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Introduction

This report provides an update on the project ‘Changing unions in challenging times: international case studies in teacher union renewal’.

At this stage the research team are still involved in data collection.  This report is provided by way of an update.  It is based on a very preliminary assessment of the data collected from three cases.  It is not an attempt to systematically set out findings from the project.  For this reason the data analysis we present in this report is described as ‘lines of inquiry’.  These are the key themes we have identified from the work to date, and which will be explore in more detail in the final report.

We are keen to discuss these lines of inquiry, and to ascertain the view of RESNET members as we move to later stages of the project. Given the highly tentative nature of the findings we respectfully request at this stage that the report is not circulated beyond the group’s membership.

The report is based on case study visits to Scotland (Educational Institute of Scotland), New Zealand (New Zealand Educational Institute and Post Primary Teachers’ Association) and Kenya (Kenya National Union of Teachers).

Further case study visits are planned for Poland (May 2016), Chile (June), the USA (June) and Turkey (September).

The final report will be presented to EI in Spring 2017.

Research questions

The focus of the proposed study points to the following over-arching research question:
 
How have teacher unions changed in ways that enhance teacher agency with regard to shaping the conditions of teachers’ work, policy setting and professional learning?

This presents the following sub-questions:

· What is the historical and political context of the changes in each of the case studies? 
· How have organized teachers made sense of/discursively framed the changes?
· How, and to what extent, have teacher unions reframed their objectives and campaigning priorities as part of the process of renewal? 
· How, and to what extent, have unions introduced structural, cultural and organisational changes as part of the process of renewal?
· What conclusions can be drawn from the experiences of each of the case study unions, and by the cases in relation to one another?

Literature Review

Turner (2004, p. 4) identifies several significant revitalization strategies derived from his empirical study of union renewal across different countries and sectors:  labour-management partnerships, political action, reform of union structures, coalition-building, and international solidarity.  To this list of “outward-looking” changes, we would add forms of renewal that emphasize teacher engagement. Turner notes that these “strategies overlap and combine in various ways.” 

We know of several cases of teacher union revitalization that exemplify these categories.  For example, England, Alberta, Canada and the Nordic countries (Bascia & Osmond, 2013; Carter, Stevenson & Passy, 2010) demonstrated a clear case of labour-government partnerships where teacher unions have been able to enter into relationships as policy-setting partners, however episodically.  In England more recently, unions have shifted focus to organizing at the school level in response to fast-paced and significant changes to the locus of authority across that country (Stevenson, 2015). In Chicago, in the U.S., the Chicago Teachers’ Union represents a case of coalition building as teachers and parents worked together on anti-testing campaigns and resistance to school closures (Gutierrez, 2013).

Conceptual Frameworks

In the proposed project, we draw on two different frameworks to help us conceptualise first, renewal in a teachers’ union; and second, the wider notion of a new democratic professionalism around which renewal might take place.

The first conceptual framework was developed by Carter, Stevenson and Passy (2010) in their study of school sector industrial relations in England.  This emerged from a significant Research Council study in 2006-2008 exploring major developments in English education policy.  This framework has since been utilized in other research, including EI-funded projects (see Bascia & Osmond, 2013; Verger, et al., 2014). The framework’s value reflects its grounding in the schools sector and its ability to reflect some of the issues specific to teacher unionism, for example the complex and multiple ways in which ‘industrial’ and ‘professional’ issues are balanced by teachers unions.  However, upon consideration, we believe the framework does not reflect the breadth of union strategies identified by Turner and discussed above. In our study, we would seek to address this deficit by using the Carter, et al. framework as our point of analytic departure, but seeking to develop the framework further by drawing on the wider range of union strategies exemplified in our choice of cases.  

The Carter, et al. study identified 3 broad strategic responses as rapprochement, resistance and renewal.  ‘Rapprochement’ refers to those cases where unions seek partnership arrangements with the employers and adopt approaches to conflict resolution that often eschew traditional forms of collective bargaining.  In contrast, the approach identified as ‘resistance’ represents a more explicit challenge to the global reform movement in education and is often accompanied by a more active opposition, in which unions resort to visible displays of opposition, most conspicuously forms of industrial action. 

Where there is evidence of union renewal, unions go beyond resistance and change and adapt to new circumstances – for example, a shift to site based management is accompanied by a corresponding decentralization of union structures.  Fairbrother’s (2000) assertion of the union renewal thesis argued that such developments present both threat and opportunity for the union, but that where the right strategic choices are made, unions can benefit from greater membership participation and engagement. In this study we seek to develop an intentionally broad notion of renewal to capture the diverse ways in which unions have developed in order to bring about greater membership involvement.

Our understanding of a broader notion of renewal is underpinned by a second framework based on Stevenson and Gilliland’s (2015) case for a new democratic professionalism. Stevenson and Gilliland draw extensively on the work of Bangs and Frost (2012) and Priestley et al. (2015) to argue that teachers’ professional agency lies at the heart of a new democratic professionalism.  Crucially they contend that professional agency cannot be considered sufficient if it is purely individual, but that it must also be exercised collectively.  Teacher unions are central to this new democratic professionalism because they not only provide a means whereby teachers can assert their collective agency, but through their collective agency they help create the conditions in which teachers can exercise their individual agency. Teacher unions therefore are pivotal to developing teacher leadership at all levels of education systems, from the classroom to national and supra-national policy-making.  Stevenson and Gilliland identify three ‘domains of professional agency’ as key areas of teachers’ professional lives in which teachers must experience meaningful agency:

Shaping learning and working conditions – recognises that the working conditions of teachers are the learning conditions of students and that teachers should not only be able to exercise proper professional judgement in their own classroom but that they should have meaningful influence in framing the conditions within which they work, through, for example, collective bargaining frameworks (Bascia & Rottmann, 2011).

Developing and enacting policy – ‘policy’ frames much of what teachers do, whether it comes from government, or it is policy developed at school level.  If teachers have meaningful agency then they have a voice in determining policy at whatever level it is being developed.  Policy should not be imposed, but the outcome of genuine democratic processes. There needs to be a ‘re-balancing’ in schools systems with the views of classroom teachers, and support staff, given due respect and recognition. Structures should be established in schools that formalise these arrangements. At a national and supra-national level teachers, through their unions, can expect to have a significant influence in framing key policies impacting their profession (what Bangs and MacBeath (2012) refer to as ‘teacher policy’). 

Developing professional knowledge and professional learning – respects teachers’ professional expertise and their ability to exercise professional judgement.  Teachers need the space to engage critically with research, and also to determine their own professional development needs. Too often teachers are told what to do, and are then further de-professionalised by quick-fix professional development programmes that tell them how to do it. As with many other aspects of education, too much decision making in relation to pedagogical approaches and professional development is experienced as top-down imposition, often driven by the perceived demands of inspectorates. In many cases inspection arrangements are antithetical to notions of professional trust and autonomy, without which there cannot be genuine professional agency (Bangs & Frost, 2012; Bangs & MacBeath, 2012).  What is the role of teacher unions in developing pedagogical knowledge and promoting teachers’ access to professional development?

We believe that these domains of professional agency can all act as sites of union renewal covering issues of professional autonomy, working conditions, policy engagement and professional learning. In this study we also seek to capture the dynamics of union renewal, and the diverse voices that shape the process of renewal.  We do not see renewal as a technical process in which strategy is developed and implemented in a tidy and systematic form. Rather we see renewal as a process of complex change likely to be characterised by divergent views and the challenging of established practices.  It will be important therefore to capture the relationship between what might be considered internal pressures for renewal (for example from members in under represented sections of the membership seeking a voice within the union) and how these relate to more outward facing examples of renewal (for example in the form of new organising strategies or different relationships with policy makers).

As indicated, we believe these frameworks provide a useful starting point to analyse the different cases in the study. However, we also see the value of this approach as being the opportunity to further develop the frameworks, and in particular for them to reflect the breadth and detail of the strategies provided by Turner’s overview of trade union strategies more broadly. Indeed this project addresses limitations in Turner’s approach by connecting external relations with the internal dynamics of union change.  Our expectation is to develop a rich set of case studies, based on a unified and contextually sensitive conceptual framework, that will help inform strategic thinking amongst teacher unions as they face common problems, but in very individual circumstances.

The cases

Scotland

Policy context

Within the framework of the UK, education in Scotland has always been a policy issue determined within Scotland. Hence, even before devolution education issues in Scotland were matters for Scottish governance structures. Following devolution, and the continued migration of powers from central UK government to the Scottish Parliament, this sense of a distinctive Scottish approach to education has become more embedded.

Devolution in Scotland has contributed to the emergence of a distinctive ‘Scottish way’ within UK politics where the political approaches North and South of the border with England have become increasingly divergent. Scotland (along with much of the industrial North of England) has eschewed the Thatcherite neoliberalism that has characterised much of English politics.  Within Scotland, because of devolution, it has been possible to develop this approach in terms of both the aims and processes of policy. In simple terms, the aims of policy have been rooted in a more obviously Northern European model of social democracy, whilst what can be described as the processes of policy have been reflected in models of policy development that have emphasised partnerships and alliances. This surface level analysis of Scottish politics is certainly reflected in Scottish education policy where there remains a strong commitment to a service provided by local government, and with teacher unions as partners in a policy process.  Scotland has, by and large, rejected central elements of what is often referred to as the ‘GERM’. Whilst their continues to be strong rhetorical opposition to an education system in which neoliberal policy approaches emerge, there is recent evidence that the end of the Labour Party’s dominance of Scottish politics, and the emergence of the Scottish Nationalist Party as the party of Scottish government is destabilising the old consensus between organised labour and government. This is making Scottish politics somewhat less predictable and is creating new challenges for the teacher unions in Scotland.  The recent proposal to introduce standardised testing, long rejected in Scotland, is one conspicuous example of how the ground is shifting.

Union context

Scottish teacher unionism is characterised by a form of competitive multi-unionism, although this looks simpler than in several other jurisdictions.  The longest established union, and the focus of this case study, is the Educational Institute of Scotland (EIS).  The union has approximately 55,000 members across the primary and secondary sectors and estimates are that it represents about 80% of the nation’s teachers.  The next largest union (with 7000+ members) is the Scottish Secondary Teachers’ Association, formed in 1944 to provide a voice for teachers in the sector who believed that the numerical superiority of primary teachers meant that secondary teacher interests were neglected. Alongside these ‘scottish unions’ there are UK wide unions that organise in Scotland, including NASUWT and ATL.  

Data collection

This country case focused on the EIS, given its dominant membership in Scotland.  A visit was undertaken in September 2015. A total of 21 people were involved in interviews. These included senior union officials, national (elected) officers and lay activists (those holding office and members with no union office).  In addition to interviewing EIS members and officials, interviews were conducted with ‘employer representatives’ (Scottish government and General Teaching Council of Scotland, although neither technically, are the employer) and academic policy experts. During the research visit the research team attended a ‘Festival of Education’ event and heard a keynote speech by the Scottish education minister, and also visited a local school to speak to EIS members.

New Zealand

Policy context

New Zealand found itself in the vanguard of ‘neoliberal’ restructuring of schools in the late 1980s/early 1990s. This was most obviously in the form of the Tomorrow’s Schools report which made a decisive shift towards site based management and ‘autonomous schools’.  The regional/local tier of governance was removed and schools became managed by Boards of Trustees. This paralleled developments in England (Education Reform Act, 1988) and parts of the USA (A Nation at Risk, and the introduction of charter schools) at broadly the same time.  However, as will be discussed, there are important elements of the SBM agenda that have unfolded in New Zealand in very different ways to the way they have developed in, for example, England.

Identifiable elements of neoliberal restructuring that have emerged within the NZ schools system in recent years are the creation of a small number of Charter Schools (referred to in NZ in commpn parlance, but technically called Partnership Schools) and also the emergence of a centralized ‘national standards’ agenda.  At the time of writing both these elements of policy are developing in fluid and unpredictable ways.  For example, whilst there does appear to be a serious commitment to expanding the number of Partnership Schools this policy is proving highly contentious (not helped by several well publicized examples of financial mismanagement) and the number of such schools remains small.

At the time the research was conducted a major policy development was being introduced which was clearly causing teacher unions considerable angst. The Investing in Educational Success initiative initially proposed that individual schools would be compelled to form into collaborative networks.  To facilitate this work a number of new posts would be created whereby some school principals and teacher leaders would receive additional allowances to support this work.  The initiative reflected a range of global discourses that emphasise networking and ‘system leadership’ as a key to improvement. In a highly decentralized school system, NZ’s schools possess few of the characteristics that new policy orthodoxies currently promote.

Initially the policy was being imposed, but after considerable resistance (from a range of groups – unions, other professional bodies, school boards) discussions were opened up and a more flexible approach to policy implementation was adopted.  Resistance was based on the view that the money involved was not being well directed, and that the new teaching roles (and contracts) were destabilising to existing arrangements.

This issue had proved highly contentious amongst the educational community in NZ, and although largely ‘resolved’ when this research was undertaken, the fallout from these developments provided much of the background to this work.

Union context

New Zealand’s teacher unions present a case of a relatively simple ‘multi-unionism’ (often referred to as ‘adjacent unionism’) whereby there are two unions with each organizing in different sectors. The New Zealand Education Institute organizes elementary (primary) school teachers (classroom teachers and principals) and the Post Primary Teachers Association organizes in high (secondary) schools (classroom teachers).  Within the post-primary sector there is a small union representing principals (New Zealand Principal’s Federation). 

The two teacher unions do not compete for the same members, and each has their own collective bargaining processes.  Although the PPTA was formed as a break away from the NZEI the two unions have positive and constructive relations.  That said, it is clear that the two unions do not operate in splendid isolation from each other whereby the actions of one union has no bearing on the other.  On the contrary actions of one union clearly impacts on the other – in both policy making and bargaining environments. This often has significant implications, such as in relation to the response of the two unions to the Investing in Educational Success initiative.

Data collection

Data collection took place in December 2015.  This site visit lasted one week and was hosted by both NZEI and PPTA.  During the week 17 members of NZEI and 11 members of PPTA were involved in interviews. In both cases this represented a range of official at all levels, elected officers and lay members and activists.  These interviews included 3 school visits.  In addition to these interviews discussions were conducted with a senior official of the employers’ organisation and a local community activist.  An informal meeting was also arranged with the national secretary and president of the Tertiary Education Union. Finally, PPTA hosted a presentation by Stevenson to an audience of about 25 union activists and employer representatives.  The presentation was titled “Industrial Relations Issues in the English School System”, and the ensuing discussion provided a further opportunity to exchange ideas about the issues facing teacher unions in the two jurisdictions.

Kenya

Policy context

Kenya is the dominant state in East Africa, but possesses many of the features common to nations across sub-saharan Africa.  Within the country per capita GDP is $3245 and life expectancy is 57 years for men and 59 for women.  Statutory school is technically free, but hidden costs (such as uniforms) can make it a significant expense for the poor.

Kenyan politics is highly centralised, and this reflects in the school system with high levels of prescription in relation to the curriculum and pedagogical matters.  A feature of the system of governance is corruption at all levels of the system.  This not only misdirects extremely scarce resources but breeds cynicism amongst teachers and educators.  The culture of corruption can lead many to think that positive change will always been thwarted.

Within the education system the Teachers’ Service Commission provides a central role for teachers. It was established in 1967 and exists, in its own words, ‘to give teachers one employer and uniform terms and conditions of service. It was charged with the mandate of registering, employing, promoting, disciplining and paying teachers.’ (TSC website).

In the recent past the Teachers’ Service Commission has recognised, to a degree, that the already poor levels of pay that Kenyan teachers experience had been eroded even further in recent years. A pay award was recommended that went part way to addressing the pay erosion issue, but this was denied by the government.  The decision of the TSC was upheld by the courts, but the Kenyan government still refused to sanction the payment.  The KNUT resorted to extensive strike action (lasting 5 weeks, until a court ruling forced teachers back to work), and at the time of the research visit in April 2016 this matter was unresolved.  What was becoming clear was the government’s serious determination to inflict damage on the teacher unions.  Teachers’ pay had been withheld, and the government was also withholding the payment of union dues (which it deducts) to the union.  The government was claiming that it did not know how much money to pay to the two teacher unions (KNUT and KUPPET) as it was not aware of their respective membership levels, and therefore it would only release the funds once all teachers in a union had declared their union affiliation. In the meantime the government was withholding any payments to the union and at the time of the research visit union officials were working without payment.

These instances illustrate the context in which Kenyan teachers work.  Not only is there a determination to refuse to address issues of resources in schools, but teachers’ pay and working conditions are tightly controlled.  At the same time there is an emerging focus on teacher standards and performance with an appraisal system for teachers now being proposed, and an increased focused on school test scores.  All of this takes place in a context where there is no collective bargaining agreement, consultation is often token and government attitudes to the unions are hostile.

The final element of this picture is the emergence of a rapidly growing ‘low fee – private school’ model within Kenya, most obviously through the development of Bridge schools.  Bridge is a US-based for-profit edu-business that provides fee paying private schools in several African countries.  Kenya was one of its first areas it developed and it remains one of its largest markets.  Bridge has attracted considerable financial support from organisations such as the World Bank to develop its work.

Union context

Kenya has two teacher unions in the school sector. The oldest, and largest, is the Kenya National Union of Teachers (KNUT). This was formed in 1957 as the movement towards independence (achieved in 1963) developed. As with both Scotland and New Zealand, Kenya experienced the emergence of a new union representing secondary school teachers when the Kenyan Union of Post-Primary Education Teachers (KUPPET) was formed.  KUPPET co-exists with KNUT in the secondary sector with both unions competing for the same potential members.

Data collection

The focus of this country visit was the KNUT.  Interviews were conducted with 20 officials and lay officers/members of the KNUT.  In addition to these interviews visits were undertaken to 3 schools (a primary and secondary school in Nairobi, and an all through school in the Maasai).  In each school meetings/focus groups were held with KNUT members – this involved 56 teachers.  A meeting/focus group interview was also conducted with a group of 12 social media activists (KNUT members and general edu-bloggers).  Stevenson made two presentations, based on the title of this project. One was to the senior official of the unions, and the other to senior officers (elected). In both cases the presentations were used to open up a wider discussion about the issues as they pertained to Kenya.

Lines of inquiry:

At this stage, this presentation of findings is extremely tentative. Data collection is not complete and there has not yet been a thorough analysis of the data collected to date.  What is presented here then is a set of themes that have emerged from the data.  These are presented as ‘lines of inquiry’ at this stage, as they will form the basis of further analysis. At this stage a country by country analysis is not presented.  In some cases the themes that have emerged are common across all the cases (but in different forms), whilst in other cases the theme may be unique to one of the cases.  Within the discussion that follows we try to indicate where particular themes relate to particular cases.

The centrality of collective bargaining

In two of the three countries, collective bargaining procedures were national and robust.  It is hard to overstate how important these are.  It has been stated that trade unions are what trade unions do, and what trade unions do is bargain collectively.  Of course, this does not cover all of a trade union’s activity, and not all unions are in a position to bargain collectively, but the argument is that the core function of a union is best captured by the process of collective bargaining.  In both Scotland and New Zealand there are established procedures for national collective bargaining.  In both cases these processes worked well, and judged by the incidence of disputes, it can be argued that these procedures present an effective means for managing the employment relationship.  If Scotland is contrasted with its near neighbour, south of its border, it is significant to what extent the system based on collective bargaining has generated generally stable industrial relations, whilst in England there has been considerably more industrial action during the same period (both nationally and at individual school level).

In New Zealand the unions fought hard to retain national collective bargaining when the Tomorrow’s Schools agenda was introduced. This ensured that even in a highly decentralised system, key elements pertaining to teachers’ working conditions remain national in scope and school by school competition has been mitigated. The maintenance of national collective bargaining is one of the ways in which ‘bulk funding’ was resisted (delegating the whole of the school’s budget to school level).  As such, national collective bargaining has acted as an important bulwark against the fragmentation of the NZ school system.

The above contrasts sharply with the experience in Kenya where there is little evidence of robust collective bargaining procedures (established procedures, agreed by all parties).  In this instance Kenyan teachers have suffered badly, and have had to resort to significant industrial action in order to try to compel the government to bargain.

Collective bargaining is of course an established union activity, and not of itself, about ‘renewal’.  However, this study highlighted its importance, and by implication, the necessity to defend it when, as is increasingly the case, it comes under attack. Collective bargaining is important not only because of the outcomes it is able to generate for teachers, but because of the way in which it legitimates and embeds the role of teacher unions as the collective voice of teachers.

The tensions that emerge from bargaining processes are well understood, and were clearly visible in the research.  Collective bargaining procedures that ‘work well’ are often characterised by the absence of industrial conflict. (In anti-union literature, particularly relating to teacher unions in the US, collective bargaining is presented as a form of institutional conflict. Actually it is a mechanism to institutionalise conflict and aims to reduce disputes, not create them). The danger for teacher unions with established collective bargaining procedures is that bargaining becomes a bureaucratic process in which members feel they have little engagement.  Where bargaining appears remote then members can become passive and disconnected. 

The challenge for teacher unions is to leverage the power and influence that collective bargaining affords, whilst maintaining an active engagement with members. Within the study we saw different ways in which unions sought to engage members in the bargaining process, and indeed to mobilise members in order to influence the process and the outcomes generated.  We will provide more details of this in the country by country analyses in the final report.

Building at the base

If a commitment to collective bargaining might represent the traditional activity associated with trade unionism, then the most obvious evidence of change that we have witnessed is in relation to the emergence of an ‘organising agenda’ in all of the unions researched to date.  Whilst there is obviously nothing intrinsically new in ‘organising’, the activity being as old as worker organisation itself, there is clear evidence of an emerging orthodoxy around what might be referred to as a ‘new unionism’ at the current time.

‘Organising’ in this project can be summarised as the redirection of union resources so that these resources are devoted to building the lay structures of the union.  This can take many forms, from trying to increase member recruitment, through to increasing the ‘connection’ of members with the union (for example, by engaging in basic union actions from union elections to campaigns) and ultimately to increasing the number of members willing to take on roles of responsibility within the organisation.

This commitment to organising is in part borne from the practical consideration that many teacher unions need to think seriously about how to maintain the flow of activists willing to take on leadership roles in the organisation. However, there is also a recognition that union strength derives, ultimately, from the size of a union’s membership, and the willingness of those members to act collectively when necessary. A willingness to act in part derives from a sense of collective identity and collective agency (the conviction that one belongs to a group, and when there is collective action then it is possible to bring about change).  ‘Organising’ rejects the notion that these elements of teachers’ identity are deterministically formed, but rather they can be shaped through the conscious actions of others.

A clear focus of organising activity is a concern with the base of the organisation, and throughout the research, and most obviously when we visited members in schools, the importance of workplace organisation was seen as key.  Even in systems where the locus of managerial control was centralised, and school based disputes were seen as occasional, the importance of a union experience at the workplace was emphasised by members.  It is in the workplace that teachers not only see the union, but experience it.  It becomes tangible to them, and collective loyalties are strengthened.

This commitment to an ‘organising agenda’ was clearly visible in all three cases, but in very different stages of development.  The NZEI for example had made a clear strategic commitment to an organising approach, and had made significant organisational changes in order to achieve this.  In the EIS the process was more embryonic, with the recent appointment of two members of staff as ‘organisers’. In the KNUT, the picture was different again with a particular focus on developing workplace organisation.  This is work in the KNUT that is supported financially by AFT.

It is clear that the ‘organising agenda’ is a key feature of renewal strategies in the cases we have researched to date.  The final report will analyse the different strategies of different unions in considerably more detail in the final report.

Organising ideas

By referring to the organising of ideas we want to highlight the ways in which teacher unions seek to ‘frame the debate’ and thereby shape the discourses relating to policy.  Teacher unions have always represented a combination of so-called industrial and professional issues.  In different contexts different unions may position themselves differently with regard to how these issues are ‘balanced’. In multi-union contexts it can be one of the most obvious ways in which unions differences are emphasised.  What is also well understood is that there is no simple dichotomy between the industrial and professional divide.

Within this study we seek to engage with the ideas of Antonio Gramsci (1971), and his notion of hegemony. Gramsci argued that leadership is exercised through the creation of a ‘common sense’ in which alliances are built in order to reinforce a particular set of ideas.  These alliances are necessarily unstable, and constantly being formed and re-formed, but where they solidify an orthodoxy emerges and becomes embedded as the new ‘normal’. In this sense the GERM agenda can be understood as a hegemonic project in which business interests construct a broader alliance around a ‘common sense’ based on private provision, value for money and the measurement of everything.

We saw a number of union initiatives, which in a Gramscian sense, can be identified as ‘counter-hegemonic’. In short, these initiatives sought to construct an ‘alternative common sense’ rooted in a different narrative about schooling and public education.  Where this was most obviously successful was in Scotland where the labour movement inside and outside of government has, historically, focused on developing alliances which have offered an alternative prospectus to the neoliberal agenda. The EIS has been part of this labour movement tradition in Scotland, and can take much credit for the way in which Scotland has sought to chart a different path to the one characterised by the GERM agenda.  Another fascinating feature of how the EIS has engaged in this more obviously ideological struggle is through its imaginative use of ‘Learning Representatives’.  LRs are lay members who negotiate and advocate for improved professional learning opportunities for EIS members (and indeed all teachers).  However, this role is about more than securing increased opportunities, but involves the union in shaping the content of PD provision.  In this way teachers not only see improved professional development as a direct result of the union’s actions, but the messages that emerge from that PD are ones supported by the union. PD becomes a way in which the ‘common sense’ is framed.

In New Zealand we saw interesting ways in which industrial and professional issues were integrated through a unifying political analysis that used the GERM as its central message.  For example, testing was not presented as purely a workload issue, or solely a pedagogical issue, but as an issue that combined industrial and professional dimensions.  GERM requires educational output to be measured so that it can drive its ‘productivity agenda’ (wages down, output up) and this is best achieved through standardised tests that facilitate crude comparison.  What this research highlights is the need for unions to avoid either/or dichotomies in relation to industrial and professional issues, but rather to integrate these within the context of a political framework (GERM) that highlights the dangers to teachers’ working conditions and professional autonomy. This necessarily requires unions to think of union renewal in terms of member education.

Organising without borders

As an international project it would be surprising if some of the issues raised did not have implications that are themselves supra-national. In this report, at this stage, we would want to highlight two issues.

First, is to make an obvious point, but an important one.  The three countries represented in this small report are quite different. Their experiences are shaped by global pressures very differently, and they respond differently to these same pressures.  Recognising the specificity of context is crucial.  That said, any international project very quickly makes visible the global nature of the processes that are in motion, and therefore the need for global responses. Whether it is the way that organisations such as the OECD frame the global discourse, or the way that a US based for-profit such as Bridge operates across more and more countries in Africa, there is a need for an international response.  This study focus on a number of different countries, but taken together, the study emphasises the need for bodies such as EI to consider their own renewal.  This project is arguably one manifestation of that transformation already underway, as is EI’s recent high profile, and much appreciated, delegation to Kenya. However, we would want to highlight how this study confirms the importance of that trajectory.

The second issue, and related, is the need to see union renewal in part in terms of international solidarity.  At a meeting in a staff room in a school in Nairobi teachers on low pay, who had lost pay due to their strike, and whose union was being denied their dues payments, said ‘we need your help’.  International solidarity did not emerge as a union renewal strategy per se (the focus of the research) in any of the cases presented in this report. However, the need for international solidarity emerged very strongly.  

Rethinking ‘activism’

In different cases there was a common concern with issues that are far from unique to the cases studied in this report – how to promote member engagement in the union, and its campaigns?  These are of course issues that extend beyond the teacher trade union movement and are concerns of the wider labour movement.

In the research we identified a number of interesting developments and initiatives that we will elaborate in more detail in the final report.  What has emerged is the opening up of new spaces for activism, and perhaps a corresponding decline in traditional bureaucracies and structures.  In NZ there were several instances of imaginative political campaigns that had generated high levels of member engagement, often involving union members who might never have attended a branch meeting.  In the PPTA a group of young teachers had formed together and had quickly become very active in the union – this was largely self-organised and not completely within the structures of the union.  They relied extensively on social media as a means of communication.  This is an area where we need to analyse the data in much more detail, but the emergence of more informal and fluid ‘networks’ as an organisational form is an issue that needs to be explored.

This issue also highlights the role of social media.  In this study it was clear that unions were struggling to come to terms with how best to use social media.  Unions are not always fast moving organisations.  ‘Positions’ need to be determined by due process, and there is often a concern to ensure the communication is ‘correct’.  There is often considerable sensitivity about what is said and how it is said.  This is the opposite of how social media works – which is fast, interactive and not ‘managed’. It might be argued that its appeal is precisely in those characteristics that unions can find uncomfortable. And yet it is clear that the ‘space’ occupied by social media is becoming increasingly important in shaping key policy debates in different national contexts.  How best then to respond?  One illustration of the positive power of social media was highlighted in Kenya. Although there are rural areas with poor internet access the uptake of smartphone technology by teachers is high.  In a union branch we visited in the Maassai electronic communication via smartphone was the key means of communication with members.  It was also evident, at a meeting organised with several edu-bloggers in Nairobi, how activists (within KNUT and without) were using e-communication to mobilise around a diverse range of issues.  Most of the communication used Whatsapp, but for example, there is a closed FB group for KNUT members with more than 32,000 participants.

In the final report we will provide more detail of the ways in which teacher unions and activists are making use of social media. It is clearly an area where unions are finding it difficult to know how to proceed.  However, it is an issue that is only going to grow in significance – whilst changing constantly and rapidly.

Concluding comments

This report has highlighted a range of strategies, used by different unions in different contexts, as they seek to represent member interests in difficult times. There is clearly a need to see the importance of context, and in this report we have tried to set out some of the local policy issues, that frame how teacher union-employer relations are conducted.

The cases in this project to date, although few in number, highlight a wide range of issues.  In one of the cases (Scotland) teacher unions can claim to be at the heart of the policy making process, whilst teachers in Kenya face an aggressive anti-union government. Despite these very significant differences there remain many common problems and this report highlights the diverse ways in which teacher unions are responding to these challenges.

At this stage this report represents a work in progress. There is more data to be collected and more data analysis is to be undertaken.  Results at this point are presented as tentative and conclusions are emergent.  The research team welcome comments on the material presented here.  Please email comments and observations to:

Nina Bascia (nbascia@oise.utoronto.ca)

Howard Stevenson (howard.stevenson@nottingham.ac.uk)
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