 Teacher Unions and Social Justice - Case Study
This is a fictionalized description of a school district, some worksites, a few members and the unions for some of the workers. While this might sound or look familiar, it is completely a work of fiction.
Entangled County School District and the Entangled County Education Association – Overall Context
This is a mid-size county school system consisting of 70 schools. There are about 3,700 employees who could be covered by either the Certified Employees Contract or the Support Staff Contract. There are 2,900 total members: 1,600 are certified members and 1,300 are support staff (bus drivers and custodians are represented by two other unions). There are 700 non-members in the certified unit, and 5 non-members in the support staff unit. The trend for both units has been declining membership especially in new-to-the-profession certified employees and kitchen workers.
The district is facing a number of challenges. There have been substantial cuts coming from the state to school budgets. This means that the county school board is seeking a raise in property taxes. The most recent negotiations were very public and contentious resulting in a growing dissatisfaction from the public that the school system is only concerned about higher wages and maintaining a rich benefit package. This once relatively middle-class and white district has transitioned, in the past five years, to a majority non-white district with non-dominant English speakers. This new demographic makes up the majority of K-3 students. Despite these changes in student population, the certified employees remain 95% white, mostly women and mostly English-only speakers. Support staff tend to be more reflective of the county population, with large numbers of them living in the “affordable” neighborhoods. The district struggles to retain teachers in the 0 to 5-year experience band and many of these don’t join the union.
The elected, executive leadership of the union consists of:
President of Certified: Olivia Peterson is a middle-aged, middle-class, suburban-living, white woman who taught middle school for 20 years. She is a full-time release President. She is a native of Entangled County and graduated from the county schools. She simply wants to return to the days when parents took responsibility for their children and sent them to school with proper values. She remembers when her UD came to her and did the work of the union that she paid for. The UD bargained, talked to those in power and made sure her rights were protected. She has grown dissatisfied with the way that the newer union staff do their work. She would like to become a UD someday and feels she could do a better job.
Vice President of Certified: Graceson Pierce is relatively new-to-the-profession, with six years of experience and is by choice a high school teacher in one of the largest, poorest, most diverse schools in the city. He has purposely purchased and is rehabilitating a home in the neighborhood of the school he teaches in. Graceson’s parents are immigrants and he wants to ensure that all immigrants and their children have access to the community resources they deserve. He wants the union to use its power in ways that allow members to fight the injustices that matter to them.
The recently elected Treasurer and Secretary are on the newer end of the profession. Both are elementary school teachers and who won primarily because they have openly criticized the current contract bargained by the current President.
	
	
	




	
	
	



President of Support Staff: Amelia Rodriguez is a long-time employee working out of the office of the district’s largest high school. Her native language is Spanish and she is widely known throughout the county’s large Spanish, Catholic church system. She is a leader in her church, and she is widely respected by her members, but not by the leadership of the Certified Union. She is not a full-time release like the Certified President, and due to her work schedule often must miss important organizational meetings due to the timing of the meeting, which are set by the Certified Union leadership. She wants to make sure that her member’s jobs are not contracted out and that they see their union as a place of connectivity. She is a bit frightened at the thought of public actions but knows these have been effective in the past.
There is no Vice President or other officers for the Support Staff Union. There could be, but members cite limited time and that Amelia does a great job for them.
There are several opportunity gaps in the county that are widening. Many families live with other families in overcrowded and expensive rental situations. Many more teachers are scoring at or below standard on the new teacher evaluation tool and these results are made public allowing parents to see that the highest rated teachers are in the wealthiest, least-urban schools. There is a wide achievement gap between the two wealthy, white, neighborhood schools and their counterparts in the poor, urban center of the district. School access to technology and new instructional resources is not equitable; the greatest inequalities are in the poorest, least white, urban schools. On a recent climate (satisfaction) survey a county-wide score of 1.5 out of 5.0 (0 - being the lowest, 5 - being the highest) was reported on the question, “I feel that my opinion and expertise is respected and used when making decisions about instructional programs”.
Data also shows that a growing number of students at all grade levels are being expelled for behavior- related infractions, especially in Title I schools. A closer look at the data shows that there is a disproportionate rate of expulsion among African American boys in two of the schools with the lowest socio-economic profile. These are the two schools that the district has planned to close and spread the student population across five non-neighborhood schools. These are also the two schools who have historically filed the highest number of grievances.
Worksites in the district have varying levels of union presence and union leadership. Of the 70 sites, only about 2/3 have any union rep at all. Most of the reps are classroom teacher members, which means that food service, custodians, and educational technicians may not have a union representative that they feel understands their needs. There are about 20 worksites with a full complement of union reps, one per every 10 to 25 members, and these representatives make it their business to know their members and their issues.
	
	
	



For the most part, most members tend to call the union staff or executive leaders directly with questions and problems instead of using their representative system. Union meetings are not well attended. Only about half of the building reps attend monthly meetings and member engagement in actions is often driven by staff. On the last contract ratification vote only 18% of the members voted.
	
	
	



	
	
	




	
	
	



Scenario 1 – Worksite Bright Skies Middle School
This middle school has a very high Free and Reduced lunch participation rate. It is in a neighborhood that people from Entangled County say is “in decline”. Several of the single-family homes have been converted to multi-family rentals. There is a newly elected head building rep at this building. She attended this school when the neighborhood was still very middle class. Her first job here was as support staff in the special education program. She went to school at night to get her teaching degree and is now striving to be a principal. She has worked to fill the other rep positions and held elections for the two open rep seats. Five people ran for the two openings. Their climate survey satisfaction score is
3.75 out of 5.0 overall, but on question 2, “I would recommend this school as a great place to work,” the score is 1.25 out of 5.0. (1 being lowest and 5 being highest). The head rep is respected by a strong portion of the staff and feels that she gets things done. This head rep reports a strong relationship with the principal, a man with a similar background as hers, and asks that the UniServ Director stay away, even though the other building reps don’t trust that she supports their positions when meeting with the principal.
The district has implemented a new curriculum for schools with high Free and Reduce lunch participation rates, that requires students to pass a placement exam to take Algebra. Many of the math teachers have reported that they don’t feel that they were provided enough time to give all their students a fair and equitable chance to be successful on the testing. There are many African American parents who are also upset by this policy and they feel it is unfair and is keeping their students from taking Algebra.
A group of newer teachers eat lunch every day in one teacher’s room. These teachers are mostly all African American and feel that the principal has some unconscious bias issues. Most of the people in this lunch bunch are not from Entangled County and came here because of the pay scale and benefits. This teacher who is hosting this lunch bunch is not a building rep and we don’t even know how she feels about the union, but most people agree that they go to her for good advice on working with the parents in the community and the students at this school. They trust her opinion and support. The people who eat in this room believe that ALL teachers should be treated with professional respect by the principal and that it is a problem regarding the inherent racial bias in some of this principal’s policies and actions. Even though they have told their head building rep, she won’t bring up to the administrator because of her aspirations to be a principal.

More Context
Three members of this lunch group have determined a set of actions they could take to improve the placement test problem. They have developed a set of 10-minute meetings, a building member survey and a draft administrative complaint. They have also reached out to their colleagues in other buildings to see if this is an issue in other middle schools and if those schools want to join them in correcting this condition.
What would you do?



	
	
	



Scenario 2 – Worksite Walking Path High School
One of the district’s largest high schools has 95 employees with 35% of them in their first five years of teaching. There are six building reps and four of them have been in their position for as long as anyone can remember. One of them recently lost his bid for re-election as the Certified Vice-President. He was defeated by a new rep from this building, Kevion Green. They routinely pass out information from the union and hold regular monthly building meetings that are attended by about 20 of the most senior members. They often discuss problems, but almost never suggest or act on solutions. The four long-term reps routinely attend events that their union offers and make full use of their professional and personal leave. These four reps also plan their family vacation to coincide with their regular attendance at the NEA RA. The two newer reps have been engaged with their state and local union and would like to implement some new programs that would lead to more participation by rank and file in the work of the union. The long- term reps see this as a way to take away the leadership that they have earned. The newer reps are also interested in getting several people to act against some new, top down “rules” the new principal is putting in place. The long-term reps just want to have the Union file a grievance and take care of the issues.
The long-term reps say that their number one priority is that there were not enough pay scale gains bargained into the last contract for those at the top of the scale and that there was an increase in the health insurance premium for single members. These leaders routinely ask the UniServ Director to come and lead their after-school meetings and always include the UD in member issue. There have been a number of member calls to the union help-line indicating issues with observation and evaluation, school discipline policies, lack of useable technology and too much time out of the instructional schedule for testing, but when the long-term reps are asked, none are aware that there are any issues. Everything is fine. These reps all have a great relationship with the principal and with their UniServ Director.
The two new reps live in the same house. They became reps because a sizeable portion of the staff found them respectable and very credible after being participants in a program these new reps designed to help their colleagues better understand how to support LGBTQIA+ students. They are also co-trainers with a group that is providing race, equity and diversity training to the staff. These reps are also extremely active in the local elections that allowed the first ever trans-gender school board member to serve the district. They volunteer at the teen homeless shelter and want their union to be a place that seeks equity and justice for marginalize youth in the community.
Some More Context
The school board is likely to pass a local ban on including “divisive issues” in curriculum. This would include, but not be limited to teaching about the United States racial history and  issues related to the LGBTQUIA+  community. 
White parents in the community are increasingly upset by what they believe is a curriculum designed to make their white children feel shame for being white. 
What will you do? 


	
	
	



Scenario 3 – Worksite Rolling America Elementary
There is a well-liked long-time principal at this school. This is a heavily impacted school: high poverty, large class sizes, and high non-dominant English speakers. The staff recently voted unanimously to support an in-class breakfast program that meant that they had to give up 15 minutes of their contractually granted daily planning time. Twenty percent of the teachers are new and are in their first three years. Membership is at 80% in the Certified unit. There is a new assistant principal who was a long-time union leader. There is a new head building rep who has been teaching for three years. She believes that it is every employee’s responsibility to belong to the union. There are three building reps who have developed a system for doing one-on-ones in their building with a target of reaching all their contacts by mid-year. These leaders have surveyed their colleagues seeking input on issues and have identified three issues that colleagues want to improve.

One issue is the support of new teachers, and they are working on plans to organize a new teacher network at the school and with neighboring elementary schools. One of the reps is taking on the issue of helping parents understand curriculum requirements and is using her networks within the Latino community to set up meetings at local churches and the community center. Five members from this building have taken on the issue of developing a new student discipline plan that meets the needs of the students and those of the teachers.  They have led teams in their school on writing and reflecting on this new plan but have not yet given it to the principal.
Attendance at the monthly RA from these reps is 100% and they have a 100% return from their building level colleagues on a recent commitment to volunteer for school board election work. This rep team has signed up to host a local school board candidate at their next staff breakfast and they have increased their PAC contributions by 30%. This school has sent three teams of seven to the union-led summer professional development programs. Members at this school have designed and led a number of professional learning groups based on what they determine is most useful for their effective teaching. Members at this building tend to contact their UniServ Director for information, resources and to “double-check” if actions they have planned make sense and are in keeping with sound practice. 
The support staff in this building feel like they are invisible. While the teachers feel engaged and happy about how their principal and their union work together, there has been little engagement with the ESP unit. The principal has little regard respect for the ESP members referring to them openly as interchangeable cogs in the school machine.  Their building rep has a small group of members who want to do something, but they don’t know who they can get to help them or join them in making a change.
Some More Context:
The ESP from this school routinely leave for other schools, and because they are part of the community – the word on the street about their poor treatment has made it nearly impossible to fill vacancies. 
The union endorsed school-board candidate is the mother of two ESP who transferred from this school 
The Principal is exploring ways to contract out services (this district allows for work site decision making so they could do this even if the rest of the district did not) 
What will you do? 

	
	
	




	
	
	



Scenario 4 – Building Rep at Bright Skies Middle School
A new building rep from Mercy Middle school just sent you a very detailed email describing a situation that he is very concerned about.
Dear UniServ Director,
I am writing to you because I have already spoken to our head rep, and I don’t think she understands the situation, or she just does not want to deal with it. I have talked with Vice President Grayson and he says I should run with any plans I can come up with to solve the problem. I thought I would run the issue by you to see what you think.
We have a policy at our school that before an eighth grader is allowed to take Algebra, they must pass an entrance exam at the end of 7th grade. As you know, Algebra is the gateway to entrance in most colleges and students need three additional math classes. The large number of requisite courses in this district for high school graduation, along with the number of math requirements, makes it very hard to make up Algebra in high school and to take all the other “college ready” courses if Algebra is not taken in the eighth grade.
I am concerned because as an African American, I know that this policy is keeping almost all our black and brown students out of the 8th grade class. There are a number of my colleagues in the 7th grade who are telling the students to simply take pre-algebra in 8th grade because they will have a hard time passing algebra. This issue is compounded by the racially unaware, and the no tolerance policies for attendance, homework, and tardiness put in place by our principal. I have asked our building rep to set up a meeting to discuss this, but she says she is uncomfortable discussing this topic with our principal. She says he is a good guy and just wants to do his best for “those kids”.
A number of us have been developing a plan for meeting with parents, maybe writing a letter of no confidence, or possibly attending a school board meeting to bring up these issues.
I am a new to this building rep work, but this seems like an issue we should be dealing with. What would you suggest that I do?
Sincerely, Building Rep
Some context:
There is nothing about advancing racial justice issues in the Agreement
The district does have a Racial Equity Framework that is to be applied to all policy decision to ensure unintended consequences have been examined
There have been numerous claims of bias against this principal, but none have risen to official complaints
The neighborhood is known for having a strong activist personality
What will you do?

	
	
	




	
	
	



[bookmark: _GoBack]Scenario 5 - Worksite Blending Learning Elementary
You have received several voice messages about poor working conditions at Blending Learning Elementary, but no one will leave a name or contact information. All are anonymous and they even state in their message that they are afraid they will be fired if the principal finds out the union has been called. You have repeatedly checked with the building rep, who corroborates the stories, but says she is not having any issues and cannot get anyone who is willing to meet with the UniServ Director. They don’t want to be seen talking to the “Union.”

From the multiple messages, here is the story you have pieced together. The three Literacy Coaches are personal friends with the Principal. All three of them believe that the mostly Spanish speaking community is likely full of illegal immigrants. They have openly stated this and because of this, that is why they must crack down on these slackers, so children will be able to read and score well on the district reading tests. This school has designated a dual-language immersion school, meaning that white, English speaking families can choose to have their students attend in order to learn Spanish. These are the parents and students, in the faculty’s opinion, that these three cater to.
The real problem is a contract violation. Every new teacher is approached by the Literacy Coaches to sit during lunch in the staff lounge and go over their data, they call it ‘data and dine’. This request has never been put in writing, and the new teachers want to keep their “noses clean” so they can transfer after three years. The senior teachers know this is happening and never eat in the staff lounge and are never asked by the Literacy Coaches to do so. The number one complaint of the new teachers is they don’t even have a chance throughout the day to get to the bathroom and lunchtime is their only break.


Some More Context:
This principal has been investigated several times for bullying Spanish speaking staff, but none of the cases were ever completed as the employees dropped them.
The Literacy Coaches are bargaining unit members but not active in the union. The contract requires a 30- minute duty free lunch for all employees.

What will you do?
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