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Commonly debates surrounding education reform involve arguments about the role of teachers unions.  The mere mention of teachers unions often sends people into polarizing discussions taking sides either for or against. Central to these arguments are either that unions are to blame for the current education crisis in America by impeding education reforms that seek to improve education, or that unions seek to improve education by advocating for teachers rights and improving working conditions thereby promoting a stronger educational system.  At a time when education reform is at the forefront of national dialogue, the role of teachers unions cannot be ignored. National attention and discussion has grown in intensity and fervor given recent events including the first teachers strike in 25 years in Chicago that went on for over a week and impacted more than 350,000 students (Zhoa, 2012).  In February of 2011 over 30,000 protestors gathered at the steps of the Wisconsin capital in Madison calling for an end to Governor Scott Walker’s initiatives to terminate collective bargaining rights for public workers where he argued that it was a measure to secure financial security for the state by saying, “We must take immediate action to ensure fiscal stability in our state. This budget repair bill will meet the immediate needs of our state and give government the tools to deal with this and future budget crises." (Bruce, 2011).  The economic fallout of 2008 has led to devastating budgetary cuts across most states which inevitably have impacted education. These cuts along with growing concerns about the current state of education have made way for a new national debate around the role of unions in education.


In Brief, a History of Teachers Associations
While teachers unions are the latest hot button topic of the type of discussions that usually start with, “the problem with education is..”, they have a long history that stretches as far back as the early 1900s, following the labor movement that gained its momentum in the 1880s in response to unregulated exploitation of workers during the era of industrialization (Klose & Lader, 72).  One of the earliest associations of teachers was the Interborough Association of Women Teachers whose work attempted to end salary differences between men and women. They were successful in that they were able to acquire equitable pay for teachers by 1912 (Ravitch, 2007). Like the Interborough Association of Women teachers, other early teacher associations worked diligently to provide improved salaries for teachers, challenge unfair working conditions, and advocate for teachers rights against school board policies that included teacher suspension for getting married or getting pregnant (Ravitch, 2007).  During the 1930s teachers unions advocated against loyalty oaths which in many areas were required. Loyalty oaths allowed teachers to be dismissed for joining a union and for working on school board election campaigns. In the 1950s teachers unions helped to defend teachers accused of subversion during the McCarthy era assisting in initiatives that would guarantee academic freedom (AFT, 2012).  Throughout the 1960s and 1970s teacher advocacy efforts lead by association leaders such as Albert Shanker of the united federation of teachers took action on behalf of smaller class sizes, fair funding for education, collective bargaining rights, stronger curriculum, and attempts made by school boards to terminate teachers without due process (UFT, 2012). 
The State of Unions Today, the Debate and Why They Should Remain
Teacher associations have a deeply woven role in the history of education. The current challenges that education faces are different but in some ways they are also similar to those in the past. Current efforts taking place to undermine collective bargaining and contractual agreements at both the state and district levels are perceived through a variety of lenses as being either; needed measures being taken to overcome obstacles that are in the way of education reform and budgetary constraints, or that they are attempts to diminish the role of unions so that there is a shift of power in stakeholders making decisions regarding education.  While the answers to improving education are not solely found in unions, nor are unions immune to flaws, unions do however serve a vital role by; negotiating contracts and master agreements thereby giving teachers a voice regarding the terms and conditions of their contracts, advocating for measures that strengthen education, and lastly by serving as a democratic vehicle that encourages transparency and that allows teachers to have an active voice in their profession. 
Unions and the Need for Teacher Involvement in Policy Making
As the push for educational reform grows, mandates and policies are being implemented without teacher input, intensifying the need for the role for teachers associations to be the voice of teachers in having a say in policies involving education. Education decision makers primarily consist of legislators, district administration, and school boards who are removed from issues facing the day to day demands of teaching and learning that take place in a classroom.  This disconnect between policy makers who are largely non-educators and the teachers themselves put teachers at risk of being required  to adhere to policies that as professionals they might disagree with but without an organized voice, they are often rendered helpless against systemic changes that may be well intended, but are not fully supported by professional teachers. For example in New York city where the Mayor who is a business man and his chancellor, a lawyer, adopted a math and reading curriculum where teachers across a system of schools consisting of over one million students were required to implement both the curriculum and pedagogical practices despite disagreements and questions  from teachers.  Teachers were subjected to reprimands if the daily prescribed lessons were not followed, if bulletin boards did not meet expectations, and if a specific arrangement of the class was not followed (Ravitch, 2007).  Just because reform may come from non-educators doesn’t assume that it is necessarily always bad policy, but by not being inclusive of teacher input and support, the process undermines teachers as professionals.  As Diane Ravitch aptly states, “School reform cannot possibly succeed when teachers—who are on the frontlines of implementation—are left out of the decision-making process. If there is no "buy-in," if teachers do not willingly concur with the orders handed down from on high, then reform cannot succeed.” (Ravitch, 2007).  This is not to say that all decisions made in education disregard teacher say.  Teachers associations have advocated for teachers to have greater say in decision making. In some districts unions have worked alongside district administration to negotiate shared decision making models to be adopted in teacher master agreements.  In Adams 12 school district of Westminster, CO the district teachers association DTEA negotiated agreed upon measures to implement shared decision making models among teachers and administration in the master agreement where it reads, “The School Board and DTEA agree that giving teachers increased responsibility for sharing decisions fosters the collegial exchange of ideas necessary for effective professional practice and enhancement of the learning environment.” (Adams 12, 2012)   A shared decision making process should not only be implemented at a district and school level but also at a policy making level as well. More inclusivity of teachers in educational reforms and policies both support and encourage teacher professionalism thereby increasing the effectiveness of educational reform, a point that is supported by teachers unions and associations.
Retaining Incompetent Teachers, Not Entirely the Fault of Unions 
	The process of collective bargaining to negotiate the terms and conditions of teacher contracts serve to protect fair professional salaries, working conditions, rights of teachers, and also to build a stronger educational system which critics will say does not improve education.  One of the leading arguments against collective bargaining is that it protects teacher tenure, making it harder to get rid of ineffective teachers (Adler, 2010). There is no doubt that current procedures for dismissing ineffective teachers has meant that a number of poor teachers have retained their positions where they shouldn’t.  However, this problem doesn’t fall solely on the shoulders of the unions. One of the biggest challenges facing principals is the process of getting rid of incompetent teachers. Most districts have a probationary period for new teachers during which time principals have greater authority in choosing not to renew teachers who are ineffective. More should be done during the probationary period to dismiss inept teachers. The required documentation and process of non-renewing probationary teachers is time consuming to the point where it discourages such actions to be taken.  Principals find the procedures to be unreasonably burdensome where then it makes them not want to go through the process as much as they should (Johnson & Kardos, 2000). While certain evaluation and dismissal measures were put into place to avoid arbitrary dismissals, they have had the unintended consequence of retaining poor teachers but this does not mean teachers as a whole are better off without protection from arbitrary dismissals.  Unions by law are required to defend all teachers and have a duty of fair representation (Johnson & Kardos, 2000). Unions, much like the districts they protect, are not in a position to capriciously choose who they will and will not protect or who should or should not have a job, similarly to the very practices they work to protect against. Unions often are conflicted between maintaining the goal of enhancing teaching and education; while also having the responsibility to protect due process rights for teachers. Perhaps if administration and associations could work together and agree that due process rights of teachers are guaranteed, but also agree to find ways to make it easier to dismiss incompetent teachers where then the shared interest of cultivating a stronger teaching force might be more attainable. 
There are broader issues that deserve debate that go beyond making the process easier to dismiss ineffective teachers.  Perhaps there are larger issues that deserve further attention from school reformers such as the quality of teacher preparation programs, the high rates of new teachers leaving, increasing levels of support for new teachers, and retaining good teachers by providing professional wages and incentivizing master teachers through pay scales that encourage continued education.  In writing about ways to improve schools Diane Ravitch notes that, “According to federal data, the “modal years” of teacher experience in our public schools in 1987–1988 was fifteen, meaning that there were more teachers with fifteen years of experience than any other group. By 2007–2008, the largest numbers of teachers were in their first year of teaching.”  (Ravitch, 2012).  The number of teachers leaving within their first few years has an impact on the overall system in that you have less number of teachers who are experienced and mastered in their craft and more students having teachers who want to leave the field.  Ravitch also suggests that because it has become easier to enter the field through programs such as teacher emergency programs, teachers enter the field ill equipped on top of entering a system that provides limited support to new teachers. In reference to the high turnover rates of new teachers she  states that, “It’s easy to enter, and many teachers leave—up to 40 to 50 percent—in their first five years as teachers. The turnover is highest in low-scoring urban districts. We do not support new teachers with appropriate training and mentoring, and we have a problem retaining teachers. No other profession in the United States has such a high rate of turnover.” (Ravitch, 2012).  In a time where negotiating rights are being threatened along with salaries, benefits and increasingly difficult working conditions such as increase in class sizes, retaining good teachers should be discussed just as much, if not more than getting rid of bad teachers.
Through the collective bargaining and contract negotiating processes unions advocate for measures such as smaller class sizes, well rounded curriculum, and the increased professionalism of teachers which seek to improve education.  Such measures include ensuring teachers have appropriate planning time, duty free lunch periods, contract hours, leave time and more. (Adams 12, 2012) Critics continually focus on unions as obstructing progress in education by fighting measures that threaten seniority, tenure, and charter schools (Adler, 2010).  One could argue each of these issues in great depth, but what is often not acknowledged by critics is what unions do on behalf of improving education.  Despite critics of the Chicago teacher’s strikes, there were several issues beyond money that were at play. The primary issue being contested was the weight of teachers evaluations being tied to high stakes standardized testing, which again could be argued at length. Along with teacher evaluations being tied to testing, there are other battles that unions have long fought for such as; smaller class sizes, more social workers to support socially and economically depressed urban areas, air conditioning in buildings where summer school takes place, and full and balanced curriculums (Ravitch, 2012).  In an area where class sizes reach up to 40 students per class, 160 schools are without libraries and more than 40% do not have teachers teaching art, these are issues and battles that unions are taking on.  (Ravitch, 2012)  
Areas That Have Binding Contracts Fare Better Than Those that Don’t
The question remains, is education better or worse off with unions?  Not all states have binding teacher contracts that are negotiated with the help of unions.  According to averages of the 2009 NAEP scores in reading and math, states without binding teacher contracts scored lower than those with binding agreements.  In an analysis of the 10 states average rank across 4 NAEP Tests who do not have binding contracts conducted by Matt Di Carlo, senior fellow of the nonprofit  Albert Shenk  institute found that, “only one (Virginia) has an average rank above the median, while four are in the bottom 10, and seven are in the bottom 15.” (Di Carlo, 2010).  In responding to the comparison made between areas without binding contracts and student achievement one might question extraneous variables not being accounted for such as state laws, lack of resources, income, parents’ education, and curriculum. However according to research conducted by three professors in the Harvard Educational Review, factors such as parent education, race, and median income were controlled and the results still found that areas with teachers unions had “a measurable and significant correlation with increased test scores — that going to school in a union state would, for instance, raise average SATs by about 50 points.” (Johnston, 2011).  From their research, The Harvard Educational Review further concluded that, “other mechanism(s) (i.e., better working conditions; greater worker autonomy, security, and dignity; improved administration; better training of teachers; greater levels of faculty professionalism) must be at work here.” (Carr, Powell, & Carini, 437-466).  Better working conditions, job security and dignity, and improved training of teachers are measures that unions work to foster and are the reason they should be preserved.
The problems facing education do not fall squarely on unions and when discussing the role that unions play in the larger system, one has to ask if education is better without them.  While many continue to answer that question with a definitive yes, it’s important to remember historically how they came to be. Without unions the issues that threatened the work of teachers and education could emerge without union presence. The lesson that can be learned from history is that unions emerged for a reason and are a part of the democratic process that allows the voice of teachers to be heard while holding decision makers accountable, which serves as a check on power. These are values that are embedded in democratic principles. While unions are not perfect, they serve a purpose and to do away with them entirely would undermine basic democratic values. Rather than national attention being placed on a black and white answer to keep or not to keep unions, the answer is far more complicated. Perhaps there needs to be a shift in focus when determining where the problems in education stem.  Unions cannot solve the problems of poverty that indicate the strongest tie to student achievement and if unions are done away with, poverty will still exist. In Survival and Justice: Rethinking Teacher Union Strategy Bob Peterson suggests that it is time that unions evolve in a way where they are defenders of  the rights of its members and for the needs of the broader community and students by building strategic alliances with parents, labor unions, and community groups (Peterson, 2006).  What unions and reformers both can do by working together, is begin to shift their focus in the face of the growing complexities that surround the challenges of education in a way that critically challenges the system to address root causes of the problems, rather than energy spent on whether or not unions should continue their role in education. 
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