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Teacher Unions and Social Justice

Organizing for the Schools and Communities
Our Students Deserve

SHARON CHANG

ore than two decades ago in the first edition of this book, Transform-
ing Teacher Unions: Fighting for Better Schools and Social Justice, we
promoted a vision of social justice teacher unionism. We argued that
such a vision was essential to improving our schools, transforming
our unions, and building a more just society.

INTRODUCTION 13



Since then much has happened. Public schools, the entire public sector, and
the basic notion of the “common good” have come under severe attack. Wealth
inequality has reached an unsustainable level. The scourge of white supremacy has
been intensified by rampant xenophobia. COVID-19 has wreaked havoc and death
around the world, illuminating the grave weaknesses of social and public institu-
tions. And our planet is still on fire.

But within our schools and the larger society, seeds of struggle have sprouted
and grown. In the past decade, militant strikes have revitalized the teacher union
movement. We've witnessed the birth of the Black Lives Matter, Me Too, and Fight
for $15 movements, along with struggles for immigrant rights, climate justice, gun
control, and an end to mass incarceration.

By the end of May 2020 the horrific murders of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor,
Ahmaud Arbery, and Tony McDade sparked a mass movement across the country
and throughout the world demanding an end to police violence against Black peo-
ple and other people of color. This unprecedented, multiracial Black Lives Matter
(BLM) movement focused the nation’s attention on white supremacy and insti-
tutional racism and fundamentally changed the national conversation on racial
justice.

The BLM movement also pushed teachers and school staff to reexamine their
teaching and school policies and to put social justice and anti-racism at the center
of our classrooms, schools, and our unions.

Contemporary Roots of Social Justice Unionism
The massive uprising by teachers in Wisconsin in the spring of 2011 set the stage
for the Occupy Movement, that followed a few months later, and for an exponen-
tial growth in social justice unionism across the country. In 2012, the Chicago
Teachers Union (CTU) launched a historic and successful strike based on organiz-
ing members to move beyond a passive “service model” of unionism to embrace
thoroughgoing rank-and-file engagement. As the CTU fostered internal democra-
cy, it also built a strong alliance with the community by articulating and fighting
for a comprehensive vision of how Chicago’s schools and neighborhoods needed
to change. Presented in a sweeping report titled “The Schools Chicago’s Students
Deserve,” this vision called for a halt to racially biased school closings, the disman-
tling of segregation, the hiring of more teachers of color, restorative practices in
place of punitive discipline, the removal of police from schools, and other funda-
mental changes within the city’s schools. Just as important, the CTU championed
a living wage, full employment, decent health care, affordable housing, and other
measures to address structural class and racial inequality. This expansive commit-
ment to transforming schools and communities moved the union to link its advo-
cacy and organizing for educators’ interests to a broader strategy of “bargaining for
the common good”

The CTU was not alone. Teacher unions across the nation, including the Mil-
waukee Teachers’ Education Association, the Saint Paul Federation of Educators,
United Teachers Los Angeles, the Massachusetts Teachers Association, and the

14 TEACHER UNIONS AND SOCIAL JUSTICE
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