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Ten Ideas to 
Strengthen Our 
Next Contract 
Struggle 
While the recently approved contract between the United Educators of 
San Francisco and San Francisco Unified School District has some 
moderate gains, nearly everyone will agree that well-resourced 
schools and dignified compensation is still quite far from reality.  As 
we continue our fight to bring more resources to California and San 
Francisco schools, we also understand that a stronger union could 
change the culture of our school district.   Without the pressure of a 
dynamic union rooted in empowered members, we can expect our 
district leadership to continue to use much of our limited resources 
for top-down curricula, assessments, and consultation that most often 
look better on their resumes than in our classrooms.  

This document is a critique, but it is not looking to scapegoat the 
union leadership for all the faults of our collective union; neither is it 
intended to discount the union leadership’s commitment to our 
students and educators.   We should not be opposed to strong 
leadership, but we should recognize the strongest and best leadership 
comes from an empowered membership.   

Listed below are ten ideas that could improve the contract campaign 
through facilitating more rank-and-file empowerment while 
establishing a closer relationship with our natural allies: parents, 
students, and community members. 

1. Develop an educator and community-driven vision of the 
schools our students deserve. 

Corporate education reformers have a clear idea of what they would like to see in public 
schools. They have a tendency to downplay the effects of school instability, segregation, 
resource inequality, poverty, and other forms of oppression that affect our youth, while 
almost solely focusing on educators as the most significant variable that affects young 
peoples’ development.   Meanwhile, most teachers who are best acquainted with 
complexities and obstacles in the way of healthy child development rarely have the 
opportunity to articulate what changes must happen to ensure that each student 
thrives.  It is imperative that we share our expertise with our parents and communities 
and convince them that our fight for dignified compensation, well-resourced schools, 
and greater justice in society is worth joining.  To do this, we have to develop a sharper 
analysis of what public schooling and social injustice look like in San Francisco while 
developing a vision for change.  

More teacher activists should acquaint themselves with Chicago teachers’ pamphlet 
developed with the help of community input; it is entitled The Schools Chicago Students 
Deserve.  It seriously examines what apartheid education looks like in Chicago and has 
solutions to enhance student development and end the pervasive resource inequality and  
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racism in Chicago schools.  While UESF has taken steps through town halls, parent 
surveys, and relationships with student advocacy groups to solicit wider perspectives, we 
have yet to build a clear vision that examines the injustice in and outside of our city’s 
public school system.  We should immediately begin to solicit the perspectives of our 
union members as well as continue to solicit ideas from students, parents, and 
community.   

We should develop an open workgroup that synthesizes the perspectives of our 
members, allies, and current research on education. The workgroup should have a goal 
of eventually creating literature and media that clearly articulate a vision for the school 
system San Francisco students deserve, as well as addressing how poverty and 
oppression are some of the most powerful variables that affect our students.   

2. Seriously prepare for a strike. 

In our next contract struggle, we must look at a strike as a tool of our collective power, 
rather than a risk to be avoided at all costs.  Few activities can empower workers more 
than withholding their labor. At first glance, this may seem like a bad approach for 
educators to take since they would then deny education to their students. However, the 
lesson of watching their teachers take a militant stance for justice is something none of 
them will forget.   Historically, strikes have shaken the foundations of public schooling 
and dramatically transformed public education. 

Our recent struggle demonstrated that the district officials made efforts to obfuscate the 
realities of our budget. Only after we began to move toward a strike did our negotiations 
become more civil.  We must recognize that our ability to strike has been and always 
will be our best weapon in the contract struggle.  We should unapologetically organize 
toward striking through mass membership and community action.  

It is also important that we vote to change union bylaws to change the power to call for 
a strike vote from the president of the union to the delegate assembly; our representative 
bodies should have the right to advance the struggle, not solely the president of the 
union. 

 
3. Open up debate and discussion on the contract before a 
survey is sent out to the membership. 

Our union sent out a survey to all members in the fall of 2013 to assess what the 
contract priorities should be.  This is clearly a practice we should continue,  but how can 
we strengthen it?  During the survey process, many members were simply unaware of 
the many issues affecting other members (e.g. class sizes of 40+ students, extreme family 
healthcare costs, or the over-testing of elementary school classrooms).   Facilitating 
debate and discussion at school sites and as a collective union before the survey is sent 
out would allow members to hear other member (and community) perspectives and 
build a better sense of solidarity across our varied jobs. We should make space in our 
official union newsletter for letters from our members and community to share their 
unique perspectives. Such a process could make the survey more meaningful and 
empowering for rank-and-file membership. 

4. Make the results of the membership survey available to 
the membership.   

After the results of the survey were tabulated, the decision was made to keep much of 
the results of the membership survey private.   Members were essentially denied access 
to much of what their fellow members had deemed most important to fight for in the 
contract campaign.  The argument was that, like a card game, you do not want to reveal 



too much by showing your hand to the management.   Yet, the essence of bargaining is 
that you must reveal your hand (demands) to management in order to win them.   

If members are not aware of what is being demanded, we cannot expect to motivate 
them to participate in the struggle. 

5. Elect the bargaining team.   

Our bargaining team is selected by the union president.  The arguments for a selected 
bargaining team usually come down to having a representative and reliable team to 
support the president.  While this is an understandable concern, there is little evidence 
that such concerns couldn’t also be addressed while still electing the bargaining team.    

In any political forum, an appointed individual will feel an obligation to support the 
person by whom he or she was appointed.   An elected individual maintains the liberty 
to express controversial perspectives without fear of reprisal.   An elected bargaining 
team would ensure more genuine debate and discussion on the bargaining team as well 
as make the team more accountable and receptive to the wider membership. 

It should be said that such a proposal is far from an abstraction. Some of the most 
dynamic and militant contract organizing in the Bay Area today is coming from elected 
bargaining teams.  We should learn from them and create bylaws accordingly. 

6. Open negotiations to the public. 

St. Paul, MN teachers opened their negotiations allowing members, parents, and 
community members to observe their negotiations with district management.  They 
stood by the belief that parents and teachers can and will agree on 90 percent of the 
issues related to the contract.  At the start of their negotiations, parents were stunned by 
the district management’s treatment of teachers in negotiations.  The backlash 
embarrassed district officials and they forced the union to close the negotiation process. 
Through the process parents and community saw the unsavory motivations of 
management and found trust in the teachers union. 

While the St. Paul, MN example may seem far away, we have seen San Francisco city 
employees (SEIU 1021) and CCSF instructors (AFT2121) open their negotiations to 
further gain member and/or public trust.  We should learn from the lessons of St. Paul 
teachers and locals doing good work here in San Francisco and build a transparent 
contract struggle that proves to the public that our cause is just.  

7.  Challenge gag-orders. 

As any Social Studies teacher will tell you, secrecy is an enemy to democracy.  While 
teacher unionists are all very used to the secretive culture of district politics, we must 
resist any attempts to force us to participate in such practices.  Over the summer, when 
the district called an impasse triggering the mediation process, the state-appointed 
mediator called for a “gag-order.”  Amongst anti-labor experts this is commonly called a 
“black out.”  The idea is that you are able to force the union to agree to not share any 
information with the rank-and-file. They know that blacking out information from the 
rank-and-file insulates the bargaining team from the greater union and disorganizes the 
campaign.   

We all know the results of what happened after our “gag-order.”   The membership was 
left out of the process.   Members were asked to participate in union actions and 
meetings but had little idea of what was happening.  We remained a confused and 
demoralized force, nearly impossible to mobilize.   Blackouts have no benefit to the 
union and only empower district management.   

While “gag orders” are common in today’s unionism, more militant California public 
sector unions are successfully challenging gag orders and other ground rules through the 
claim that there is no right to such privileges in California public sector labor law 
(MMBA).  While education labor law (EERA) has its own additional set of regulations, 
there is no reference in the law to any party having the right to silence 
negotiations.   We should follow the lead of other locals and challenge the imposition of 
gag orders as not only unjust but also illegal. 

8.  Know that labor law can be used to diminish contract 
campaign momentum and militancy. 

 

In the wake of considerable militant actions from public employees and teachers, 
legislation was passed in the late 1960s and 1970s to give public employees the right to 
collectively bargain.   Yet, with such rights came a burdensome system of labor laws that 
sought to avoid strikes and pacify the negotiating process.  Hence, strikes are not 
permitted during the slow processes of mediation and fact-finding.   

We must understand that we must develop smart campaigns that continue to move us 
toward strike action while keeping us from carelessly bucking labor laws.  We must 
establish better community relations, through many of the suggestions already 
mentioned, in order to gain the trust needed to utilize the grassroots mobilization 
necessary to pressure the district to expedite the negotiating process.  We also should 
closely study when and how we can override the restrictive laws if necessary and 
democratically decide to do so.    

9. Develop a member-controlled contract action team.   

Much of the organizing for the contract struggle was left to the full-time staff of the 
union to lead.   While they undoubtedly worked hard and did some admirable work in 
the run-up to a potential strike, leaving this work to full-time staffers disempowers the 
membership.  We need to educate our members that the union is theirs and that its 
success will not come through the hard work of a few full-time staffers but through the 
active participation of its members. Yet, there is a difference between member 
involvement and member empowerment.  Members need to know that if they show up 
their contribution will have value.  Developing an open contract organizing team that 
allows members to actively shape the campaign can help members develop a real sense 
of ownership of the struggle. 

Additionally, open member participation in a contract organizing team could bring in 
fresh and relevant perspectives and keep more dedicated unionists connected to the 
pulse of the contract campaign.  A member-controlled contract organizing team could 
work with union leadership and the bargaining team to democratically decide on how 
the contract survey, publications, literature, membership meetings, town halls, and strike 
preparations are organized.  

10.  Develop new approach to the tentative agreement. 

While most union site leaders were busy preparing for a possible strike, the membership 
was surprised with the sudden news that a tentative agreement was reached and the 
contract struggle was apparently over.  All changes to the contract were immediately 
presented as a singular tentative agreement while direct consultation with members in 
the development of the tentative contract was absent.  

When a large number of changes to the contract are presented to membership with no 
prior consultation, and are presented as the end of the contract struggle, it is confusing 
and demoralizing.  This is a symptom of what has already been discussed.  The forced 
secrecy of the negotiations prevented the bargaining team from seeking approval for 
individual changes to the contract.   In the future, if we’re free of the constraints of 
secretive bargaining, each proposed change to the contract could be examined by the 
highest stakeholders and decided on through a representative body like an elected 
bargaining team.   The membership should expect to be consulted and acquainted 
about the changes in the final tentative agreement (contract) before it is officially sent 
out for a vote. 

Conclusion 

Our contract undoubtedly had some advances and those should be celebrated, but the 
contract also ensured at least three more years of low pay for educators, egregious family 
healthcare costs, limitless 4-12 grade class sizes, and no protections against the growing 
attack on teachers’ professional autonomy, among other things.  We must build a 
campaign that can forcefully challenge the injustices we see in our schools each 
day.  The hope is that this document can help us envision concrete steps toward doing 
just that. 
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