   

In total, the two dark-money Super PACs were covertly funded with $45 million via the 

NJEA's internal Super PAC, Garden State Forward,7 which is funded from the $130 

 
3 This is a summary of Sunlight's comprehensive and thoroughly sourced report on Spiller's run: "NJEA 
Leadership Wasted $45 Million of Dues on NJEA President Sean Spiller's Vanity Run for governor and Hid the 
Truth from Teachers."  Please see this report for full sources and footnotes.  
4 See Appendix A for a detailed description of the various NJEA-funded Super PACs involved in the Spiller run.  
5 Spiller was chairman of Protecting Our Democracy as well as NJEA president, which implicates a 
substantial conflict of interest. Ibid.  
6 Ibid.  
7 Ibid. 

https://newjerseyglobe.com/labor/njea-spent-more-than-500-for-every-vote-sean-spiller-received/
https://montclairlocal.news/2025/05/all-eyes-on-montclairs-controversial-ex-mayor-in-bid-for-governor/
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2025/08/Spiller-2025-primary-election-report-FINAL-1.pdf
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2025/08/Spiller-2025-primary-election-report-FINAL-1.pdf
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2025/08/Spiller-2025-primary-election-report-FINAL-1.pdf
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million pool of annual dues.  It was the most money ever spent on a gubernatorial 

primary candidate in New Jersey history.8   

NJEA leadership hides the truth. Sunlight has thoroughly documented how 

throughout the entire period from 2022 to 2025, NJEA leadership never informed 

teachers via any of their many communication channels that $45 million of their dues 

were funding Spiller's run. The long-time president of the local Asbury Park NJEA 

affiliate, John Napolitani, summed it up for the Star-Ledger: he was "dismayed to learn 

the $1,300 he pays to the union each year was helping fund Spiller the politician." 

Napolitani added:  

And I’m sure that if the average NJEA member knew that, I think they’d 

probably blow a gasket. [Emphasis added]. 

Teachers had no idea. Even a long-time local president had no idea. 

This deception would likely have worked had the New York Times and the Star-Ledger 

not written blockbuster reports at the end of the primary campaign where Spiller was 

forced to admit the truth: teachers' dues were funding his run. These revelations led to 

an interview with Spiller at a NJEA campaign event where Spiller was forced to admit 

the truth on video. Despite NJEA leadership's best efforts, the truth was finally 

emerging.  

$533 of dues spent for each Spiller vote. In the end, Spiller's run failed miserably. 

Despite the record $45 million, Spiller finished a distant fifth out of six candidates, 

garnering a mere 10% of the vote. Incredibly, each vote for Spiller cost an astounding 

$533.  ALL of that money was covertly funneled through the NJEA's Super PAC, Garden 

State Forward, and ALL of it was from New Jersey teachers' annual dues. 

 

II. TEACHERS DID NOT SUPPORT SPILLER'S RUN9 

Spiller's run was not in teachers' best interests. In a post-election report, 

Politico quoted a former high-level NJEA official (who requested anonymity):  

If you were to ask [teachers] ‘Is this how you want your monies used’ — for a 

sitting president to spend millions of dollars to run for governor — they would 

 
8 NJSpotlight News reported that the 2025 primary was the most expensive race for governor in New Jersey 
history. It also reported that Spiller was the highest-funded candidate by $20 million, almost twice any other 
candidate. Therefore, the $45 million spent on Spiller is certainly the highest amount ever spent for a single 
primary candidate for governor.  
9 This is a summary of Sunlight's comprehensive and thoroughly sourced report on Spiller's run: "NJEA 
Leadership Wasted $45 Million of Dues on NJEA President Sean Spiller's Vanity Run for governor and Hid the 
Truth from Teachers."  Please see this report for full sources and footnotes.  

https://www.nj.com/politics/2025/04/the-35m-candidate.html
https://www.njspotlightnews.org/2025/06/nj-largest-teachers-union-stands-by-spending-over-40-million-sean-spiller-governor-bid/
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2025/08/Spiller-2025-primary-election-report-FINAL-1.pdf
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2025/08/Spiller-2025-primary-election-report-FINAL-1.pdf
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2025/08/Spiller-2025-primary-election-report-FINAL-1.pdf
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say no. And how do I think they would say no? The numbers that did not vote for 

him on election day is proof.10 [Emphasis added]. 

The election results made very clear that this former-NJEA official was right. When 

given a choice, teachers did not support Spiller's candidacy:  

 

• They didn't contribute money. Campaign filings show that 281 donors gave $200 

or more to Spiller's campaign, which accounted for $313,752, or 73% of the 

$439,000 total raised by Spiller. Of those 281, only 44 were active teachers, 

which represents 0.03% of the NJEA's 117,000 teachers. These 44 collectively 

contributed a mere $17,518, or 5% of the $313,752 total.  

• They didn't volunteer to get out the vote (GOTV). According to the NJEA, all 

members who worked on Spiller's campaign were volunteers, but the NJEA (via 

Working New Jersey) spent $9.3 million11 for paid canvassing (door-to-door 

solicitation of votes) in what was "the biggest GOTV operation ... in the 

Democratic primary ..." Teachers clearly did not volunteer in sufficient numbers.   

• They didn't even vote for him. The NJEA claims 200,000 members. Sean Spiller 

received 84,367 votes. If every one of those votes was a NJEA member, 42% of 

NJEA members would have voted for Spiller. But of course we know that every 

one of those votes was not a NJEA member, so Spiller likely received 

substantially less than 42% of NJEA members votes. In other words, it’s certain 

that a large majority of members did NOT vote for Spiller, just as the former-

NJEA official observed. 

 

Micah Rasmussen, director of the Rebovich Institute for New Jersey Politics, concluded 

as much (per NJSpotlight News):  

It's hard to find value for teachers in this $40 million-plus investment. I don't 

think there is any evidence I can find that it led to a bigger discussion on the 

plight of teachers. It didn't lead to, I think, an improved climate for teachers. 

That's a big reason why teachers did not support Spiller's run and surely factored into 

leadership's decision to out-source Spiller's election campaign to Working New Jersey.   

When they learned the truth, teachers were angry. And when teachers learned 

the truth, they were not happy. As noted above, Sen. Gopal described the reactions he 

 
10 Daniel Han and Madison Fernandez, "A $40 million flameout in New Jersey’s race for governor puts scrutiny 
on teachers union," Politico, June 29, 2025.  
11 Sunlight's report "NJEA Leadership Wasted $45 Million of Dues on NJEA President Sean Spiller's Vanity Run 
for governor and Hid the Truth from Teachers" shows $8.3 million spent by Working New Jersey for GOTV. 
Sunlight subsequently discovered another $1 million directly contributed by Garden State Forward for GOTV.     

https://www.njspotlightnews.org/2025/06/nj-largest-teachers-union-stands-by-spending-over-40-million-sean-spiller-governor-bid/
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/06/29/a-40-million-flameout-in-new-jerseys-race-for-governor-puts-scrutiny-on-teachers-union-00429668
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/06/29/a-40-million-flameout-in-new-jerseys-race-for-governor-puts-scrutiny-on-teachers-union-00429668
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2025/08/Spiller-2025-primary-election-report-FINAL-1.pdf
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/wp-content/uploads/bsk-pdf-manager/2025/08/Spiller-2025-primary-election-report-FINAL-1.pdf
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/sunlight-finds-another-mysterious-1-million-njea-payment-for-canvassing-for-sean-spiller-bringing-the-total-to-9-3-million-will-there-ever-be-an-accounting/
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saw among his constituents: "[I've] talked to a lot of the teachers in Monmouth [County] 

and they're pretty frustrated."  

Likewise, Asbury Park local President Napolitani said he was "dismayed" to learn his 

dues were funding Spiller's run and that when NJEA members learned the truth, "... I 

think they’d probably blow a gasket."  

And blow a gasket they did: Numerous news articles (here, here, and here) reported on 

the outraged reactions by teachers once they learned the truth.  

No wonder NJEA leadership hid the truth. 

 

III. TEACHERS DEMAND ANSWERS WHILE LEADERSHIP 

STONEWALLS 

Given the conduct of NJEA leadership detailed above, the Rebovich Institute's 

Rasmussen anticipated what would happen in NJSpotlight News: "... it would not 

surprise me if rank and file teachers started demanding answers.”  And so they have.   

Dr. Dupont's petition. That's why, in September 2025, Roselle teacher Dr. Marie 

DuPont launched an on-line petition to try to hold NJEA leadership accountable for 

their actions. Dr. Dupont had earlier published an open letter to Spiller and NJEA 

leadership questioning their spending millions on Spiller when teachers in Roselle were 

working without a contract. Rather than respond to her concerns, NJEA leadership 

ignored the letter and then retaliated against her, according to Dr. Dupont.  So she 

started the petition.  Here are the four demands: 

1. Tell Us How $45 Million of Our Dues Were Spent: The NJEA must hire an 

independent auditor to report back during this year’s NJEA Convention on how 

every dollar of the $45 million of our dues was spent on Sean Spiller’s campaign 

for governor. 

2. NJEA Leadership Must Apologize for Spending Our Dues and Hiding the Truth 

from Us: Sean Spiller and current NJEA leadership must publicly apologize to 

members during this year’s NJEA Convention for spending our dues while hiding 

the truth from members. 

3. NJEA Leadership Should Never Be Allowed To Do This Again: NJEA leadership 

must publicly commit during this year’s NJEA Convention to a new policy that 

member dues cannot be spent on politics without explicit approval from 

members. 

4. NJEA Leadership Must Allow Members to Express Themselves without Fear of 

Retaliation: NJEA leadership must publicly commit to maintaining a climate 

https://www.politico.com/news/2025/06/29/a-40-million-flameout-in-new-jerseys-race-for-governor-puts-scrutiny-on-teachers-union-00429668
https://nj1015.com/njea-president-sean-spiller-for-governor/
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/courageous-roselle-teacher-asks-njea-president-spiller-about-spending-40-million-of-dues-on-his-vanity-run-for-governor-what-say-you-president-spiller/
https://www.njspotlightnews.org/2025/06/nj-largest-teachers-union-stands-by-spending-over-40-million-sean-spiller-governor-bid/
https://www.njteacherpetition.com/
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/courageous-roselle-teacher-asks-njea-president-spiller-about-spending-40-million-of-dues-on-his-vanity-run-for-governor-what-say-you-president-spiller/
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/courageous-roselle-teacher-who-spoke-out-against-the-njeas-spending-45-million-on-spillers-vanity-run-claims-the-njea-is-retaliating-against-her/
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where members can question and even dissent from NJEA leadership without 

fear of retaliation. 

As can be seen from the demands, Dr. Dupont sought a response from NJEA leadership 

by the time of the NJEA convention in November 2025.  By that time, there were 2,434 

signatories to the petition. 2,434 is a lot of teachers and educators when we know from 

Dr. Dupont, from teachers calling into to the New Jersey 101.5 radio show, and from 

other news reports that fear of NJEA retaliation is real.  And at Sunlight, we have heard 

from dozens of other teachers that they, too, fear retaliation if they speak out against 

NJEA leadership.  So that's 2,434 courageous people who signed the petition even 

though they likely feared retaliation.   

The lawsuit. Two teachers — Dr. Dupont and Ann Marie Pocklembo of Hamilton — are 

suing the NJEA and its former-President Sean Spiller to hold them accountable for the 

egregious misuse of teachers dues.  Here are the main claims:  

1. The NJEA violated its contractual duty to teachers by using their dues for 

political purposes.  

2. The NJEA communicated to teachers that their dues would not be spent on 

politics. The NJEA also concealed the existence of the dues-funded Super PAC 

Garden State Forward from teachers. 

3. Spiller breached his fiduciary duty as president to put members’ interests ahead 

of his own. His self-dealing violated the NJEA’s own Conflict of Interest policy, 

which prohibits even the appearance of a conflict of interest. 

Leadership's reaction: stonewalling. Leadership's response to both the petition 

and lawsuit has been to continue to stonewall, to pretend as if nothing untoward 

happened, and to ignore the demand for answers about the Spiller debacle. NJEA 

Director of Communications Steve Baker summed up leadership's dismissive attitude: 

"The lawsuit is baseless and without merit."12 

That's because new leadership (ex-Spiller) is the same as the old leadership, so they 

were complicit in the whole scheme.  

 

 

 

 

 
12 Matt Kadosh, NJEA Faces Lawsuit Over $40M Spent in Support of Sean Spiller’s Failed Gov Run, Montclair 
Local, September 30, 2025.  

https://nj1015.com/njea-president-sean-spiller-for-governor/
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/06/29/a-40-million-flameout-in-new-jerseys-race-for-governor-puts-scrutiny-on-teachers-union-00429668
https://montclairlocal.news/2025/09/njea-faces-lawsuit-over-40m-spent-in-support-of-sean-spillers-failed-gov-run/
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IV. MEET THE NEW BOSS: SAME AS THE OLD BOSS 

The elected officers. With the exception of the termed-out Spiller -- who has been 

entirely erased -- the entire senior leadership of the NJEA remains the same as it was 

during Spiller's primary run.  

Current President Steve Beatty was the NJEA's vice president from 2022 to 2025. We 

know that as the second-highest-ranking elected officer, Beatty was involved in the 

decision-making that backed Spiller's run and leadership's on-going scheme to hide the 

truth about the spending of regular dues.13 Current Vice President Petal Robertson was 

Secretary-Treasurer -- the third-ranking elected officer -- during the Spiller run, so two 

of the three current elected leadership remain in place, and she, too, was active in the 

campaign.14    

Indeed, despite Spiller's miserable showing, Beatty and Robertson issued a statement 

praising Spiller's run and were unrepentant over the waste of $45 million of dues:   

We are incredibly proud of the campaign Sean ran over the last year ... While we 

did not get the outcome we wanted, together we showed New Jersey that we 

refuse to be forgotten or taken for granted ... There will be no return to politics as 

usual for those of us who saw the power of our membership in action over the last 

year. [Emphasis added]. 

Headquarters staff. The senior executive staff at NJEA headquarters in Trenton also 

remains the same: Executive Director Kevin Kelleher; Deputy Executive Director Denise 

Policastro; Director of Communications Steve Baker; and Director of Government 

Relations for Policy and Politics  Deborah Cornavaca. In an interview with The New 

Jersey Democrat, Baker revealed deep knowledge of leadership's internal decision-

making process regarding the funding of Spiller's run.   

So Beatty, Robertson, and the senior executive staff were all involved in the decision-

making about the Spiller expenditures as well as in the effort to hide the truth from 

teachers, and they all remain in current leadership.  That's why nothing has changed. 

Under Beatty and the "new" leadership, the NJEA has still not informed teachers that 

their dues are being spent on politics. Despite the lawsuit and the petition, Beatty and 

the current NJEA leadership continue to hide the truth from teachers.   

Business as usual. The new leadership came in and continued the very same policies 

that actually harm teachers:  

• Hiking dues again. Tellingly, President Beatty took office on September 1, 2025 

and on that very day leadership raised teachers' annual dues by another 4%, from 

 
13 See, e.g., Beatty's obfuscation in a press release in the New Jersey Globe.  
14 See NJEdReport. 

https://www.njea.org/spiller-makes-strong-showing-in-dem-primary/
https://njdemocrat.substack.com/p/njea-backing-for-spiller-doesnt-violate?utm_campaign=post&utm_medium=web
https://njdemocrat.substack.com/p/njea-backing-for-spiller-doesnt-violate?utm_campaign=post&utm_medium=web
https://newjerseyglobe.com/education/njea-our-politics-is-people-powered/?fbclid=IwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTAAAR2bAeULXGLt7xZhfILt3bfSSkCkHXy1ESy2GgT1CSVqKYDxjitZd_WJbjI_aem_4mxgCUssBZ4kY_Ql8ioH2A
https://njedreport.com/njea-promotes-pension-justice-and-sean-spiller/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=njea-promotes-pension-justice-and-sean-spiller&utm_source=NJER&utm_campaign=6b8e47f3e2-NJER_DAILY_RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_67871d6b93-6b8e47f3e2-267095160
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$1,082 to $1,127, the highest in the nation by far and 31% higher than the much 

larger California Teachers Association (see Figure 1). All told, since 2022 when 

leadership began to fund Spiller's run with dues, leadership has increased dues by 

12.8%, from $999 to $1,127. That's $128 taken out of teachers' paychecks.

         
*Excludes national, local, and county dues.  Sources: NJEA, California Teachers Association,   

Michigan Education Association, Massachusetts Education Association. 

• Another $7 million of dues spent on politics. Fresh off of wasting $45 million of 

dues while hiding the truth from teachers, current NJEA leadership continued to 

spend dues on politics while continuing to hide the truth. Doubling-down on the 

Spiller debacle, NJEA leadership allocated another $7 million of dues for the 

general election, bringing the total for the 2025 election cycle to $52 million -- all 

from teachers' dues and all without informing teachers of the truth.  

Meet the new boss: same as the old boss. 

 

V. DIMINISHING THE NJEA'S POLITICAL INFLUENCE AT A 

CRITICAL TIME 

NJEA is pushing for pension enhancements which is a heavy political lift. 

Happy to change the NJEA's focus away from Spiller and finally pursuing an issue that 

would actually benefit teachers, NJEA leadership is currently engaging an extensive 

campaign to enhance the pensions of the half of teachers with inferior, Tier 5 pensions.15  

Bills have been introduced in both houses of the legislature and the NJEA is putting on a 

full-court press during the lame-duck session. 

 
15 The 2011 Chapter 78 reforms were passed by the Democrat-controlled legislature and signed by Gov. 
Christie to save the Teachers Pension and Annuity plan from insolvency.  As part of the reforms, teachers 
hired after passage would be provided with lesser, Tier 5 pensions that were inferior to Tier 1 pensions. The 
NJEA campaign seeks to place all teachers in Tier 1 pensions.    

$1,127 

$858 

$655 
$573 
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Michigan EA Massachusetts
Teachers Assn.

Figure 1. 2025-26 State-Level* Teacher Dues: 
NJEA Still the Highest, 31% higher than CA

https://www.cta.org/document/cta-dues-structure
https://mea.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/25-26-Dues-Chart.pdf
https://mea.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/09/25-26-Dues-Chart.pdf
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/more-questionable-use-of-teachers-dues-another-7-million-in-political-spending-and-a-violent-anti-semitic-and-anti-christian-editor-of-njea-review/
https://www.njea.org/njea-members-deliver-112000-petition-signatures-calling-for-pension-justice/
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But it's a very heavy political lift. Gov. Murphy's has pumped $47 billion into the state 

pension system but the teachers' pension plan is still woefully underfunded. Its 

unfunded liabilities continue to make New Jersey one of the most-indebted states in the 

nation. Providing "Tier 1 for Everyone" would substantially increase the state's pension 

liabilities, and therefore its long-term debt, and reverse Murphy's progress on pension 

funding. 

Murphy's progress also required making the full, $7 billion pension payment every year, 

which already consumes over 10% of the state budget even without any pension 

enhancements like "Tier 1 for Everyone."  With New Jersey's perennial, structural 

budget deficits and already high taxes, it's hard to see where the money would come 

from. 

In short, this is a very bad time for the NJEA to have diminished influence, and yet that 

appears to be precisely what the Spiller debacle has caused.   

Diminished political influence after the Spiller debacle. In the aftermath of the 

Spiller debacle, Politico observed that "some in Trenton are starting to question the 

union’s political prowess" (Emphasis added).  The article quoted Sen. Gopal:  

... I think the strength of the NJEA will be questioned after these election results. 

How does it not? 

The article goes on to quote a former high-level NJEA official, who said that the millions 

spent “didn’t seem like a good investment” and could impact its ability to advocate for 

teachers in Trenton:  

The NJEA leadership’s credibility I believe has been diminished as it relates to 

going into the Statehouse and fighting for issues for the association. 

And finally Rebovich Institute's Rasmussen told NJSpotlight News: 

I don't think there is any evidence I can find that it led to a bigger discussion on 

the plight of teachers. It didn't lead to, I think, an improved climate for teachers. 

We believe it stands to reason that some -- and perhaps many --  Democrats joined 

Newark Mayor and gubernatorial candidate Ras Baraka in questioning the NJEA's 

avalanche of spending in the Democratic primary (per New Jersey Monitor): 

You can’t not raise your own money and then have a $35 million piggy bank … 

and don’t believe it will have an impact on these elections ... 

We know teachers were questioning it.  

A lose-lose for teachers.  Seeing $45 million of their dues wasted while being kept in 

the dark by their own leadership certainly constitutes a loss for teachers. Seeing the 

https://sunlightpolicynj.org/young-teachers-are-forced-into-a-lousy-pension-system-there-is-a-better-alternative/
https://sunlightpolicynj.org/a-small-pension-win-for-teachers-but-truth-in-accountings-f-grade-for-nj-shows-why-nj-cannot-afford-more/
https://www.politico.com/news/2025/06/29/a-40-million-flameout-in-new-jerseys-race-for-governor-puts-scrutiny-on-teachers-union-00429668
https://www.njspotlightnews.org/2025/06/nj-largest-teachers-union-stands-by-spending-over-40-million-sean-spiller-governor-bid/
https://newjerseymonitor.com/2025/03/10/this-democrat-is-running-for-governor-with-35m-behind-him-and-no-staff/
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NJEA's political influence diminished exactly when their own interests are finally at 

stake would also constitute a loss.  That's a lose-lose for teachers.   

On top of accusations of anti-Semitism from powerful New Jersey 

politicians.  At this politically inopportune moment, new leadership also saw fit to act 

in ways that brought on credible charges of anti-Semitism at the NJEA, not once, but 

twice.  

The first concerned the NJEA's hiring -- and then firing -- a new editor for its monthly 

magazine, who was accused of "violent, anti-Semitic" posts by Democratic Rep. Josh 

Gottheimer and brought a similar rebuke from Governor-elect Mikie Sherrill and 

Democratic state legislators (per New Jersey Globe).  

New leadership then inexplicably doubled-down by hosting a “Teaching Palestine” 

session at the NJEA Convention, which was funded by groups that train teachers to 

teach anti-Semitic lessons to their students. That earned letters of condemnation from 

the Anti-Defamation League (also sent to Gov.-elect Sherrill and legislators) and from 

the NJEA's own national parent, the National Education Association (NEA) (per 

NJEdReport).  

Surely this tone-deaf behavior by new leadership will not help their pension efforts. "Out 

of touch" may be too kind a description.   

 

CONCLUSION: WHAT IF $45 MILLION HAD BEEN SPENT TO 

BENEFIT TEACHERS? 

What if the $45 million of dues had been put to work on issues that might actually serve 

the interests of teachers?  Here are a few possibilities:  

• Pensions. Half current teachers (those who started after 2011) have inferior 

pensions. But enhancing pensions is a very heavy political lift, given New Jersey's 

precarious pension system, heavy indebtedness, and perennially stressed budget. 

Rather than as an afterthought to Spiller's run, leadership should have made 

pensions their top priority and conducted a long-term, fully-funded lobbying 

effort and statewide political campaign to improve pensions. 

• School supplies. According to the US Department of Education, over 90% of 

teachers spend an average of $478 of their own money on classroom supplies. 

What's true nationally is also true in New Jersey. NJSpotlight News reported: 

"While teachers are not required to spend their own money on classroom 

supplies, almost all of them do."  State Sen. James Beach (D-Camden) suggests 

reimbursement: "Those who reach into their own pockets to provide for students 

https://newjerseyglobe.com/education/gottheimer-calls-for-firing-of-njea-magazine-editor-after-alleged-anti-semitic-violent-posts/
https://njedreport.com/scoop-sherrill-and-njea-receive-letters-blasting-unions-antisemitic-convention-session/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=scoop-sherrill-and-njea-receive-letters-blasting-unions-antisemitic-convention-session&utm_source=NJER&utm_campaign=e361417151-NJER_DAILY_RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_67871d6b93-e361417151-267095160
https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2018/2018097/index.asp
https://www.njspotlightnews.org/2024/09/nj-teachers-hold-online-fundraisers-equipping-classrooms-back-to-school-needs-high-costs-no-more-sales-tax-holiday/
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deserve to be reimbursed ..." Might a fully-funded NJEA lobbying effort 

encourage Sen. Beach and like-minded colleagues? 

• Tutoring. According to NJSpotlight News, incoming Governor Mikie Sherrill is 

a supporter, with her spokesman stating: "We know that high-intensity tutoring 

is a proven way to get back on track, succeed in the classroom, and prepare them 

to enter the workforce." Having students who are not behind in their classrooms 

also benefits teachers. Finally, many tutors are pre-service or aspiring teachers, 

retired teachers, and those considering switching jobs to become teachers. More 

funding would help them, too. It's a win-win-win.  

• $388 dues rebate.16 As shown in Section IV, NJEA teachers have the highest 

dues in the nation at $1,127. The $45 million spent on Spiller's failed run would 

have constituted 35% of the $130,578,000 in dues collected from members for 

FY2024. Had that amount been rebated to members, they all could have had a 

35% reduction in their dues. For full-time teachers, that would have been $388 in 

their pockets. 

• Increase stagnant teacher salaries. New Jersey's teachers' sky-high dues are 

automatically deducted from paychecks that have stagnated over the last decade. 

As Table 1 shows, salaries have increased 26.9% since 2015-16, but inflation has 

erased all of that by increasing 27.8%, which means that real teacher salaries 

have shrunk by -0.9%. And remember that the average starting salary of an New 

Jersey teacher is $57,603, and they pay the full $1,127 in annual dues. Surely a 

concerted, fully-funded lobbying effort and statewide campaign could influence 

New Jersey's political leaders to come up with a creative way to pay New Jersey 

teachers more.17 Might this also help address New Jersey's teacher shortage?  

Table 1. 

Real Teacher 
Salaries 2015-16 2023-24 Increase 

Teacher Salaries 
 $               
64,550  

 $              
81,927  26.9% 

NY-NJ-PA Inflation   27.8% 

Real Salary Growth   -0.9% 
               Sources: Teacher salaries from New Jersey Taxpayer Guide to Education Spending. Inflation data 

 for NY-NJ-PA region from US Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

 
16 We have to credit the Trentonian's Jeff Edelstein for the idea of a rebate. Upon learning about the waste of 
$40 million (actually, it was $45 million) of dues on Spiller, Edelstein immediately concluded that teachers 
could have gotten a $340 rebate instead. 
17 NJEdReport alerted us to the report “Investing in Educators: The Imperative of Differentiated Pay for 
Teaching in Hard-to-Staff Assignments and Specializations” by Education Reform Now and the National 
Parents Union, which offers some ideas.  

https://www.njspotlightnews.org/2025/11/advocates-push-to-expand-high-impact-tutoring-programs-citing-success/
https://www.nj.gov/education/guide/
https://data.bls.gov/timeseries/CUURS12ASA0?amp%253bdata_tool=XGtable&output_view=data&include_graphs=true
https://www.trentonian.com/2025/06/04/new-jersey-teachers-bankroll-the-40-million-man/
https://njedreport.com/we-need-to-pay-teachers-more-here-is-a-good-way-to-do-it/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=we-need-to-pay-teachers-more-here-is-a-good-way-to-do-it&utm_source=NJER&utm_campaign=208c8449b4-NJER_DAILY_RSS_EMAIL_CAMPAIGN&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_67871d6b93-208c8449b4-267092796
https://nationalparentsunion.org/campaigns/investing-in-educators/
https://nationalparentsunion.org/campaigns/investing-in-educators/
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We suspect teachers would embrace such uses of their dues, and we would guess that, if 

asked, they could come up with many more. Rather than wasting $45 million of dues on 

their conflicted president's long-shot, vanity run for governor, NJEA leadership should 

have been advocating for and supporting the interests of their members. But first they 

would have to actually listen to their own members.  Will they ever?   
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APPENDIX A 

 

THE NJEA SUPER PACS THAT FUNDED SPILLER'S RUN 

Garden State Forward. Founded in 2013, Garden State Forward is the NJEA's Super 

PAC and has served as the NJEA's main vehicle for political spending. NJEA leadership 

has used Garden State Forward as a political slush fund, spending $122.4 million on its 

political priorities, including the $45 million to the two pro-Spiller Super PACs listed 

below. As a Super PAC, Garden State Forward can spend unlimited amounts of money 

in support of political candidates, but the expenditures must be independent of the 

candidates and their political parties. Importantly, Garden State Forward is funded by 

teachers' highest-in-the-nation, annual dues, which are withheld from every teacher's 

paycheck and flow automatically to the NJEA.  

Working New Jersey. After Spiller officially announced his candidacy in June 2024, 

the NJEA launched Super PAC Working New Jersey, the NJEA's main vehicle for 

supporting Spiller. Working New Jersey was entirely funded by $40 million of dues via 

Garden State Forward. It was headed by former-NJEA officers Ed Richardson, Steve 

Wollmer, and Gayl Sheppard. Working New Jersey effectively ran Spiller's campaign, as 

Spiller's campaign had no paid staff and raised a de minimis amount of money.  

Protecting Our Democracy. Dark-money Super PAC Protecting Our Democracy was 

launched in October 2022 to raise Spiller's profile and gain him name recognition and 

was the initial platform for Spiller's gubernatorial run. From 2022 to 2024, it was 

secretly funded by $5 million of dues via Garden State Forward. Spiller was chairman.  

 


