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ABSTRACT

Over the past decade the policy debate over improving U.S. public
education has focused on market solutions (charter schools, privatization,
and vouchers) and teacher evaluation through high stakes standardized
testing of students. In this debate, teachers and their unions are often
characterized as the problem. Our research offers an alternate path in the
debate, a perspective that looks at schools as systems – the way schools
are organized and the way decisions are made. We focus on examples of
collaboration through the creation of long-term labor-management
partnerships among teachers’ unions and school administrators that
improve and restructure public schools from the inside to enhance
planning, decision-making, problem solving, and the ways teachers
interact and schools are organized. We analyzed how these efforts were
created and sustained in six public school districts over the past two
decades, and what they can teach us about the impact of significant
involvement of faculty and their local union leadership, working closely
with district administration. We argue that collaboration between
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teachers, their unions, and administrators is both possible and necessary
for any meaningful and lasting public school reform.

Keywords: Collaboration; school reform; union-management
partnership; teachers; public schools

INTRODUCTION

For most of the past decade the policy debate over improving U.S. public
education has centered on teacher quality. In this debate, teachers and their
unions have often been seen as the problem, not part of the solution.
Further, current discourse often assumes that conflicting interests between
teacher unions and administration is inevitable. What is missing in the
policy discussion, however, is a systems perspective on the problem of public
school reform that looks at the way schools are organized, and the way
decisions are made. Most public schools today continue to follow an
organizational design better suited for twentieth century mass production
than educating students in the twenty-first century.

This study offers an alternate path in this debate —a counterstory that
looks at schools as systems. It focuses on examples of collaboration among
stakeholders through the creation of labor-management partnerships
among teachers’ unions, school administrators, and school boards. These
partnerships improve and restructure public schools from the inside to
enhance planning, decision-making, problem solving, and the ways teachers
interact and schools are organized.

We base our findings on the analysis of six excellent examples of how
teachers and their unions have been critical to improving public education
systems in collaboration with administration. This research is an effort to
analyze and improve understanding of how these innovative districts have
fostered collaborative approaches to curriculum development, scheduling,
budgeting, strategic planning, hiring, subject articulation, interdisciplinary
integration, mentoring, professional development, and evaluation, among
others.

Specifically, we studied how these efforts were created and sustained over
the past two decades, and what they can teach us about the impact of
significant involvement of faculty and their local union leadership, working
closely with district administration, to share in meaningful decision-making

SAUL A. RUBINSTEIN AND JOHN E. MCCARTHY2



and restructure school systems. The research shows that collaboration
between teachers, their unions, administrators, and school boards is both
possible and necessary for any meaningful and lasting public school reform.

We hope these findings and examples will be helpful to other school
districts and local unions that want to pursue a strategy of collaborative
school reform. We also hope it will encourage policy makers to design
incentives for greater collaboration among teachers’ unions, administra-
tions, and boards of education. In addition, we want to encourage more
research into the forms of collaboration that lead to school improvement,
and particularly to the unique role that teachers’ unions can play in these
reform efforts.

BACKGROUND

Overview of Public School Reform Efforts

Reform Through Scientific Management
Public Schools in the United States today continue to carry the legacy of
organizational and management principles developed a century ago by
Frederick Taylor. Taylor clearly delineated the work of management
(planning and thinking) from that of labor (implementing management’s
plans). His Principles of Scientific Management, published in 1911, was
heralded by many scholars and education leaders as an objective
scientifically grounded means by which to ensure that teachers and teaching
methods were efficient, and that the materials that students were taught
complied with standards (Brooks & Miles, 2008; Callahan, 1962; Emery,
2007; Nelson & Watras, 1981). Some drew explicit analogues between
schooling and factory work, viewing children as the raw materials to be
molded by teachers to meet the needs of society, as if progressing along an
assembly line1 (see Rogoff, Matusov and White, 1996).

Just as scientific management in manufacturing attempted to separate
labor from decisions regarding the appropriate method of work, scientific
management in schools attempted to remove or minimize teachers’ influence
over important matters regarding children’s schooling (Callahan, 1962;
Emery, 2007; Nelson &Watras, 1981). This is because matters of curriculum
development were believed to be too complex to be left to teachers or
laypeople who were unfamiliar with popular managerial theory: ‘‘Only those
who had studied the textbooks, read the research, taken the courses and
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mastered the theories could be permitted to decide what children should
learn’’, as well as how they should learn it (Ravitch, 2001, p. 164). The
model envisioned by proponents of scientific management in education was
one in which administrators worked to develop the best curriculum, learning
materials, instructional plans, and metrics for evaluation, and then passed
these guidelines on to teachers, who were expected to faithfully carry them
out. As the University of Chicago’s Franklin Bobbitt wrote in 1914, for
example, administrators ‘‘[y] must find the best methods of work, and they
must enforce the use of these methods on the part of workers,’’ adding that
‘‘Directors and supervisors must keep workers supplied with detailed
instructions as to the work to be done, the standards to be reached, the
methods to be employed, and the materials and appliances to be used’’ (cited
in Callahan, 1962, p. 80).2

This movement of applying industrial ‘‘efficiency’’ techniques to
education spread quickly. Principals took on the role of middle managers.
Superintendents assumed an executive role, establishing curriculum,
instructional practices, and standardized metrics for evaluating performance
throughout the district as a whole. In 1913, the American School Board
Journal published that large school districts throughout the country had
implemented elaborate plans to evaluate and improve teacher efficiency.
Providing an example, Frank Spaulding, the superintendent of public
schools for Newton, Massachusetts, explained during a 1913 speech to
fellow administrators how his district had gainfully used pupil-recitations-
per-minute to gauge the relative efficiency of teachers across subjects. To
Spaulding, the goal of education was to evaluate the value gained per dollar
spent on student learning. Upon finding that teachers in his school district
only produced Greek recitations at a rate of 5.9 for a dollar, Spaulding
insisted that, ‘‘the price must go down, or we shall invest in something else’’
(cited in Callahan, 1962, p. 72).

The efficiency movement attempted to transition teachers from philoso-
phers of education, actively engaged in determining what should be taught
and how to teach it, to passive instruments for fulfilling whatever
pedagogical techniques were laid down from up high (Callahan, 1962;
Oakes, 1986). Knowledge became divided into ever-smaller areas, seques-
tered by classrooms and deemed valuable only insofar as it bore association
with defined, measurable outcomes (Oakes, 1986). Teacher opposition
bubbled to the surface (Callahan, 1962; Oakes, 1986). The American
Educator, for example, which would become the journal of the American
Federation of Teachers (AFT), criticized the efficiency movement on the
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grounds that standardized assessments were demoralizing and dehumaniz-
ing schools. One teacher wrote in the journal in 1912:

The organization and the methods of the school have taken on the form of those
commercial enterprises that distinguish economic life. We have yielded to the arrogance
of ‘big business men’ and have accepted their criteria of efficiency at their own valuation,
without question. We have consented to measure the results of educational efforts in
terms of price and product – the terms that prevail in the factory and the department
store. But education, since it deals in the first place with organisms, and in the second
place with individualities, is not analogous to a standardizable manufacturing process.
Education must measure its efficiency not in terms of so many promotions per dollars of
expenditure, nor even in terms of so many student-hours per dollar of salary; it must
measure efficiency in terms of increased humanism, increased power to do, increased
capacity to appreciate. (cited in Callahan, 1962, p. 121)

Teachers objected to the standardization of their craft not just because it
undermined their agency as educators but because it miscalculated what was
of value, emphasizing cost-per-student and a quantifiable gain at the
expense of what was less tangible but nonetheless important.

Child-Centered Progressive Reform
The progressive movement emerged as a counter to the factory model of
education. The movement’s intellectual leader, John Dewey, chastised the
efficiency movement on the grounds that the methods undertaken in the
name of measurement were often superficial, with little relation to student
learning. As fellow progressive and contemporary of Dewey, William
Bagley, of Teachers College, warned:

y nostrums, panaceas and universal cure-alls in education are snares and delusions. In a
field of activity so intricate and so highly complicated as ours, it is both easy and
disastrous to lose perspective. [y] We must give up the notion of solving all of our
problems in a day, and settle down to patient, painstaking, sober and systematic
investigation. (Bagley, 1912, p. 281)

Progressives did not believe that reforming education was a matter of
tighter oversight or cost management strategies, nor did they believe that a
quality education resulted from one-way transactions between a teacher and
student, where the teacher spoke and the student memorized. In their view
rote learning was unlikely to resonate with children in any meaningful way,
and thus student interest was likely to be low, and their comprehension
superficial. Instead, a quality education came about from classroom
activities and close, personal interactions between educators and students
that made learning fun and relatable to life (Gehrke, 1998). Under
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progressive theory the teacher should be the conductor – facilitating
experiments, drawing connections, and bringing the process of learning to
life. And thus at the foundation of an effective school system would be
excellent schoolteachers who excelled not in following prescribed plans but
in making learning dynamic, real, and meaningful to the students they
taught (Cote, 2002; Gehrke, 1998).3

Many school districts throughout the country adopted programs that
incorporated students’ interests (Ravitch, 2001), and residues of progressi-
vism endured well into the 1960s and 1970s (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009).
Educators during this period held considerable autonomy, left alone for the
most part to carry out teaching as they wished or as they saw fit (DuFour,
DuFour, & Eaker, 2008). Those heavily influenced by progressivism
eschewed a formal curriculum in favor of cultivating children’s interests.
Others saw in their teaching an opportunity to improve the world, and so
strove to shape students in accordance to their personal visions or values.
Still others, traditional and conservative, enjoyed their freedom to teach
long, drawn-out lectures that reflected their depth of knowledge about a
particular subject, but made little effort to engage students in the materials
being taught (Ravitch, 2010). Thus, there was no coherent framework for
what American education should look like. And that many teachers con-
tinued to work in isolation, a legacy of Taylorism, without conversing or
reflecting with other educators, meant that ‘‘[f]ads were adopted uncriti-
cally.’’ The result was unfortunate: ‘‘Many young radicals turned schools
upside down during their brief tenures before moving on to greener pastures’’
(Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009, p. 5).

Reform Through Policy: Standards and Markets
Published in 1983, A Nation at Risk (ANAR) was a direct response to the
unstructured, freewheeling reforms of the previous decades (Ravitch, 2010).
The report warned that American education had been ‘‘eroded by a rising
tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people,’’
and that schools had ‘‘lost sight of the basic purposes of schoolingy’’ (cited
in Skinner, 1984, p. 947). The report was not federal policy, but nonetheless
made strong recommendations for the future of American education. To
regain our bearings and ensure the vitality of our economy, for example, the
report encouraged more rigorous curricula firmly dedicated to mathematics,
English, science, social studies, computer science, and foreign languages. It
also encouraged higher learning standards, a longer school year, and a more
competitive market for teachers, such that teachers would master specific
disciplines as well as earn salaries that were ‘‘professional, competitive,
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market-sensitive and performance based’’ (Kelley & Finnigan, 2004, p. 256).
It was thus a warning and a rallying cry. It is unclear the extent to which
ANAR actually improved teaching quality (DuFour et al., 2008). Where it
clearly succeeded, however, was in bringing education and student
achievement center stage and to the forefront of a national debate (Ravitch,
2010).

Since the publication of ANAR, the growing perception in this country
has been that America’s education system has fallen sharply off course, and
that decisive involvement by the federal government is necessary to help
America gain its competitive bearings. Active federal involvement in school
reform gained momentum in the late 1980s, as the Department of
Education, under the presidency of George H.W. Bush, began awarding
funding to national organizations of teachers and scholars to develop
voluntary standards in science, history, English, and other core subjects.
The resultant standards were intended to ‘‘create a coherent framework of
academic expectations that could be used by teacher educators, textbook
publishers and test developers’’ (Ravitch, 2001, p. 432). These efforts fell
apart in 1994, however, after conservatives attacked the standards for what
they perceived as political bias (Ravitch, 2010). History standards became
particularly contentious grounds, viewed by the right as emphasizing our
nation’s historical shortcomings over our achievements. Although the
Clinton administration enacted Goals 2000 in 1994, which gave federal
money to states to write their own standards, the actual recommendations
that were developed were vague so as to avoid controversy. ‘‘Most of the
standards were windy rhetoric,’’ explains Ravitch (2010, p. 19), ‘‘devoid of
concrete descriptions of what children should be expected to know and be
able to do.’’

No Child Left Behind (NCLB), passed by congress in 2001 under the
presidency of George W. Bush, did away with a federally assigned oversight
committee, and allowed states the flexibility to define standards and
assessment protocols. In broad terms, NCLB mandated that all students be
taught by ‘‘highly qualified’’ teachers, with ‘‘challenging’’ standards, and
that all students test at grade level in reading and math by 2014. All states
under NCLB were expected to develop their own assessments for each
grade. Any school receiving federal funding was required to administer
statewide standardized tests to all students. NLCB rested on the logic that
the problem with education was inadequate expectations and account-
ability. Thus, setting high standards and well-articulated goals, along with
greater monitoring through standardized tests, would improve student
outcomes across the board. States were provided leeway in determining their
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own standards. However, these standards were expected to be ‘‘challenging’’
(Ravitch, 2010) and schools that failed to meet adequate yearly progress
(AYP) were to be labeled as being in need for improvement. For schools
that repeatedly failed to meet progress standards for 3 years, corrective
action would be taken, which might include increased class-time, curriculum
changes, or the replacement of the entire school staff. If school failure
persisted further, the school might be closed down entirely, turned into a
charter school, or transitioned to private ownership.

The most recent major reform initiative, Race to the Top (RTTT), which
began in 2009 under the Obama administration, creates competition
between states and schools to get a stake in $4.35 billion of federal funding.
Points are awarded to states for the rigor of their standards and assessments,
their use of data to measure and evaluate teachers, and their openness and
willingness to accommodate charter schools, or privately run schools who
nonetheless receive federal funding. States that are judged to have the best
plans across these areas receive funding, based on their size and needs, while
other states, that do not make the grade, or that choose not to participate,
do not. To qualify for funding states have to agree to evaluate and reward
teachers in part based on the results of their students’ performance on high
stakes standardized tests to accommodate privately run charter schools and
to remedy perennially low performing schools by such means as mass firings
or school closure.

The federal initiatives of the past decade are essentially bureaucratic and
market approaches to reform (Darling-Hammond, 2009). With parallels to
the efficiency movement of the early twentieth century, the bureaucratic
approach operates under the ‘‘assumption that if [educators] adhere to the
rules – teaching the prescribed curriculum, maintaining the correct class
sizes, using the appropriate textbooks, accumulating the right number of
course credits – students will learn what they need to know’’ (DuFour &
Eaker, 1998, p. 22). Decision-making about core issues under the bureau-
cratic model is removed from those who carry out the task of teaching, while
student learning and teacher effectiveness are viewed as something distillable
to a set of core criteria that can be precisely measured and used for
evaluation and comparison. The market approach, increasingly interwoven
with the bureaucratic model, seeks to expose schools to the forces of the
competitive marketplace. By the logic of market strategies, the problem with
American education is the withheld discretionary effort by teachers that
results from a lack of accountability, incentives, and pressure (Darling-
Hammond, 2009). With greater competition through charter schools,
vouchers, and privatization, there will be less job security for teachers and
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they will be motivated to work harder and more effectively. Schools that lag
behind must improve or risk closure. Charter schools are seen to hold
special promise because they operate outside the restrictive policies of the
district bureaucracy and accompanying union rules (Carpenter & Noller,
2010).

Despite their political popularity, the evidence is at odds with bureau-
cratic high-stakes testing and market-driven reform strategies. Surveys have
shown that few educators view these policies favorably (Sunderman, Tracey,
Kim, & Orfield, 2004). Beyond issues of commitment, there is evidence that
these policies may directly undermine effective education systems to the
extent that discourage deep engagement with subject matter, encourage
educators to game the system by recategorizing students or altering their test
scores directly, or encourage the best teachers to leave the schools in which
students need them the most (Darling-Hammond, 2004).

Performance data are also unremarkable. Achievement gaps between
white and minority students have remained roughly static since 1970
(Dillan, 2009), and a comparison of recent SAT scores by demographic
categories suggests that they have in fact widened since 1999, not lessened,
as intended by NCLB (Tan, 2010). Whatever gains to standardized tests
have been realized are undermined by research showing that the gains
achieved to certain tests, for which students have been carefully coached,
often do not generalize to improvements on other standardized tests with
comparable material (Koretz, 2008). Instead of encouraging teachers and
schools to work for the best interests of children, there is evidence that these
policies are encouraging educators to categorize students as special needs so
that they do not ‘‘count’’ and therefore do not lower school averages (Figlio
& Getzler, 2002). More emphasis is being given to students who are best able
to reach proficiency, while struggling students are effectively ‘‘hidden’’ and
given less attention.

Criticism of narrow testing has also re-emerged. Research has demon-
strated that reliance on standardized test score gains as the penultimate
proxy for student achievement has narrowed the content of curricula,
especially as teachers’ and administrators’ jobs and salaries are becoming
contingent on their students’ scores (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Ravitch,
2010). Teachers are being driven to teach strategies for answering particular
types of questions, rather than taking the time to address the deeper
conceptual issues that underlie them. Evaluating teachers based on their
students improvement on standardized tests is also questionable statistically
since students are not randomly assigned to classrooms but are placed by
student or parent preference, or because a certain teacher is better at
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handling certain types of children (Ravitch, 2010). A teacher who appears to
be a highly effective teacher one year, on the basis of their students’ test
scores, may be among the worst performers the subsequent year
(McCaffrey, Sass, Lockwood, & Mihaly, 2009). It is not surprising, in this
light, that widespread cheating has been reported across the country,
including in model districts (Ravitch, 2010). Nor is it surprising that the best
teachers, with the greatest mobility, are pursuing employment in schools
where students are easier to teach, and where school stability is high
(Darling-Hammond, 2004).

Instead of standardized test gains, scholars suggest that the most sought
after outcome for education moving forward should be systems that
promote commitment, continued learning, and informed experimentation
among highly trained professionals (DuFour & Eaker, 1998; DuFour et al.,
2008; Darling-Hammond, 2004; Evans, 2001; Fullan, 1993, 2001, 2007,
2010). The argument is that educational change, like organizational change,
is an inherently human and social endeavor. Reform by mandate neglects
the human side of organizations under the assumption that what is
forcefully implemented at the top will be faithfully carried out by those in
the classroom. However, research shows that successful, sustained reform
requires that educators be committed to the goals and strategies that will be
collectively undertaken (Evans, 2001). This does not imply that continuous
improvement, as an end-goal, is negotiable (Fullan, 2010). It is not
progressivism refashioned. It means that teachers should be involved in
decisions regarding how standards will be used, which instructional
practices and learning materials will be incorporated, and how assessment
will be implemented, so as to encourage shared goals and decisions that
educators are committed to carrying out (see Stoll, Bolam, McMahon,
Wallace, & Thomas, 2006 for review).

The evidence on charter school effectiveness has also been mixed, with
positive or negative findings depending on the researcher and particular
issue in question (Darling-Hammond & Montgomery, 2008). On the
positive side, several studies show some charter schools to be effective and
suggest that their quality improves over time, possibly reaching or exceeding
the performance of traditional public schools (Hoxby, 2004). However,
there is little evidence that charter schools in the aggregate perform any
better than traditional schools. Eberts and Hollenbeck (2002) found that
students enrolled in charter schools suffered lower performance gains
relative to students in traditional public schools, controlling for student,
district, building, among other potential confounders. Likewise, a study by
BiFulco and Ladd (2006) found that the test score improvements of charter
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school students were significantly lower than of students in public schools.
One recent and comparatively exhaustive study was conducted by the
Center for Research on Educational Outcomes at Stanford University in
2009. This study analyzed 70 percent of the nation’s charter schools. It
found that 17 percent of the studied charter schools observed significant
performance improvements relative to traditional public schools, 37 percent
performed significantly worse than traditional public schools, while
46 percent made no significant difference in student scores (Ravitch, 2010,
p. 142).

Union-Management Collaboration in School Reform
Finally, an area of school reform that has gone largely unexplored is the
potential for collaboration between teachers’ unions and administration
directed at school improvement. Some researchers have recognized that a
quality partnership between district management and the local union may
help to create an environment conducive to teamwork and professional
community (e.g., DuFour et al., 2008; Fullan, 2007). The underlying
assumption is that reform will be more sustainable when both labor and
management share the same vision, and agree on the appropriate course for
carrying it out.4 The role of the union in directly promoting district
innovations has also been recognized, but to a very limited degree and
without much elaboration.5 Providing an exception, Koppich (2005) has
studied a small number of ‘‘reform-bargaining’’ school districts, including
Minneapolis, Denver, and Montgomery County, Maryland, in which
collective bargaining contracts extend well beyond wages and working
conditions into education policy and the quality of teaching and learning.
To date, however, with few exceptions (Beach & Kaboolian, 2005), we have
very few cases in the literature that deal with collaborative reform efforts
and have a broad focus on the improvement of the overall operations of
school districts from the school board to the classroom, including teaching
and student performance. Our research attempts to fill that gap through
exploring cases of successful collaboration between teachers and adminis-
trators, and sustained over decades by joint union-management institutional
partnerships. This study is also unique in analyzing how these partnerships
emerged, were structured, contributed to school quality, and endured over
long periods of time.

Market solutions – vouchers, charters and privatization – are often based
on a view that teachers unions are not part of the formula for school
improvement and instead are part of the problem and promote the interests
of their members at the expense of students. For example, a number of
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scholars have concluded that while some outcomes of bargaining, such as
decreased student-teacher ratios, and greater preparation time for teachers,
may bring about better educational environments, these are largely
coincidental co-variants between what teachers want, on the one hand, and
what improves learning outcomes, on the other. Other outcomes, including
those ‘‘that strengthen districts’ reliance on seniority, reject differentiated
roles for teachers, or guaranteed dogged defense of competent and
incompetent teachers alike,’’ are unlikely to bring about the same benefits
to students (Johnson & Donaldson, 2006, p. 138).

Yet, while privatization and market solutions are being sought by some
educators and policy makers, there is a long history in the private sector of
joint union-management collaboration to improve organizational perfor-
mance. For example, this dates back to the 1920s in the textile, apparel, and
railway industries (Slichter, 1941). Slichter concluded that these collabora-
tive arrangements could resolve contradictions between industrial jurispru-
dence, which protects worker’s rights through a system of rules, and
productivity which can be restricted by those rules. These efforts expanded
during the organizing drives after the New Deal, and were extensive in the
armaments industries during the early and mid-1940s (Golden & Parker,
1949; Golden & Ruttenberg, 1942; Slichter, Healy, & Livernash, 1960).
During the crisis of WWII, more than 600 organizations had labor-
management joint committees working together to solve quality and
production problems in support of the war effort. Most of these
arrangements vanished in the 1950s because the urgent need to bolster
war-time production disappeared, and management reasserted its claim to
managerial prerogatives.

A more recent literature on labor-management partnerships studied these
arrangements over the past 30 years as U.S. industries have restructured
their work organizations, human resource management, and labor relations
systems in the face of global competition (AFL-CIO, 1994; Eaton & Voos,
1994; Eaton, Rubinstein, & McKersie, 2004; Freeman & Rogers, 1999;
Hecksher, 1988; Kochan, Katz, & McKersie, 1986; Levine & Tyson, 1990;
Osterman, 2000; Piore & Sabel, 1984; Wilkinson, Gollan, Marchington, &
Lewin, 2010). These arrangements have been used in a number of U.S.
industries including automotive (Adler, 1995; MacDuffie, 1995; Rubinstein,
2000, Rubinstein & Kochan, 2001), computer and business equipment
(Cutcher-Gersenfeld, 1987), steel (Frost, 1998; Hoerr, 1988; Ichniowski &
Shaw, 1999; Rubinstein, 2003), healthcare (Kochan, Eaton, McKersie, &
Adler, 2009), communications (Heckscher, Maccoby, Ramirez, & Tixier,
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2003), and pharmaceutical (Rubinstein & Eaton, 2009). Research has shown
that increased participation in decision-making and problem solving, and
the use of collaborative team-based work organization, results in substantial
improvements to quality and productivity (Appelbaum, Bailey, Berg, &
Kalleberg, 2000; Ichniowski, Kochan, Levine, Olson, & Strauss, 1996).

Organizational networks are increasingly important when change is rapid,
and flexibility, responsiveness, and problem solving are critical for success.
Union-management collaboration facilitates the creation of such networks,
linking people across organizations who have the knowledge and resources
necessary for rapid coordination, effective decision-making, and problem
solving. When unions use their infrastructure to help create these networks,
high levels of trust can be created, and this adds tremendous value to
organizational innovation, responsiveness, and effectiveness (Kaufman &
Levine, 2000; Rubinstein, 2000, 2001; Rubinstein & Kochan, 2001).

Research Methods

This research is an intermediate-level study looking at common patterns
across a set of cases rather than looking in great depth within any particular
district. While this study is limited in scope to this group of six districts that
have long-term experience in creating a collaborative approach to school
improvement, this method allows us to draw comparisons across a highly
diverse group of local unions and school districts, and find those patterns
that are common.

These case studies – ABC Unified School District, Cerritos, California;
Hillsborough, Florida; Norfolk, Virginia; Plattsburgh, New York; St.
Francis, Minnesota; and Toledo, Ohio – come from across the country, are
both urban and rural, large and small. The six districts included in this study
were not selected randomly and are not intended to be a representative
sample of all school districts nationally. Rather, the AFT recognized these
districts as having a lengthy track record of innovation, and because they
appear to have institutionalized a long-term collaborative partnership
between administration and the local teachers’ union centered around
school improvement, student achievement, and teacher quality.

Our research team visited all six districts and conducted interviews that
included six union presidents, seven current and former superintendents, 19
central office administrators and principals, 15 union representatives and
executive board members, 13 teachers and support staff, six board members,
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and six members of the business community. In addition, we reviewed
archival data including contracts, memorandums of understanding, student
performance data, and internal reports. Interviews were recorded, coded,
and categorized to establish the common themes, patterns, and experiences.
This methodology provides greater generalizability than do individual case
studies alone, and deeper understanding of the dynamics of union-
management collaborative partnerships than do surveys. Once common
themes and patterns are established, they can be tested through larger
samples and surveys.

Long-Term Collaborative Partnerships: Common Themes and Patterns
The following common themes and patterns emerged from this study of six
school districts that have developed collaborative partnerships over the past
two decades to improve student performance and the quality of teaching.
They fall into four broad categories. Following each category are sets of
common themes:

I. Contextual motivation or pivotal events
! Crisis motivated the change in the union-management relationship

II. Strategic priorities
! Emphasis on teacher quality
! Focus on student performance
! Substantive problem-solving, innovation, and willingness to experiment.

III. Supportive system infrastructure
! An organizational culture that values and supports collaboration
! Shared governance and management of the district and strategic
alignment
! Collaborative structures at all levels in the district
! Dense internal organizing of the union as a network
! Joint learning opportunities for union and management

IV. Sustaining factors
! Long-term leadership – both union and management, and recruitment
from within
! Community engagement
! Support from the Board of Education
! Support from the National AFT
! Importance of supportive and enabling contract language
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Contextual Motivation or Pivotal Events
Crisis or Pivotal Event That Motivated the Change in the Union-Management
Relationship. A strike or a vote to strike was the motivation or critical
event for most of the districts to seek an alternative direction in their union-
management relations. The districts recognized that the adversarial
relationships that led to the strike, or vote to strike, were not productive
and certainly not in the best interests of teachers, administrators, or
students. The union leadership and top management in each district made a
choice to change their relationship, which was the first step in establishing a
collaborative approach to school improvement.

Strategic Priorities
Emphasis on Teacher Quality. Every district focused on teacher quality as
a core goal for collaborative reform and improvement. This included union-
led professional development, new systems of teacher evaluation, teaching
academies, peer-to-peer assistance, and mentoring programs. As a result,
most of these cases reported very low levels of voluntary teacher turnover.
However, districts and their unions did make difficult decisions to not
support retaining ineffective teachers.

Focus on Student Performance. All of these districts created opportunities
for teachers and administrators to work together to analyze student
performance in order to focus on priority areas for improvement. Teachers
and administrators collaborated on developing data-based improvement
plans at the district and school levels. Teachers were also organized into
teams at the grade and department level to use student performance data in
directing improvement efforts. Districts reported high levels of student
achievement, and improved performance, over the course of the
partnerships, including schools with high percentages of students on
reduced or free lunch.

Substantive Problem Solving, Innovation, and Willingness to
Experiment. As a result of these collaborative efforts, all districts have
engaged in substantive problem solving and innovation around areas critical
to student achievement and teaching quality. These included jointly
establishing reading programs in schools with high percentages of
students on reduced or free lunch, peer assistance and review programs,
collaboratively designed systems for teacher evaluation that measure student
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growth, teacher academies focused on professional development, curriculum
development, and sophisticated systems for analyzing student achievement
data to better focus intervention. The collaborative partnerships, therefore,
are vehicles for system improvement, not ends in themselves.

Supportive System Infrastructure
An Organizational Culture That Values and Supports Collaboration. Over
time, most of these districts have established a culture of collaboration that
promotes trust and individual integrity, and values the leadership and
organization that the union brings to the district. Leaders talk of a culture of
inclusion, involvement, and communication, as well as respect for teachers
as professionals and for their union. Collaboration is simply embedded in
the way the district is run.

Shared Governance and Management of the District and Strategic
Alignment. All six districts have established district-level joint planning
and decision-making forums that allow the union and administration to
work together and develop joint understanding and alignment of the
strategic priorities of the district. They have also developed a district-wide
infrastructure that gives the union significant input into planning and
decision-making around curriculum, professional development, textbook
selection, school calendar, and schedules. Management is seen as a set of
tasks that union leaders must engage in for the benefit of members and
students, rather than a separate class of employees.

Collaborative Structures at All Levels in the District. All districts have
created an infrastructure that promotes and facilitates collaborative
decision-making in schools through building-level teams, school
improvement committees, school steering committees, leadership teams, or
school advisory councils (SACs) that meet on a regular basis. These bodies
are vehicles for site-based decision-making around school planning, goal
setting, budgets, policies, dress codes, discipline, and safety. The teams and
committees provide for collaborative leadership at all levels of district
decision-making.

Dense Internal Organizing of the Union as a Network. Most of these
districts have data teams, grade-level teams, and department teams that are
led by union members who participate in substantive decision-making about
curriculum, instruction, and articulation on a regular basis. In addition, most
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districts have developed extensive peer-to-peer mentoring and assistance
programs to support professional development that involve significant
numbers of teachers as teacher-leaders, master-teachers, or mentors, as well
as professional development trainers. When we consider the number of union
members appointed to district or school-level committees or teams, along
with individual teachers involved as mentors, teacher-leaders, master-
teachers, or professional development trainers, in many cases it represents
more than 20 percent of the union membership. This results in the union
being organized internally as a very dense network, which provides the
district with the ability to quickly and effectively implement new programs or
ideas. A union-led implementation network is something the administration
could not create on its own. It further institutionalizes the collaborative
process in the district by embedding collaboration in the way the district does
business.

Joint Learning Opportunities for Union and Management. All of these
districts have invested heavily in creating opportunities for union leaders and
administrators to learn together through shared experiences. This allows for
both knowledge acquisition (human capital) and the development of
stronger relationships (social capital) between leaders. These opportunities
have included sending large numbers – in some cases hundreds – of union
leaders and principals to the AFT’s QuEST conference; AFT’s Center
for School Improvement (CSI): AFT’s Educational Research and
Dissemination (ER&D), university-based programs for union and
management leaders; corporate leadership programs; and extensive
educational and planning retreats within the districts themselves. As the
educational experience is shared between union and administration, leaders
are comfortable that they hear the same message and get the same
information at the same time. Further, they experience each other not as
adversaries, but as colleagues with overlapping interests who can work
together to improve teaching and learning.

Sustaining Factors
Long-Term Leadership – Both Union and Administrative, and Recruitment
from Within. All of these districts have enjoyed long-term leadership from
their union presidents, some going back several decades. Most have also had
long-term leadership from their superintendents as well. This has provided
stability for the institutional partnership, and also allowed for an individual
partnership to be formed between the union president and the
superintendent that establishes the direction and expectation for the rest
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of the union leadership, membership, and district administration. Further,
most of these superintendents have come up through the districts themselves,
some serving as teachers and union members before joining the
administration. This use of an internal labor market allowed the culture of
collaboration to be carried on seamlessly by allowing trust to be built
between leaders who knew each other and worked together for years.

Community Engagement. Most of these districts have engaged the
community through involvement of community or parent groups in
school-based governance structures, or in district-level planning processes.
Some have also involved the community in special programs such as
reading, experimental schools, or in establishing community schools.

Support from the Board of Education. In most cases, after a strategic
decision to move toward greater collaboration, local unions got directly
involved in Board of Education elections by recruiting, supporting, and
endorsing candidates, or in some cases helping to defeat board candidates
who did not support a collaborative approach to school governance and
management. Local unions realized that since the boards hired the
superintendent, electing board members interested in promoting
collaboration would improve the chances that they would find willing
partners. In two cases, the mayor or city council makes Board of Education
appointments.

Support from the National Union. In almost all cases the local unions and
districts received support and resources from the National AFT that helped
foster a collaborative approach to school improvement. In some cases this
meant technical assistance in areas such as reading programs, or research-
based professional development programs from AFT’s ER&D department.
In other cases this meant training in collaborative techniques at AFT’s CSI,
leadership training at AFT’s Union Leadership Institute, or educational
opportunities at the AFT’s biannual QuEST conference. Several of the cases
also reported benefiting from the resources AFT provided through its
Innovation Fund that supports initiatives for school improvement.

Importance of Supportive and Enabling Contract Language. Most of these
districts have negotiated contract language, or memorandums of
understanding, that supports their collaborative efforts. In this way real
change is integrated into collective bargaining, and institutionalized in
concrete language. In some cases the contracts call for the assumption of
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collaboration in district-level decision-making by requiring union
representation on key committees. In other cases the enabling language in
the contract has resulted in expanded opportunities for union involvement
in decision-making through board policy. Examples include professional
development, textbook selection, hiring, peer assistance, mentoring, and
teacher academies. In some cases state regulations for shared decision-
making have also become institutionalized through contract language.

SIX CASE STUDIES OF SUSTAINED UNION-
MANAGEMENT COLLABORATION IN SCHOOL

REFORM AND IMPROVEMENT

ABC Unified School District and ABC Federation of Teachers

Background
Located approximately 25 miles southeast of Los Angeles, ABC Unified
School District (ABCUSD) employs 927 teachers and serves 20,801
ethnically and linguistically diverse students throughout 30 schools,
including 14 Title I schools. Twenty-five percent of students are English
Language Learners. Approximately 46 percent receive free or reduced-price
lunch.

Over the past decade ABCUSD’s performance on California’s Academic
Performance Index (API) has been well above the state average, with strong
growth in these scores of about 10 percent per year. The district’s
graduation rate is 89.1 percent, while the statewide rate is 74.4 percent,
and the district estimates that approximately 85 percent of high school
graduates move on to higher education.

Initiating Collaboration
The partnership between labor and management in the ABCUSD emerged
in the aftermath of a tumultuous eight-day strike in 1993 over mounting
budget concerns, and the district’s plan to slash teachers’ health benefits and
pay, while increasing class size. The strike was taxing for union president
Laura Rico and also for teachers and administrators in the district. The
bitterness that resulted motivated the union to become more involved in
school board elections, recruiting and campaigning for candidates open to
developing a more positive and collaborative relationship with the teachers’
union.
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When union-backed candidates won, and finally took a majority on the
board, the superintendent changed, as did the climate in ABCUSD starting
in 1995. The hiring of Dr. Ron Barnes in 1999 as superintendent marked an
important step forward in the partnership between the union and
administrators. Ron Barnes and Laura Rico recognized that the district’s
primary goal of educating students and making teachers successful was
compromised when union-management relationships were adversarial, and
that a more collaborative relationship was the most effective way of
improving teaching quality and student performance. In working together
to solve substantive problems for students and teachers, they built a
relationship grounded in mutual respect and trust.

Strategic Priorities
Superintendent Ron Barnes was able to align the district, including the
board of education and administration, around a set of goals and a strategic
plan both for the district and each school. Together with Laura Rico, they
developed a ‘‘partnership,’’ both individually in the way they worked
together and institutionally between the district administration and the
union. This meant solving problems related to student performance and the
teaching environment.

One of the first efforts at collaborative problem solving took place in 1999
at six schools on the southern side of the district, where a much higher
percentage of students were on reduced or free lunch. A majority of students
at these ‘‘South Side Schools’’ (four elementary, one middle school, and one
high school) were English Language Learners and had low proficiency in
reading and math. This created new opportunities to collaborate on
recruiting, hiring, compensating, and retaining high quality teachers, as well
as to improve curriculum and instructional practices and expand research-
based professional development. In support of these efforts the union even
increased its membership dues to pay for substitute teachers so South Side
faculty could be released to take the professional development training. The
program became known as the South Side Schools Reading Collaborative,
and teaching improved as did student performance. This experience
demonstrated to everyone the benefit of union-management collaboration.
All parties agreed that it required a joint problem-solving effort to meet this
challenge.

Over time, this partnership approach to improving the district expanded
to other schools, and encompassed other issues related to teaching quality
and student achievement. For example, the district increased use of AFT’s
research-based ER&D professional development program. As the
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partnership expanded, the union and administration collaborated on
textbook adoption, interviewing prospective administrators and teachers,
curriculum, a new peer assistance, mentoring, support, and evaluation
program known as PASS (Peer Assistance and Support System), new
teacher orientation, and processes for data-based decision-making regarding
student performance. The union also appointed representatives to the
district-wide Insurance Committee, Finance and Audit Committee, Strate-
gic Planning Committee, Legislative/Policy Committee, Closing the
Achievement Gap Committee, and Special Education Committee.

In 2005 Dr. Gary Smuts replaced Ron Barnes as superintendent, and the
partnership deepened further. To guide their collaborative efforts, the
parties developed the following six principles emphasizing the importance of
student achievement, teaching excellence, and mutual support:

1. All students can succeed and we will not accept any excuse that prevents
that from happening at ABC. We will work together to promote student
success.

2. All needed support will be made available to schools to ensure every
student succeeds. We will work together to ensure that happens.

3. The top 5 percent of teachers in our profession should teach our students.
We will work together to hire, train, and retain these professionals.

4. All employees contribute to student success.
5. All negotiations support conditions that sustain successful teaching and

student learning.
6. We won’t let each other fail.

Supportive System Infrastructure
Over the past decade, the culture of the ABCUSD has become one of shared
planning, decision-making, and responsibility. It is built on respect,
commitment, and trust at the highest levels of leadership in both the union
and administration. In addition to a collaborative leadership style, the
partnership is also supported by both formal and informal structures. For
example, the superintendent and the union president meet on a weekly basis
to discuss issues and keep the lines of communication open. Other leaders
from the union and management also speak frequently to each other about
their joint work.

Leaders from both the administrative cabinet and the union executive
board sit together on a District Leadership Team several times a year. This
team and other union representatives and building principals attend an
annual retreat where they assess progress, build their team, and plan the
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next steps in their partnership. This full-day session, called ‘‘Partnership
with Administration and Labor’’ (PAL), has occurred every year since 1999,
and the union and district split the cost.

While support at the top has been strong and visible, the parties
recognized that an effective and lasting partnership could not be sustained
unless it also involved those who were most strongly connected to students –
the teachers and principals. At the school level, principals and union
building representatives meet weekly on collaborative leadership teams to
discuss school issues, solve problems, and engage in site-based decision-
making including textbook adoption, school schedules, and the hiring
process for each school.

Further, last year the district received a grant from AFT’s Innovation
Fund to support the development of 10 ABC school-based teams in
partnership efforts. These schools will take site-level collaboration, joint
governance, and decision-making to an even deeper level. Leaders at these
schools have received additional training and are working on specific
projects to enhance teaching quality and student performance.

In addition to these site-based collaborative governance structures at the
school level, union members also serve as department chairs, mentor
teachers, and building representatives. Monthly building representative
meetings include updates on the partnership and union president’s meetings
with the superintendent, so the business of the union is integrated with
participation in managing the district through the partnership. This extensive
involvement of union members and leaders in the partnership at the district
or school level, or through mentoring and professional development, has
created a dense network of teacher-and-administrator, and teacher-and-
teacher collaboration that contributes to improved communication, problem
solving, teaching quality, and student achievement.

An extraordinary investment in joint learning opportunities for admin-
istrators, union leaders, and teachers has also helped strengthen the
partnership. This has included training by AFT’s CSI, in meeting skills,
problem solving, and decision-making. Teams have also received training
from AFT’s Union Leadership Institute. In addition, the district and union
consistently sent joint teams to AFT’s biannual QuEST conferences. Over
400 district teachers – more than 40 percent of the membership – have
attended sessions at CSI or QuEST with their principals.

Further, the PAL Retreat itself has served as an opportunity for shared
learning and skill development that also builds communication and mutual
understanding. Joint training has not only improved the technical, problem-
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solving, and decision-making skills of both teachers and principals, it has
also strengthened their relationships as colleagues.

Sustaining Factors
Strong leadership from both the administration and the union has sustained
and strengthened the Partnership at the ABC United School District for
over a decade. The current superintendent, Dr. Gary Smuts, spent most of
his career in the district, starting out as a teacher in 1974, and serving as a
negotiator for the union in the 1980s. He entered the administration in 1986,
and was a principal at the time of the 1993 strike. After the strike he
approached union President Laura Rico to help overturn a rule that allowed
principals to be fired for having philosophical differences with their
superintendents. The change encouraged debate and collaboration, and
helped to build trust.

Dr. Smuts was deputy superintendent in 2005 when the school board
selected him as the next superintendent. Thus, he came to this partnership
with established relationships, a long history in the district, and an
understanding and appreciation of the value collaboration brings to the
school system. Similarly, Laura Rico also has had a long history of
leadership within the union. She spent 19 years as a child development head
teacher, and completed her ninth term as the full-time president of the
ABC Federation of Teachers. The stability of leadership in both the
administration and the union, and their history of working together, were
critical factors in building trust and institutionalizing the culture of
collaboration, and the systems of shared decision-making that operate
daily in the district.

The community has also supported the partnership, from parent
involvement in the South Side Schools Reading Collaborative to volunteers
from local businesses and community members in the schools to support by
the Board of Education. Since the strike, the union has joined with parents
in campaigning for board candidates supportive of increased collaboration
by the union with the administration in planning, problem solving, and
decision-making for school improvement. While there is little contract
language to memorialize the partnership, the union and board have signed
off on a mission statement, guiding principles, guiding behaviors, and a
charter statement for the district.

Union-administration collaboration has further been aided by technical
assistance and resources from the National AFT through training programs
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such as ER&D, the Union Leadership Institute, the CSI, and QuEST
conferences, as well as through support from the AFT Innovation Fund.

Hillsborough County Public Schools and Hillsborough
Classroom Teachers Association

Background
The eighth largest school district in the United States, Hillsborough County
Public Schools (HCPS), has more than 25,000 employees, which includes
over 16,000 instructional staff and administrators. The district educates an
economically and ethnically diverse student population of roughly 191,860
throughout 231 schools, including 142 elementary schools, 44 middle
schools, two K-8 schools, 27 high schools, 10 special centers, and four career
centers. Teachers in this district are represented by the Hillsborough
Classroom Teachers Association (CTA). Fifty-eight percent of district
students qualify for free or reduced-price lunch.

HCPS has the highest graduation rate for all large districts in Florida, at
82.2 percent. The district has also achieved an ‘‘A’’ rating by the state based
on student achievement three of the past four years. Over the past six years,
HCPS has doubled their Advanced Placement (AP) enrollment numbers, as
well as doubled the number of AP exams it administers. The district has
been on the cutting edge of school reform, as demonstrated by its selection
for an ‘‘intensive partnership’’ grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation to improve effective teaching. These achievements have been
made possible by a strong and mutually supportive partnership among
district administrators, the board of education, and the teachers’ union.

Initiating Collaboration
The emergence of the partnership between the union and administrators in
HCPS has roots in a statewide strike in 1968. Rather than an outgrowth of
adversarial relations between teachers and administrators within the district,
the 1968 strike occurred in response to the attempt by the state government
to cut public educational resources. Teachers and administrators recognized
the need for additional funding for student programs, and found themselves
on the same side of the issue. The district even released Hillsborough teachers
so that they could attend a meeting in Orlando to plan for the walkout.

Committed professionals from the union and administration came
together over this period to draft legislation for student programs. Although
a more formal and widespread collaborative climate took years to solidify,

SAUL A. RUBINSTEIN AND JOHN E. MCCARTHY24



many from this cohort of strong leaders moved up through the district
together, and assumed high-level positions. Some of the teachers later
became administrators, while others became union leaders. It is estimated
that about half of the current district-level administration are former CTA
members.

The strike fostered solidarity of purpose, and made explicit a shared
commitment to student achievement. Union-management collaboration
around school improvement focused in the early 1970s around curriculum,
examinations, and textbook selection. The collaborative partnership
strengthened in the early 1990s under the leadership of the superintendent,
Dr. Earl Lennard. Dr. Lennard came up through the district, had been
politically active during the 1968 strike, and was well respected by both the
union and administration. He had a pragmatic approach to leading the
district, and wanted to build an environment that best served the interests of
students. This meant reaching out to the union to help create a labor-
management climate built on transparency, collaboration, trust, and mutual
respect. This climate has grown even stronger under the current super-
intendent, MaryEllen Elia, and union president, Jean Clements, with
Yvonne Lyons serving as CTA Executive Director from 2000 until August
2009.

Strategic Priorities
There is clear recognition by the union and administration in Hillsborough
that inclusion and collaboration in decision-making are powerful vehicles
for educational reform. Both parties are committed to teacher excellence, to
data-driven decision-making, and to student achievement, and both parties
have demonstrated this commitment repeatedly by their willingness to
innovate, change, and experiment on programs focused on improving the
quality of education for all students.

Shared decision-making and collaboration has evolved over 30 years,
starting with curriculum alignment, exam writing, textbook selection, and
professional development. Discussions around innovations in teacher
evaluation and compensation began in the 1990s, but attempts were hind-
ered by a lack of funding. The parties began to implement changes in these
areas after 2000, and they are still evolving. Further, recognizing that
teaching and managerial skills are developmental, collaboration has also
given rise to an extensive range of mentoring, peer assistance and review,
and training opportunities for teachers as well as principals and other
administrators.
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Supportive System Infrastructure
The partnership in Hillsborough is supported by a strong culture of
inclusion and mutual respect. District leaders speak frequently of wide-
spread participation in decision-making, trust, and how the interests of
students are best served when the union, administration, and Board
of Education work collaboratively. The deputy superintendent in charge of
human resources has monthly formal meetings with the union, and is in
frequent (often daily) informal communication to discuss issues, solve
problems, and head off concerns long before they reach the grievance
procedure. Administrators talk about teachers as professionals, and some
even actively encourage new faculty to join the union in this right-to-work
state, so they can be appointed to the vast array of committees that have
planning and decision-making authority in the way the schools are run.

‘‘It is the culture of collaboration, and trust, and thoughtful consideration
of practices that has made it possible for us to get this far, and we are
confident will see us successfully through all the hurdles of implementation
and comprehensive systemic change,’’ said local union President Jean
Clements. This collaborative culture is supported by frequent formal and
informal meetings and conversations between union leaders and adminis-
trators by transparency and by strong alignment around student achieve-
ment. Despite a local population of more than 1 million, the atmosphere in
the district is more akin to a small town than a large city.

Shared planning, decision-making, and governance are important
elements in Hillsborough’s system. Long before the popularity of
curriculum and testing standards, CTA members came forward in the
1970s as volunteers to develop rigorous middle school curricula and exams
for the entire district. The district has promoted joint planning and site-
based decision-making since the 1980s through extensive teams and other
collaborative structures at the district and school levels. For example,
schools have School Improvement Process (SIP) Teams that focus on
student performance, and School Site Steering Committees that convene
with the principal to discuss issues such as the budget, best practice
instruction, class size, dress code, applicant screening, and teaching
assignments, among others. Statutory SACs bring in other stakeholders
by linking the union and administration with parents and students. Further,
grade-level and department teams are led by teacher-leaders, and meet
monthly to discuss exams, curriculum articulation, and student perfor-
mance.

At the district level, committees composed of union members and
administrators meet regularly to discuss the curriculum, school calendar,
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professional development, instruction, and materials. For example, a
textbook adoption committee composed of a majority of teachers selected
by the union convenes to pick a handful of books that they feel best covers
the subject matter in question. The selected textbooks are then sent to every
school in the district for consideration by relevant faculty members. Each of
these teachers receives a weighted vote based on how many of their courses
rely on the material. The vote ultimately determines the textbook for the
district.

Experienced, highly effective teachers serve as full-time mentors and
provide observation and one-on-one feedback to new teachers for their first
two years. Mentors themselves receive significant training, including three
weeks over the summer and 10 hours per month over the school year.
Among other forms of professional development, the union, in partnership
with the district, has implemented a collaborative approach to improve
teaching quality through a teacher center – The Center for Technology and
Education – for technology training. All teachers new to the district are
offered two orientation programs centered on lesson design, creating high
classroom expectations, effective classroom management, as well as state
standards and pacing guides. Training opportunities continue as profes-
sionals work their way through the school system, and opportunities for
joint learning by union and administration together help to foster the
culture of collaboration and shared decision-making.

The union appoints hundreds of teachers to committees, and faculty make
up a substantial part of committee membership, in some cases, the majority.
These committee appointments, along with faculty in other leadership roles
at the school level, including SIP, Steering Committee, and SAC; new
teacher support; professional development trainers; and teacher-leaders at
grade or department level have created a dense network of teacher
leadership in critical areas of the planning and decision-making activities
of the HCPS.

Sustaining Factors
One of the most striking features of the collaborative partnership between
the union and administration at HCPS is the extraordinary stability of
leadership. The district has seen only four superintendents since 1968.
Further, most administrators have been hired from within the school
system. The current superintendent, MaryEllen Elia, currently in her fifth
year in that position, has worked in the district for 23 years, and spent
19 years as teacher – most of that in Hillsborough.
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Superintendent Elia and both deputy superintendents were union
members. Both deputies are products of, and have spent their entire careers
in, HCPS. One of the deputies, Dan Valdez, started teaching in 1968, was a
union building representative, and is now a deputy superintendent and
director of human resources. The other deputy, Ken Otero, started teaching
in 1976. Only about four percent of administrators employed by the district
were hired from outside. Continuity was also provided by Yvonne Lyons,
who served as Executive Director of the union from 2000 to 2009. Lyons
began her teaching career in Hillsborough in 1965, joining the staff of the
union in 1980. Jean Clements served four terms as president of the
Hillsborough CTA starting in 2002.

Hillsborough’s commitment to professional development has created
confidence over the years in the labor market within the schools, so the
district is able to fill positions with talented employees who are familiar with
the culture, have strong working relationships, and already have a track
record of managing effectively in a system that values and actively supports
inclusion and collaboration. As a result, the culture of collaboration has
been sustained and the system institutionalized.

To continue this tradition, the district has recently put in place a rich
assortment of high-quality professional development opportunities that
foster collaboration and help cultivate a strong cadre of candidates for
internal promotion. Administrators receive training in effective hiring
methods, as well as in managerial competencies, conflict resolution,
classroom monitoring, and performance evaluation. These training pro-
grams build capacity and quality within the district, and further support the
internal labor markets that are important for the partnership’s continuity.

The community has been involved in the partnership through its
involvement on School Advisory Councils, and also through efforts by the
district to develop strong ties to local businesses. Over the years of
developing a more collaborative relationship, the union was actively
involved in recruiting candidates for the local school board, and the board
has made a priority of hiring superintendents who support a collaborative
approach to managing the district.

The contract between the Hillsborough CTA and the HCPS has also
helped to sustain the partnership between teachers and administration. It is
based on an assumption of collaboration in decision-making, and has called
for union appointments to all district decision-making committees since
1971, starting with textbook selection and professional development. The
contract sets the tone but the parties have moved beyond it. The union now
becomes involved in decision-making even if the issue is not explicitly stated
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in the contract, because the board policy and the district culture is one of
inclusion and shared governance.

Norfolk Public Schools and the Norfolk Federation of Teachers

Background
The Norfolk Public School (NPS) District is located in southeastern
Virginia where the Chesapeake Bay meets the Atlantic Ocean. The district
has 36,000 students and more than 3,000 teachers in 35 elementary schools,
nine middle schools, and five high schools. Norfolk also includes the world’s
largest naval station.

The district has achieved improved performance in all subgroups on
benchmark tests to determine Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). Last year
20 schools met all 29 AYP benchmarks. NPS have an overall high school
graduation rate of 80.4 percent. Sixty-four percent of the students receive
free or reduced-price lunch.

Initiating Collaboration
The process of establishing a more collaborative relationship between the
Norfolk Federation of Teachers (NFT) and the NPS goes back 30 years.
However, the path has not been without challenges and crises. One
particularly critical event occurred in 1991 as tensions between the NFT and
the superintendent came to a head. In response to her public criticism of the
administration over the lack of raises for her members, the superintendent
denied a leave of absence to Marian Flickinger in an attempt to prevent her
from continuing as NFT president. A contentious lawsuit ensued over her
First Amendment rights, and the membership voted to change the
constitution so Flickinger could continue as president but not teach in
the district since she could no longer take a leave from her job. The
superintendent left the district for another position after the trial. Flickinger
continued as NFT president, but sought to find a way to avoid destructive
adversarial relations with the administration, and instead find more effective
ways to solve problems so the needs of children and teachers were better
served. She found like-minded partners in subsequent superintendents who
recognized with her that they ‘‘agree about more than they disagree.’’

Strategic Priorities
The administration and union have been aligned for more than 30 years
around the priorities of student achievement and performance, and
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involving the union in many areas of school improvement. They sought to
work together on the use of student performance data to guide goal setting
for improvement, on curriculum and teaching quality, and on creating a safe
learning environment in the schools. Joint analysis of student test data
provided the basis for a common focus.

The union and management shared the common vision that improving
teaching quality was critical to student performance improvement, and they
established common planning time for teachers so they could work together
to help each other develop better teaching methods. They were also
innovative in developing a common process to assess schools, teachers,
professional development, and each school’s Comprehensive Accountability
Plan through their ‘‘Walkthrough Protocol.’’ This process involves teams of
administrators and teachers visiting other schools to evaluate student
performance, teaching methods, and instructional practice, and then giving
feedback to stimulate a professional dialogue. It is designed to be a model
based on nonthreatening peer-to-peer review and collaboration.

Supportive System Infrastructure
Over these years, the union and management at Norfolk have worked to
establish a culture of collaborating to improve schools for students. Virginia
is a right-to-work state, yet management expresses the strong sentiment that
it values the union as a partner in improving student achievement and
teaching quality, and the union is extensively involved in shared decision-
making committees. The administration and union see relationships, trust,
and open communication as the keys to their success. During this time they
used a regular policy of ‘‘meet and confer’’ to discuss problems of mutual
concern. They have expanded this to meetings at the district level around the
budget, and they jointly plan and set goals for the school system.

At the school level, the union and administration have established weekly
common planning time for teams to meet in each department or at grade
levels. These sessions build capacity and allow teachers to work together to
improve their practice with a clear focus on learning, student achievement
and curriculum. Schools also have Leadership Teams, Leadership Capacity
and Development Teams with teacher-leaders who provide mentoring, and
student data-evaluation teams at every grade level. Every teacher in the
district serves on a student-data team, and every school develops a
comprehensive accountability plan jointly among the teachers, administra-
tion, and parents.

The Walkthrough Protocol, established in 2001, promotes the idea of the
district as a learning community within and across schools. It is a
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collaborative model in which administrators and teachers work together
to identify strengths, weaknesses, and best practices in each school and
develop joint solutions for improvement. Extensive participation by faculty
in the Walkthrough Protocol, student-data teams, school-based leadership
teams, and initiatives to improve teaching quality and capacity, have
created a dense network of teachers across the district dedicated to school
improvement.

District administration, union leadership, and teachers have invested a
great deal of time in joint-learning opportunities, which strengthen skills as
well as relationships. Teachers have been trained extensively in techniques
for analyzing student performance data to identify problems and set goals
for improvement. They have also received leadership training. Additionally,
the district has benefited from being part of a 10-year corporate program
sponsored by Panasonic. This program provides the union leadership,
administration, and school board with monthly coaching, facilitation, and
training to build a leadership team, and gives them skills in strategic
planning, goal setting, problem solving, communications, and working
together on areas of common interest. The program also takes them out of
the district three times a year for three-day retreats with 10 other districts.

Sustaining Factors
Clearly, one of the keys in sustaining this level of collaboration over 30 years
has been the stability of leadership from the union. Marian Flickinger was
first elected president of the NFT in 1982. She has provided strong
leadership, focus, and commitment to improving student achievement and
teaching quality through a partnership with management. In doing so, she
had to overcome adversarial relations in the early 1990s that threatened to
derail the collaborative approach that she believes better serves both
students and teachers. As a result of this approach, the union has had to use
the grievance procedure fewer than 10 times in her 28 years as president.

The community has also provided support for collaborative approaches
to running the district through the involvement of parents and other
community leaders in the Comprehensive Accountability Plans developed
for each school, and through a ‘‘Guiding Coalition’’ of stakeholders at the
district level. The Board of Education, appointed by the City Council, has
been supportive of union-management collaboration in planning and
decision-making at both the district and school levels, and over the past
20 years they have hired superintendents who embrace that collaborative
management style.
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While the district does not have collective bargaining and therefore no
contract to memorialize collaboration, the parties have established memor-
andums of understanding on collaborative procedures. Collaboration has been
sustained largely as part of the district leadership and culture, however, and is
embedded in the way the school system operates on a daily basis.

Plattsburgh City School District and the Plattsburgh Teachers’ Association

Background
The Plattsburgh City School District is located in upstate New York on the
shores of Lake Champlain, less than 25 miles from the Canadian border.
The district has 1,861 students, and 288 teachers and other professional staff
members. Students attend one of three elementary schools, and then merge
into one central middle school, followed by one central high school. Fifty-
two percent of the students receive free or reduced-price lunches, yet student
performance exceeds the averages for proficiency across the state in
language arts, math, and science. The Plattsburgh high school graduation
rate improved from 72 percent in 2004 to 88 percent last year; the statewide
average was 73.4 percent.

Ninety-nine percent of Plattsburgh’s teaching faculty have been
designated ‘‘Highly Qualified.’’ Each year the Plattsburgh City School
District meets AYP, and also exceeds the averages across the state of New
York. For example, 81 percent of eighth graders are above proficiency in
language arts, 84 percent of eighth graders are above proficiency in math, 81
percent are above proficiency in science, and there is no statistically
significant difference in student performance based on socioeconomic status,
gender, or race. The district has a high school graduation rate of 84 percent,
and six percent receive a GED. Eighty-five percent of graduates continue
their education in four-year colleges or universities, two-year community
colleges, or technical schools.

Initiating Collaboration
Collaboration around school improvement and teaching quality began in
the aftermath of a strike in October 1975. The strike was a critical event in
the history of the district and the community. The Plattsburgh Teachers’
Association called the strike over economics and a perceived lack of respect
from the Board of Education. Both the union and the administration were
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upset that the strike had occurred, and while it continued for only three
days, it had a lasting impact on the district.

For the union, it pulled the faculty and staff together, and it motivated the
administration and the union to find a new way to work together and
improve their relations. The superintendent, Dr. Gerald Carozza, who was
new to the district and well respected, was open to embracing a different
relationship with the Plattsburgh Teachers’ Association, as was its president,
Rod Sherman. So, with unity in the union, and a desire for change, the
parties came together to build a stronger school district. As part of this new
approach, the union also became increasingly involved in school board
elections, initially by forming a coalition in 1976 with a parent group and
electing two new board members. Two years later they had a supportive
majority on the school board. Art Momot, a principal in the district, became
superintendent in 1981 with the recommendation of the union. He served as
superintendent until 1994 and is credited with solidifying the partnership.

Strategic Priorities
The union and administration focused their collaborative efforts around
teacher quality and student performance. They jointly developed a new
model for teacher evaluation, and they were early adopters of Peer
Assistance and Review, and value-added assessments. Further, the union
and administration formed a joint district-level committee to plan
professional development, with the chair and the majority of the committee
coming from the union.

The District-Wide Educational Improvement Council (DWEIC) was
formed that included teachers, administrators, union officials, and parents to
facilitate shared decision-making and ensure that joint planning, goals
setting, and implementation occurred. The DWEIC meets monthly, seeks
alignment around goals, and delegates implementation to the school-site
level. The principle that guides the partnership is always to make decisions in
the best interests of the students. As a result, the union participates fully in,
or leads, committees around textbook selection, professional development,
teacher evaluation, mentoring and peer coaching, curriculum development,
long-range planning for the use of computer and information technology,
and analysis of student test scores and performance. Since 1977, the union
has been an integral part of the search and hiring process of teachers and
administrators, including the superintendent. In addition, the parties
collaborate on legislative issues that affect aid for small city districts.
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Supportive System Infrastructure
The Plattsburgh City School District has developed a culture of joint
decision-making over the past 30 years that promotes discussion around all
important issues that it faces. ‘‘It’s the way that business is done in
Plattsburgh.’’ This has become institutionalized through an infrastructure of
committees and teams at the district and school-level.

In addition to the district-wide decision-making and planning committee,
every school has a School Improvement Plan (SIP) Committee that sets yearly
goals, manages the budget, reviews instructional practices, and facilitates
consensus decision-making at the site. The SIP committees include adminis-
trators, parents, students (for the high school and middle school), non-
instructional staff, and teachers, who make up the largest single group. SIP
committees meet every other week. In addition, departments and elementary
grade-level teams meet monthly, and since 1976 have been led by elected
chairs/reps who remain members of the bargaining unit. Department reps are
granted release time and also meet every other week to facilitate cross-
department collaboration and articulation. Thus, the Plattsburgh Teachers’
Association is deeply involved in shared decision-making and governance of
the school system at the district and school levels through joint decision-
making and planning committees, chairing departments and grade-level teams,
peer assistance and review, and professional development. Union leaders
estimate that every teacher in the district has participated in at least one team,
committee, or department/grade-level leadership role, which creates a dense
network of participation within the union organization. Nonretirement yearly
turnover over the past seven years has been about two percent.

In addition to these formal structures, the collaborative system is also
supported by shared understanding – the result of investment in joint
learning opportunities. Union and administrative leadership have attended
training and education sessions together on topics such as shared decision-
making, meeting skills, and peer assistance and review. For example, the
district has regularly sent board members, and union and management
leaders together to AFT’s biannual QuEST conference since the local union
president and superintendent first attended in 1985, and has also benefited
from training given by New York State Union of Teachers (NYSUT), and
AFT’s ER&D professional development programs. These activities have
strengthened skills, created common knowledge and understanding, and
built more trusting relationships, all important ingredients in a collaborative
approach to school improvement.
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Sustaining Factors
Long-term leadership has helped institutionalize the culture and practice
of shared decision-making. Rod Sherman has been the president of the
Plattsburgh Teachers’ Association since 1973, and Dr. James Short, who
has been superintendent of the Plattsburgh City School District since
2006, is only the fourth superintendent that the district has hired since the
strike in 1975. Together, they have taken collaboration to a new level.
The Plattsburgh City School District and the Plattsburgh Teachers’
Association have enjoyed stable leadership for more than a quarter
century.

In the aftermath of the 1975 strike, the Plattsburgh Teachers’ Association
partnered with parents to change the composition of the Board of
Education. Since that time, parents have been involved in a variety of
committees and teams at the district and school-level, linking them with the
administration and the Plattsburgh Teachers’ Association in planning and
decision-making. And the union and parent groups have become increas-
ingly involved in school board elections in order to help elect candidates
who value their input in district decision-making. The entire current board
was elected with the support of the union. The board is composed of
members who consider the union a valuable partner in shared decision-
making, and has reflected that value in recruiting and hiring super-
intendents. The community strongly supports the school district, and has
never defeated a school budget or rejected a bond vote or referendum. For
25 years negotiations have adopted ‘‘a problem-solving approach.’’

Since 1987, the contract between the Plattsburgh Teachers’ Association
and the Board of Education built upon and institutionalized the New York
State statute calling for shared decision-making in school districts. District
contractual provisions call for union involvement in the District-Wide
Education Improvement Committee, School Improvement Planning Com-
mittees, planning professional development, and teacher-leads/reps at the
department or grade level.

At the national level, AFT has also played a critical role in sustaining the
collaboration at the Plattsburgh City School District by providing ongoing
training and technical assistance. At the state level, NYSUT gave
Plattsburgh courses in shared decision-making and meeting skills to support
their efforts. In addition, the collaborative partnership has improved the
skills and relationships of its leaders by regularly sending joint union-
management teams to AFT’s QuEST conferences over the past 25 years.
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St. Francis Independent School District and Education
Minnesota St. Francis

Background
The St. Francis Independent School District is located about 40 miles north
of Minneapolis, Minnesota. The district has approximately 5,400 students
and 360 teachers in three elementary schools, one middle school, one central
high school, and three special schools. Twenty-eight percent of the students
qualify for free or reduced-price lunch.

Last year the district achieved proficiency scores in reading and math that
were above the state and county averages, and exceeded those of every
neighboring district except one. In 2008, students in grades five through nine
scored at least one year ahead of the national average, up from close to the
national average four years earlier. Over the last four years, student test
scores have increased across the district, and in 2007–2008 the district was
named one of the 20 most improved by the Minnesota Department of
Education. The high school graduation rate is 96 percent, and college
attendance grew from 59.6 percent in 2000 to 76.4 percent in 2006.

Initiating Collaboration
In the fall of 1991, the local union Education Minnesota St. Francis took a
strike vote and began preparing for a job action. The strike was ultimately
averted but there was general dissatisfaction with both the union and
the board of education. As a result, a new team took over negotiations for
the union. During the next round of bargaining, the union and board
began to work together to focus on teacher quality and professional
development.

In 1995, the Minnesota Department of Education required that two
percent of the general fund be earmarked for professional development, and
the union and administration began to plan new and innovative ways to use
these funds. By 1997 the parties had negotiated teacher teams and leaders,
and a new provision that allowed teachers to bank 20 hours of professional
development for their own use, with unused hours going back to a general
pool. Then in 2000, Randy Keillor, chief negotiator for the union, and
Mary Wherry, union vice president, attended AFT’s ER&D program
and developed a plan to create the Teacher Academy focused on teacher
quality and professional development, which would be run collaboratively
among the union, administration, and board, and funded by the two percent
set aside.
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Strategic Priorities
The collaborative partnership among the union, administration, and school
board in St. Francis has focused on teacher quality, and its impact on
student performance. Starting in 1995 with collaboration around profes-
sional development, progressing to the development of the Teacher Aca-
demy (with a joint union-management governing board) in 2000, the
strategic priority has been hiring, supporting, developing, and retaining
excellent teachers and continually improving their performance.

In 2005, Minnesota made available a fund called Quality Compensation
for Teachers (Q Comp). To receive funding under this program, the district
had to revise its teacher evaluation system and create an alternative
compensation system based in part on performance pay. Components also
had to include a new career ladder and professional development. For the
St. Francis Independent School District and Education Minnesota St.
Francis, this was a natural evolution of the Teacher Academy, so the union,
administration, and board of education created the Student Performance
Improvement Program (SPIP) which was funded through Q Comp.

SPIP integrated the professional development of the Teacher Academy
with a new evaluation and peer review system, an induction program for
new teachers, mentoring, and an alternative compensation system based on
a new career ladder and leadership roles. The SPIP also called for school-
level academic goal setting for student performance rewarded by bonuses to
the school itself. For example, the improvement in math scores reported
above took place after math became a site goal for the district.

Supportive System Infrastructure
Professional Development – New Teacher Induction and Teacher
Academy. Since the mid-1990s, the St. Francis Independent School
District and Education Minnesota St. Francis have been able to work
together to find innovative ways of improving teaching quality targeted
around improved student performance. In doing so, they have developed a
culture of involvement in joint decision-making. In support of this culture,
the union and administration have created processes and structures for
collaboration throughout the district at all levels. For example, the union-led
SPIP provides a process for goal alignment around student achievement and
teaching quality at the school and district levels. The program enhances
teacher quality through recruitment, professional development, goal setting,
retention of quality faculty, and a career ladder that compensates teachers
for skill development, goal achievement, and the assumption of leadership
roles in the district as a teacher-leader, mentor, or instructor. This voluntary
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system allows for customized professional development led by teachers
through 12-year-long courses in the Teacher Academy, or through cross-
disciplinary, teacher-led study groups that are encouraged to innovate, take
risks, and actively improve their practice through a dense network of
collaboration.

The Teacher Academy is based on the AFT ER&D professional
development courses that have been used widely in the district since 2000.
Four years after its introduction, 90 percent of St. Francis teachers have
elected to participate in SPIP. New teachers receive a mentor for their first
three years, and evaluations and observations take place through peer
review teams of teachers with an administrator. One result is low
nonretirement voluntary turnover; over the past five years faculty turnover
has been less than two percent a year.

The union is deeply embedded in the professional development and
teacher evaluation systems through its significant leadership in the Teacher
Academy and the SPIP. This system of mentoring, evaluation, and
professional development fosters teacher-to-teacher collaboration within
and across schools in the district.

Site Staff Development. Elementary school teams, departments, and
specialist groups are directed by teacher-leaders, and meet weekly to
discuss curriculum, vertical and horizontal articulation, building
management, and student achievement. Peer group meetings at each and
every grade level occur twice per month involving all faculty and peer
leaders analyzing student performance data. Teachers and administrators
also collaborate on Site Professional and Curriculum Development
Committees at the school level. These committees have an elected teacher
chair, and are composed of peer leaders, nonteaching staff, parents, and
administrators, as well as a Teaching Academy Coordinator and curriculum
facilitators. They oversee planning, evaluating, reporting, and budgeting for
school-level professional and curriculum development. So not only do 50
percent of the faculty serve as mentors, but 20 percent of the teachers in the
district are in paid leadership positions that contribute to the dense network
of union members who have taken on responsibility for creating and
running systems to improve teaching quality and student performance.

Sustaining Factors
From 1993 to the present, collaboration between the union and adminis-
tration has benefited from a great deal of stability, particularly on the part
of union leadership. Rosemary Krause was union president from 1993 until
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2004, when Jim Hennesy, the current president, took over. Also, beginning
in 1993, Randy Keillor led the new negotiating team in playing critical roles
in establishing the professional development program, the Teacher
Academy, and the SPIP since all were the product of bargaining with the
administration and board of education. Collective bargaining and
collaboration are fully integrated in St. Francis.

In addition to his role as chief negotiator, Randy Keillor also served as
the SPIP Coordinator until his retirement in 2006. His replacement as
Teacher Academy Coordinator, Jeff Fink, is also a member of the
negotiating team, which has had essentially the same membership since
1993. Edward Saxton was hired as superintendent in 2003, having served in
the district since 1995, first as assistant principal of the high school until
2001 and then as principal from 2001 to 2003. Stability of leadership from
the union as well as a superintendent with a history of collaboration within
the district have been vital factors in building a base for sustained
collaboration.

The community and board of education have been very supportive of this
partnership between the administration and union. This was demonstrated
in their selection of Edward Saxton, the internal candidate for super-
intendent in 2003, and their ongoing negotiation of additional resources
directed toward teacher development, quality, and alternative compensa-
tion. Several teachers from neighboring school districts have been elected as
board members. The Teacher Academy, SPIP including an evaluation and
alternative compensation system, Site Professional and Curriculum Devel-
opment Committee, Assessment Curriculum and Teaching Committee, and
the District Professional Development Committee are all contractual.
Finally, through its ER&D professional development program, the AFT has
provided ongoing training and technical assistance to both the union and
the district in its collaborative approach to improving teaching quality
through the creation of the Teacher Academy.

Toledo City School District and the Toledo Federation of Teachers

Background
Located on the west end of Lake Erie in Ohio, the Toledo City School District
(TCSD) employs 2,001 teachers and educates 24,345 students throughout 53
schools, including 38 elementary schools, seven middle schools, six traditional
high schools, and two specialty high schools. Approximately 77 percent of
district students are on free or reduced-price lunch.
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The TCSD is a top performer on state performance indexes for grades 3–
6, and has among the highest graduation test passage rates for grades 10 and
11, compared against the seven other large urban school districts in Ohio.
The district also has the highest graduation rate (83.7 percent) and the
second highest attendance rate (94.9 percent) of all of these districts. One of
TCSD’s specialty schools, the Toledo Technology Academy, ranked second
in the state of Ohio on the performance index and in the top 10 percent of
U.S. high schools by US News & World Report. In 2001, the TCSD and the
Toledo Federation of Teachers (TFT) were formally recognized for their
innovations around teacher preparation and evaluation, earning the
‘‘Innovations in American Government’’ award from the John F. Kennedy
School of Government at Harvard University.

Initiating Collaboration
Union-management collaboration in Toledo began around the issue of
teaching quality. Following a strike in the late 1970s, frustration mounted
in the early 1980s over teacher evaluation. Principals often found
themselves overwhelmed and too busy to successfully complete the
requisite number of classroom visits spelled out in the union contract to
oust the teachers that they deemed ineffective. The TFT meanwhile tried to
uphold due process and ensure that every teacher in the district received
sufficient classroom observation. Tensions escalated, and the bitterness
between labor and management over terminations carried over into the
other goals the district was trying to accomplish. Dal Lawrence, the then
TFT president, proposed a collaborative solution in the form of a new
system of peer-to-peer review, support, mentoring, and evaluation. By
dispersing evaluation responsibilities to teachers, the program would
promote professional development, while screening teachers out of the
profession who were not effectively serving students. The result was a
collaborative effort to initiate the innovative Toledo Plan: Peer Assistance
and Review (PAR), in 1981.

Strategic Priorities
Teaching quality and student performance have been at the core of the
collaborative efforts between the TFT and the TCSD. The teacher-led PAR
system supports new teachers through a rigorous mentoring and evaluation
process, and also helps veteran teachers to improve their practice. The
process is tied to extensive professional development offered by Toledo
teachers who serve as internal consultants.
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In addition to coming together to fix the teacher evaluation system and
improve teaching quality, the union and administration have also focused
on student achievement through the use of student performance data
analysis at the school level by the principal, staff, and union building
representatives. The labor-management partnership in Toledo has also
given rise to performance-based compensation systems, nationally ranked
innovative specialty high schools, and collaboration with the local
community to help provide more opportunities for children.

Supportive System Infrastructure
As the union successfully took on the challenge of improving teaching
quality, the culture of the TCSD became increasingly supportive of teaming
and union involvement in decision-making. Frequent communications and
shared governance throughout all levels of the school district buttress this
culture. Formal and informal conversations are common between union
representatives and administrators. Leaders from both sides meet regularly
around PAR and professional development. Textbook selection is also a
joint process. Committees composed of the superintendent and representa-
tives from the teachers’ and administrators’ unions also convene regularly to
set and monitor implementation of a school improvement plan for the
district, and math, reading, and attendance goals for each school.

Union-management teams and committees also exist within each school
to analyze student data and to help decide issues related to curriculum and
instruction that are important to faculty and students. These formal
structures are supported by financial incentives that also promote
collaboration. The Toledo Review and Alternative Compensation System
(TRACS), for example, grants bonuses based on leadership, which
includes helping other teachers, and accepting positions at low-performing
schools. Further, the Ohio Teachers Incentive Fund (OTIF) allocates
bonuses to schools of up to $2,000 per teacher and administrator, based
on whether schools meet their goals for attendance and math and reading
scores.

The PAR system supports extensive collaboration as well. More than 200
internal PAR consultants have remained in the schools after serving in the
program, and they ‘‘have changed the conversations,’’ by focusing on
teaching quality. Half of the department chairs, who also remain union
members, are former consultants and their relationships with one another,
fostered through PAR, facilitate curricular articulation and integration. So
well beyond the individual benefits of peer support, mentoring, and
professional development, the PAR program also contributes to the
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creation of informal networks of teachers sharing information and resources
within and between schools. Such exchanges, and the resultant increase in
school level capacity, would be much less likely without this union-based
teaching quality network.

Union-management collaboration has also resulted in the creation of
the Toledo Reading Academy, which is focused on improving early
literacy. The Academy includes a summer school for elementary school
students, intervention programs for at-risk students, and extensive
professional development for faculty. In addition, the union and
administration have created a similar Math Academy. Collaboration in
Toledo has also benefited from joint union-management training and
learning opportunities, particularly AFT’s CSI, training on teaming and
shared decision-making, and also AFT’s ER&D professional development
training. These experiences bring both shared knowledge and improved
relations.

Sustaining Factors
The stability of leadership, particularly from the union, is one of the key
factors that has sustained union-management collaboration in the TCSD.
Dal Lawrence, who initiated the PAR program, served as TFT president
from 1967 to 1997. He was succeeded by Francine Lawrence who served
as president until 2011 and continued the union’s deep involvement in
peer mentoring and evaluation, and professional development, and also
extended the union’s involvement in joint decision-making into other areas
such as alternative compensation and performance pay plans. This
partnership between labor and management has increased trust and
mutual respect as the parties recognized the benefits to both students and
teachers. Over time it has become core to the district’s culture and mode
of operating.

Involving the local community to provide additional channels for
resources to benefit students and teachers has also strengthened collabora-
tion. For example, a partnership between Toledo City Schools and The
University of Toledo helped to align the curricula and the instructional
materials used by the university with the district’s specific needs, thereby
better preparing new teachers for employment opportunities in Toledo
schools. Further, one of the district’s premier high schools, the Toledo
Technology Academy, has garnered support from dozens of local businesses
(including General Motors, Teledyne, Owens Illinois, and Toledo Mold and
Die) to provide mentoring and internship opportunities for students.
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Executives from these companies and other community leaders sit on the
school’s advisory board.

The National AFT has helped to sustain collaboration through the shared
decision-making training it provided to 21 schools through the CSI. In
addition, AFT’s ER&D professional development program has been of
great value to labor-management collaboration at the school level, and to
advancing effective teacher practice, and the PAR program. Continued
collaboration around PAR is further supported by contractual language
that embeds union participation in the process.

CONCLUSION AND LESSONS LEARNED

The experiences of these six districts demonstrate how effective collabora-
tion between teacher’s unions and administration can be created and
sustained over time to improve teaching quality and student performance.
Based on the results of our research, we offer the following conclusions and
recommendations to scholars, policy makers, and educators who seek to
study, promote, or engage in collaborative approaches to school reform and
improvement:

! Systems: Education reform and improvement must be seen as a systems
problem. In all these cases, unions and administration have worked
together, tapping the knowledge and expertise of teachers and adminis-
trators within each district, to examine all aspects of their school systems:
curriculum, professional development, teaching quality, evaluation,
compensation, hiring and retaining quality professionals, school manage-
ment and site-based decision-making, budgeting, and student perfor-
mance. No successful district has taken a piecemeal approach by narrowly
looking at only one aspect of the system, such as compensation. Further,
all of these districts institutionalized and supported collaboration at all
levels of the system.
! Formal structures: Shared decision-making in school improvement must
take place at both the district-level and in the schools themselves. Formal
union-management site-based teams can effectively share decision-
making around budgets, curriculum, scheduling, professional develop-
ment, recruitment and hiring, school safety, strategic planning, and
student performance data analysis to target areas for improvement.
! Quality: Successful union-management collaboration in public school
reform must focus on substantive areas affecting the quality of teaching
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and student achievement. These districts have used collaborative
approaches to experiment and innovate in areas such as professional
development, teacher mentoring and evaluation, curriculum development
and articulation, teaching methods, instructional materials and textbooks,
alternative school- and teacher-based compensation, and data-driven
decision-making around student performance.
! Networks: The development of peer-to-peer networks to improve teaching
provides teachers with better skills, but also with a social network that can
continue to support them and the ongoing exchange of ideas and
techniques necessary to increase instructional quality. The union is the
backbone of this network through its own internal organizing, and
through the density of its members who participate in this and other
shared decision-making opportunities. However, this requires manage-
ment partnering with the union as an institution so that it has real input
into district- and school-level governance. It also means changes in the
strategies, structures, and capacities of local unions as they engage deeply
in collaboration and take on responsibility for teaching quality and
student performance.
! Culture: In addition to formal structures at the district and school level,
districts must develop strong cultures of collaboration that inform
approaches to planning and decision-making, as well as hiring decisions
by school boards and superintendents.
! Learning organizations: Shared learning opportunities are critical to
building and sustaining long-term collaboration. Districts and unions
should provide training and learning experiences for labor-management
teams, so that they can acquire knowledge together as well as build their
relationships.
! Stability: The longevity of all of these cases has benefited from the long-
term tenure of union leaders, superintendents, or both. School boards
should build this into their planning as they recruit and hire super-
intendents, and consider the use of internal labor markets.
! Board of education: Collaborative systems and management styles require
the full support of school boards. Union’s support of board candidates
who value collaboration is of great value in sustaining long-term
partnerships.
! National union: Districts and local unions can benefit greatly from the
technical assistance, support, training and resources available from their
unions at both the national and state levels.
! Community: Community support is critical to institutionalizing collabora-
tion. Districts and unions must engage the community in supporting their
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collaborative processes, either as stakeholders involved directly in district
or school-based planning and decision-making bodies or through their
school boards.

We conclude from this study that unions and administrators can choose to
collaborate to find new ways to improve the performance of the district,
teachers, and students. We believe this is a more productive path for reform
than the market or bureaucratic strategies that have received so much
attention from policy makers over the past decade. This study describes
contexts that produce the conditions for collaborative partnerships to take
root, the strategies they employ to impact teaching quality and student
performance, the structures that promote broad participation, and the factors
that have allowed them to endure over decades. However, for collaboration to
be sustained over the long-term, and to have a meaningful impact, it must be
institutionalized – built into the systems of the district in both policy and
practice, and protected from those who benefit from perpetuating the myth
that administration and unions, by nature, want different outcomes for
students. The teachers’ unions in this study added tremendous value through
their natural networks, leadership, and ability to organize support and
effective implementation of innovative practices. Educators must be
continuous learners as they share in school reform, wrestle together with
hard questions, and redefinemanagement from a class of employees to a set of
tasks that they must engage in together as professionals, since collaboration
itself is a means for improvement, not an end in itself.

We hope policy makers see from this line of research the value of pursuing
collaborative approaches to school reform, and provide the conditions,
resources, and incentives to create union-management partnerships for
improvement. We also encourage other scholars to find and examine
additional examples of union-management partnerships that have led to
school reform to further this line of research. We need to better understand
under what conditions these collaborative partnerships lead to improved
teaching and student performance, how they can be created and sustained,
and the critical role teachers’ unions play in these efforts.

NOTES

1. Stanford’s Ellwood Cubberly wrote: ‘‘Schools [are the] factories in which the
raw products (children) are to be shaped and fashioned into products to meet the
various demands of life’’ (cited in Rogoff, Matusov, & White, 1996, p. 392)
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2. Bobbitt stopped short of saying that all teacher tasks should be standardized.
Teachers would receive general instructions that they would follow (see Callahan,
1962, p. 90).
3. Some took this to the extreme by pushing for the abolition of traditional

academic subjects in favor of curricula based wholly on children’s interests. This was
at odds with Dewey’s original vision, however. Dewey did not wish to eliminate
traditional subjects, such as English, mathematics, and science. He sought to make
them more interesting and meaningful to students through activities and
experimentation (Gehrke, 1998; Ravitch, 2001).
4. For example, Hord and Sommers (2008, p. 65) caution that ‘‘Running amuck

of the local educators’ union is not a good idea.’’ The authors encourage
administrators to cultivate positive, productive relationships with representatives
so that union leaders understand school issues and the steps necessary to solve them.
Anderson documents 12 key elements to supporting district improvement. One key
element is a district-wide culture that supports teamwork and professional
community. This productive culture is seen to come in part from positive
relationships with the local union. Fullan (2010, p. 95) notes that union leaders
want to look after their members while doing good – ‘‘in that order,’’ but adds that
when districts can figure out how to ensure that ‘‘self-interest is met, people will rise
to the bigger purpose [given that] altruism becomes a personal and collective goal
that humans find deeply meaningful.’’
5. Hord and Sommers (2008, p. 65) write that ‘‘Many union representatives have

been very creative themselves in helping to solve regulatory issues and policies that
barricade learning opportunities for staff and students.’’ However, the authors add
that, as of yet, the vast majority of unions have not played an active role in
promoting productive learning communities centered on improving student learning.
Little elaboration is offered by the authors.
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