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The labor relationship between school districts and their employees is not only one of the 
most important—for ensuring the smooth and effective operation of the district’s educational 
program—but because of the multitude of factors coming from different sources, which impact 
this relationship, it is also one of the most complex to manage. 
 

Leadership, at both the state and national levels, impacts the labor relationship between a 
district and a labor union, which includes government and organizational leaders. The economy 
at state, national and world-wide levels can have a dramatic impact on labor and management’s 
ability to work through financial issues and arrive at a settlement. The Great Recession started in 
late 2008 and continued until early 2010, causing significant economic disruption at local, state, 
national and global levels. The ramifications of the Great Recession are just in the early stages of 
retreat. In addition, the increasing polarization in politics at both a local, state and national level 
has resulted in legislation, initiatives and the election of leaders with extreme agendas on both 
sides of the issues. All of these events have shaped labor relations over the past five to eight 
years and will continue to shape the environment in which labor and management have to work 
together. 
 
Economics 
 

The Great Recession led to a significant decline in funding for educational programs 
across the United States. It did not matter whether schools were funded by state revenues or local 
taxes, revenues declined at both a state and local government levels. The results were layoffs and 
higher unemployment as well as substantial drops in household incomes. This is evidenced by 
the median household income data published each year by the U.S. Census Bureau. This data 
confirms a drop in household incomes, beginning in 2008, and that median household incomes 
continue to be below pre-2008 levels.1 

                                                 
1Median Household Income in the United States, U.S. CENSUS BUREAU WEB, August 29, 2016, available at  
http://www.davemanuel.com/median-household-income.php.  
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Year Median Household 
Income (Inflation 

Adjusted) 

2007 $57,357 

2008 $55,313 

2009 $54,925 

2010 $53,507 

2011 $52,690 

2012 $52,605 

2013 $54,462 

2014 $53,657 

 
 

Let’s compare some data regarding teacher salaries to general median household 
incomes: 
 
 

 
Year2 Average Teacher Salary # of Teachers 

 
2010-11 $55,623 3,153,567 

 
2011-12 $55,418 3,083,266 

 
2012-13 $56,103 3,109,751 

 
2013-14 $56,610 3,121,926 

 
There are a couple of key points to keep in mind when looking at this data: 

 
1. Data on average teacher salaries captures only those salaries and teachers covered 

by bargaining units represented by the National Education Association. It does not 
include any data from teachers represented by the American Federation of 
Teachers. 

2. The NEA data reflects the “average” teacher salary which is a different 
measurement than the median salary. Median income is the exact middle income 

                                                 
2Rankings & Estimates for 2010-11 thru 2013-14, National Education Association (2011- 
2014). 
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earned by the group being measured (U.S. households) whereas average income is 
the mathematical mean of all incomes earned by the group being measured (NEA 
teachers). In many cases these income levels can result in similar results but 
especially high or low salaries can cause the average to be higher or lower than 
the median income. 

 
I am not positing that teachers are either paid too much or too little. There are plenty of 

people and organizations out there who are willing to make that statement without me jumping 
into the fray. For example, a couple of weeks ago the Economic Policy Institute issued a report 
finding that teachers’ 2015 weekly wages have fallen behind by 17% compared with comparable 
workers; this compares to the 1.8% they were behind in 1994.3 
 

We all remember the old adage “lies, damned lies and statistics.”4 So while clearly the 
data can be manipulated to communicate whatever message the sender desires, I found it 
interesting from at least an anecdotal perspective that teachers’ salaries experienced less of a 
decline than the average person in the United States. 
 

Inflation is usually the argument for increasing employee salaries. Measuring inflation is 
difficult at best but a regular fallback measure is the Consumer Price Index (CPI). The CPI is 
reported monthly and annually by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). The following is 
the CPI data reported by U.S. BLS for the CPI-U (all urban consumers) since 2008: 
 

Annualized Average 
National CPI-U 

2008 3.9% 

2009 -0.4% 

2010 1.6% 

2011 3.2% 

2012 2.1% 

2013 1.5% 

2014 1.6% 

2015 0.0% 

                                                 
3Sylvia A. Allegretto and Lawrence Mishel, The teacher pay gap is wider than ever, THE ECONOMIC POLICY 

INSTITUTE, August 9, 2016.  
 

4Term was popularized in the U.S. by Mark Twain.  
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The total inflationary increase based on the National CPI-U is 14.6%. The question is 
how did teacher salary increases compare over this period of time? I was unable to find a 
centralized database to identify what kind of salary increase teachers obtained during 
negotiations during this financial downturn. So, in an effort to at least create a snapshot for 
comparison purposes I went to a database maintained by the Oregon School Boards Association. 
The Association collects data from school districts across the state of Oregon. The data it collects 
represents teachers who teach approximately 70% of all students in the state of Oregon, so the 
data is reflective of a broad representation of negotiated salary increases. In comparing the actual 
increases to BA Step 0 column (the most common multiplier for salary increases) teachers at 
least in Oregon continued to see salary increases between 2008 and 2015: 
  

Year Average Base Step 0 
Increase 

2008 2.94% 

2009 2.0% 

2010 1.30% 

2011 0.52% 

2012 .062% 

2013 1.23% 

2014 1.90% 

2015 2.57% 

 
For a total “inflationary” increase of 13.14%, between 2008 and 2015, resulting in a 1.4% 

difference. None of the above numbers take into consideration those negotiations where teachers 
also received an experience step increase. The chart also does not take into consideration those 
situations where the negotiations between the district and the teachers resulted in shorter work 
years due to reductions in the school year. 
 

Unions have been very effective in conveying a message of economic loss and the need 
for economic catch-up. This theme flows through many of the strategies which will be discussed 
later in this paper and while it may be true that there were economic losses suffered by teachers 
across the country; the question that is left is how significant and permanent was the loss versus 
a temporary reduction? Point of fact, most of those temporary reductions in work years have 
been reinstated over the past several years, erasing the financial impact in the future. 
 

But the Unions’ argument resonates with members of the school district communities 
because as the median household income numbers from the Census Bureau show, most of the 
school districts’ community members are still experiencing the economic loss. 
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Use of Strike Action 
 

Only 12 states allow school employees to strike as a part of the collective bargaining 
process.5 The remainder of the states either prohibit strikes, are silent on whether or not unions 
can strike or use some other method for resolving labor disputes, the most common being interest 
arbitration. 
 

Between 2010 and 2015 there were 56 strikes in the United States.6 While this may seem 
like a large number of strikes, if you look at that number in the context of how many collective 
bargaining agreements exist in each state—in some cases there are two per district (e.g., teacher 
and classified) and there can be 100 or more districts in each state—56 strikes over five or six 
years really is not a significant number. 14 of the 56 strikes occurred in 2015, although 2012 
with 13 strikes and 2014 with 13 strikes were close behind.7 Another point of interest is that of 
those 56 strikes, 7 occurred in states where teachers are not legally allowed to strike (Missouri 
and Washington represent examples of this. Missouri had 2 strikes and Washington had 5 
strikes). 
 

So what was the reason for all these strikes? Historically the rule of thumb is that strikes 
occur when negotiations over salary and benefits cannot be resolved. Based on my own 
professional experience, I have found that to be generally true, yet what I found interesting was 
that in the strikes that occurred in 2012 and 2015 a new theme began to emerge as a key 
principle behind the teachers unions’ reasons for striking. In 2012, the Chicago teachers’ strike 
proclaimed that while the school board’s salary proposal was deficient, they were also committed 
to changes in how evaluations were conducted and in the procedures used to rehire teachers after 
schools had been closed.8  
 

This trend was even more pronounced in the strikes taking place in Washington in 2015. 
The union’s talking points in this strike focused on students and improving educational 
conditions, which included reducing student test anxiety. A teacher from a Seattle high school is 
quoted as saying “We’re doing this for the students and for a better school system.”9 Education 
Week conducted a more complete discussion of the issues in an article, written in 2015, titled The 
2015 Seattle Teachers Strike: Length of the School Day, Teacher Evaluations, Testing, Student 

                                                 
5 Kirsten Bass, Overview: How Different States Respond to Public Sector Labor Unrest, ON LABOR 

WORKERS, UNIONS, AND POLITICS, March 11, 2014, available at https://onlabor.org/2014/03/11/overview-
how-different-states-respond-to-public-sector-labor-unrest/.  
 
6Russ Brenneman, Understanding Teachers Strikes: Where They Happen and How Often, EDUCATION 

WEEK, October 21, 2015, available at http://blogs.edweek.org/teachers/teaching_now/2015/10/where-do-teachers-
strike-most-in-past-several-years.html. 

  
7Id.  

8Jonathon Berlin, Chicago teacher strikes: When, how long and the reasons why, CHIC. TRIB., March 31,           
2016, available at http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/local/breaking/ct-chicago-teacher-strikes-timeline-
20160331-htmlstory.html. 
 
9Jazz Shaw, Seattle teachers strike because the economy is too good, HOT AIR, Sept. 14, 2015, available at 
http://hotair.com/archives/2015/09/13/seattle-teachers-strike-because-the-economy-is-too-good/.  
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Discipline and Longer Recess Time.10  
 

Having negotiated hundreds of contracts over my career, I can’t say I have ever 
negotiated over the length of student recesses. Negotiations have occurred over how much 
student contact time and teacher preparation time teachers had and while that may have been the 
actual issue for the Seattle teachers that is not how the issue was presented to the public and 
parents. 
 

This is not to contend that salary was not an issue but when you look at the parties’ initial 
salary proposals and the final settlement, Seattle teachers were able to tout a theme of bargaining 
for the students’ benefit and improving the overall educational environment, rather than just 
arguing for their financial gain. The following is a brief outline of the salary proposals and the 
ultimate salary agreement: 

 
 

District 
 

2.0% 3.2% 3.75% Total: 8.95 
 

Union 
 

5.0% 5.5%  Total: 10.5% 
 

Settlement 
 

3.0% 2.0% 4.5% Total: 9.5% 

 
While the table above shows that the union obtained a better salary settlement than if it 

had accepted the board’s initial proposal, the ultimate gain was less than 1.0% over what was 
initially offered. This is a minimal gain given the time and financial resources the Union 
committed to achieving approximately a 2 percent increase in compensation. 
 

The headlines in the regular print and in the social media arena seem to reflect the 
union’s efforts to change the context in which the public saw the teacher’s strike. Here are just a 
couple of the headlines that appeared both during the strike and following the settlement of the 
Seattle Teachers’ strike: The Surprising Things Seattle Teachers Won for Students by Striking11 
and Seattle Teachers Go on Strike, Says It’s “About Caring for What’s Right for Our Kids.12  
 

The use of social media was also front and center in the teacher strikes I studied in 
preparing these materials. I found a Pinterest site for the Pasco Teachers Association and 
Facebook was used by both the Seattle Teachers Association and the Pasco School District. 
During the Medford School District strike in Medford, Oregon, both the teachers union and the 

                                                 
10Stephen Sawchuk, Seattle Teachers’ Strike Encompasses Range of Issues, EDUCATION WEEK, Sept. 16, 
2015, available at http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2015/09/16/seattle-teachers-strike-encompasses-
range-of-issues.html. 
 

11Valerie Strauss, The surprising things Seattle teachers won for students by striking, THE WASHINGTON 

POST, September 25, 2015, available at http://www.ooyuz.com/geturl?aid=8481596. 
 

12Mario Vasquez, Seattle Teachers Go On Strike, Says It’s About Caring for What’s Right for Our 
Kids, IN THESE TIMES, September 8, 2015, available at http://inthesetimes.com/working/entry/18383/seattle-
teachers-strike. 
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school district used Twitter to communicate with their constituents. The increased use of social 
media resulted in more engagement by the parties with the local community, both prior to and 
during the actual strike. Social media provides a quick and effective way of communicating a 
message as it lets each side easily see what everyone else is saying, as well as reaching members 
of the community who might not otherwise hear the parties’ messages. 
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The consequence of these tools is that community members are receiving significantly 
more information than they would have received in the past. The information is also being 
received at an early stage in the negotiations. Unions are able to frame their issues early and 
plant seeds of doubt as to the school district’s motives. During the late stages of negotiations and 
during the strike, the Pasco School District’s Facebook page was its main tool in squelching 
rumors and misinformation. The following are samples of the District’s posts: 
 

Pasco School District #1 
September 11, 2015  
QUESTION: Is it true that the Kent and Prosser board members were at the 
bargaining table with their unions? 
Absolutely false. Social media reports are stating wrong information. After confirmation 
with the Board Chairs for those two districts, it has been confirmed that no board 
members were at the table. Instead, they filled the same role as the Pasco board—
frequent contact with their bargaining team to provide parameters and direction. This 
information was confirmed with Prosser Chair Bill Jenkin and Kent Vice President (and 
former President) Debbie Straus. They go on to further explain that it isn’t a good idea, 
and it is not recommended by the Washington State School Directors’ Association 
(WSSDA). 

 
 

Pasco School District #1 
September 11, 2015  
QUESTION: The community has made clear that it wants a chance to address the 
board about the issues currently affecting them. Why don’t you give them a chance? 
When is the next board meeting scheduled for? 
Emotions are running high right now. Name calling, screaming, threats, and personal 
attacks are hurtful, upsetting, disruptive, unproductive, a poor example for our children 
and do nothing to bring us closer to an agreement. The contract will be settled at the 
bargaining table. Your comments and questions are being heard. A special email has been 
set up info@psd1.org for your questions and comments. The next regular board meeting 
is scheduled for Tuesday, September 22 at 6:30 p.m. and there will be opportunities for 
community comment then and at upcoming meetings. 

 
 
Pasco School District #1 
September 11, 2015  
QUESTION: Regarding curriculum, we need only two things from you, neither of 
which requires teachers to be in their classroom. First, why won’t you commit to 
replacing curriculum in a sequence and manner determined by a teacher-led 
committee, and you need to commit to a reasonable completion date. Second, why 
won’t you provide a reasonable allocation of funds? 
The most recent District proposal for curriculum adoption and timelines can be found on 
the district website under bargaining updates. The adoption process will comply with 
state law, which requires teachers involved in the decisions. The District is proposing to 
allocate $5.9 million dollars over two years to support curriculum adoption. 
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The above-referenced posts are minuscule compared to the number of posts the District 
was making in an effort to get information out during the teachers strike. While some of the posts 
on the District’s Facebook page asked about salary offers on behalf of the board, numerous posts 
were focused on completely non-economic issues. One that showed up frequently contained 
questions challenging the District about updating its science curriculum. This was one of the 
issues the teacher’s union leveraged during the strike to demonstrate how the strike was about so 
much more than teacher compensation. 
 
Initiatives, Legislation, Political and Legal Actions 
 

Last, but definitely not least, the polarization of the political climate has created ample 
fodder for all of the political activity which has taken place over the last five to eight years.  
 

Numerous articles and studies show a decline in the positive perception of teachers 
unions. An article in the Deseret News cited a study from the Harvard Program on Education 
Policy and Governance and Education Next saying only 22% of the public had a very positive 
view of unions in 2012, down from 29% in 2011.13 The National Education Association (NEA) 
acknowledges this downward slide of public perception of teachers unions in an article it 
published in 2012 titled Teachers Unions and Educational Reform: A Research Review.14 In the 
executive summary the authors’ state:  
 

Teachers unions’ ability to effectively advocate for teachers specifically and for 
educational quality more generally has been subjected to political challenges. In many 
places, the news media and the public hold images of teacher organizations as militant, 
unprofessional, simplistic, and selfish in their priorities.15 

 
It goes on to say: 
 

It has become more difficult for union staff and officials to establish credibility and work 
proactively within the educational policy system. According to teacher union critics, 
collective bargaining is a particularly significant threat to current reform efforts. 
According to some policy researchers, marginalization is in fact a goal of many of these 
reform efforts.16 

 
With this downward slide legislative “reform” proposals sprouted up all over the country 

targeting tenure, evaluation, fair share and even the collective bargaining laws themselves. One 

                                                 
13Mercedes White, Support for Teachers Unions at an All-Time Low, DESERET NEWS, June 13, 2012, 
available at http://www.deseretnews.com/article/865557379/Support-for-teachers-unions-at-an-all-time-
low.html?pg=all. 

14Nina Bascia & Pamela Osmond, Teacher Unions and Educational Reform: A Research Review,   
National Education Association, National Education Association Center for Great Public Schools Research 
Department, 2012. 

15Id at vii. 

16Id. 



11 | P a g e  
 

of the first and most sweeping legislative efforts occurred when Governor Walker passed 
Wisconsin Act 10 which made changes to public employee pensions, health insurance and 
collective bargaining laws.17 The changes to the collective bargaining laws were extensive: 
public employees could negotiate only over wages; salary increases could not be in excess of a 
cap based on the consumer price index (CPI); contracts could only be for one year and wages are 
frozen until a new contract is reached; employers could no longer collect union dues via payroll 
deduction; and no employee was required to pay dues.18 The law was recently upheld by the 
Wisconsin State Supreme Court.19 
 

Another legislative change came in Florida when Governor Rick Scott signed Senate Bill 
736. The legislation eliminated tenure for teachers, required the evaluation system to incorporate 
student improvement and eliminated layoffs based on seniority.20 The legislation was challenged 
by the Union arguing that the Florida legislature illegally delegated its legislative authority to the 
Florida State Board of Education.21 But the Florida District Court of Appeals upheld the law on 
January 23, 2015 holding that “given the complexity of the legislative policy goals, which have 
only increased since the time of Turlington (as Judge Benton opinion makes evident), the statute 
provides constitutionally adequate guidance and constraints to prevent the Board from wandering 
too far afield.”22 
 

Idaho passed the Students Come First law in 2011 which limited teacher contract 
negotiations to salary and benefits and allowed school boards to implement compensation 
proposals if agreements were not reached within the timeline outlined in the bill.23 Ultimately 
the law was subjected to a referendum in 2012 and it was rejected by the voters by a vote of 
57%.24 

 
Pro-reform groups were not the only ones who figured out how to use the political system 

to push their agendas; unions have also grasped the concept. In Oregon, labor unions 
successfully led a coalition of unions, small businesses and community advocacy organizations 

                                                 
17Wisconsin Act 10, 2011. 

18Id. 

19Madison Teachers Inc. V. Walker 358 Wis 2d 1(Wis. 2014). 

20Chapter 2011-1, Laws of Florida. 

21Robinson v. Stewart, 161 So.3d 589 at 597 (2015). 

22Id at 596. 

23Senate Bill 1108 (2011). 

24Idaho Teachers Collective Bargaining Veto Referendums, Props. 1 and 2, BALLOTPEDIA, 2012, available 
at 
https://ballotpedia.org/Idaho_Teachers%27_Collective_Bargaining_Veto_Referendums,_Props._1_and_2_(
2)_(2012).  
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to collect enough signatures to refer an initiative that will increase the corporate minimum tax 
when sales exceed $25 million with the funds going to education, healthcare and senior 
services.25 This battle will likely be the largest the state of Oregon has seen in a long time; 
pitting public employee unions and education nonprofits against Oregon’s business 
community.26 
 

In addition to fighting back legislative actions, and trying to pass initiatives supporting 
union causes, unions have also figured out that focusing on who is actually elected to serve in 
local leadership positions may be the most time and cost effective solution to all of their 
problems. In Oregon we have seen a marked increase in the union running labor friendly 
candidates (e.g., retired teachers) for public office, whether it is the local school board or the 
legislature. Wisconsin is experiencing a similar phenomenon. This has resulted in more polarity 
on school boards and more situations where there are potential ethics and conflict of interest 
problems. 

 
Summary and Best Practices 
 

The use of strikes is not going away—strikes are morphing into social justice events 
using issues of student rights, reduced testing and better quality educational environment for 
students as the key messages. This has resulted in helping to build broader support for teachers 
union activities at a time when given the economics most community members would not 
necessarily support pure financial gain by teachers as the goal of a strike. Strikes have also 
moved squarely into the social media arena. More information is available to the public and it is 
available on a much more regular basis. 
 

Best Practice: Districts need to be proactive. They need to communicate 
frequently with their constituents. Communication should start 
prior to negotiations and continue after negotiations are over. 
Regular communication about day-to-day events creates a 
relationship with the community which in turn helps to establish 
credibility when the union starts to raise questions about the 
district’s actions during negotiations. 

 
Best Practice: Before the bargaining team ever shows up at the bargaining table, 

collect the data which supports your proposals and try to anticipate 
the issues the union will be bringing and prepare for those as well. 

 
Unions have become much savvier about using the political process to their advantage. 

Whether it is working on passing initiative petitions, legislation or getting pro-union candidates 
elected to the local school board or legislature. Board members and administrators can no longer 

                                                 
25Oregon Business Tax Increase, Measure 97, BALLOTPEDIA, 2016, available at 
https://ballotpedia.org/Oregon_Business_Tax_Increase,_Measure_97_(2016). 

26Dana Tims, Corporate tax initiative likely to dominate November ballot, OREGONLIVE, May 21, 2016, 
available at http://www.oregonlive.com/politics/index.ssf/2016/05/corporate_tax_initiative_likel.html. 

 



13 | P a g e  
 

ignore the political process. In fact, administrators and board members need to be the people 
most knowledgeable about the impact of legislation and ballot measures on their local school. 
 

Best Practice: Get to know your local legislatures, city council members, county 
commissioners and even your representatives at the national level. 
You need to build these relationships long before you actually need 
them. Go to town hall meetings and visit legislators when they are 
in town. Once you have built a relationship with other political 
leaders they will be much more likely to give you a call about 
issues that affect education and ask your opinion. 

 
Best Practice: Educate yourself on educational issues and be the subject matter 

expert as to how the various laws and/or regulations will impact 
your specific district. Communicate these impacts as needed to the 
various political leaders responsible for creating and passing these 
laws in your communities. 

 
Best Practice: Find community members who have a passion for education and 

mentor them into becoming educational leaders. These will be the 
individuals who will volunteer for the various committees and who 
need to be supported should they become interested in running for 
the school board in the future. When they do decide to run for the 
school board, they will already know a great deal about how the 
district operates and their learning curve will be greatly reduced. 

 
Maintaining an effective relationship with your labor union is valuable but understanding 

the various strategies and perspectives it brings to the table will help you be better prepared to 
respond in an appropriate manner, taking into consideration not only your employees’ issues but 
the interests of your students and community members.  
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