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7 Days that Shook Chicago:
The 2012 Chicago Teachers Strike

Peter Brogan

On Tuesday, September 18, 2012 the Chicago Teachers Union (CTU) House of Delegates voted overwhelmingly to suspend their first strike in 25 years, begun on the previous Monday, September 10 at 12:01 am. Many commentators from both left alternative publications and in the corporate press have observed that in an era of austerity when seemingly no unions in the United States – and I would add Canada – are fighting back against layoffs, budget cuts, wage freezes and the like, the CTU has stood up to a city government that was seeking massive concessions. Many of these concessions, from merit pay and teacher evaluations based on standardized tests, have been central to the dismantling of public education that has been advanced by political and economic elites like the Commercial Club of Chicago, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, and the Walton Foundation under the guise of “education reform.” As CTU president Karen Lewis noted on more than one occasion, this strike was part of a wider battle over the soul of public education. I would add that it has also been a testing ground for an alternative strategy, movement oriented strategy for the North American labour movement. 

While the members of the union still need to vote on whether or not to ratify the tentative agreement negotiated over the weekend, which was examined and discussed by members on the picket lines Monday and Tuesday, it is likely to be ratified within the next two weeks. 

So, now that the strike is over, what did it mean for both the city of Chicago and for the U.S. labour movement?

A Resounding Victory

First, because education and the attack on teachers and their unions has been at the forefront of class struggle in the United States and around the world any analysis of the CTU strike needs to begin with an acknowledgement of it as a resounding victory for working people, for unions and for the fight to defend and perhaps more importantly transform public education.
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This strike pushed the boundaries of contract unionism and took a moment in which the teachers union in Chicago was battling concessions and a mayor, Rahm Emanuel, who was intent on further eroding the power of the union and advancing a billionaire backed “education reform” agenda even further and turned it into a movement to fight for an improved education system and more broadly to fight for a city that puts people ahead of profit. It has been a long time since people have seen a union, in the public or the private sector, use the most powerful weapon in the arsenal of labour, the strike, to fight back. 

The strike has successfully galvanized not just the members of the CTU, which represents approximately 29,000 teachers, paraprofessionals (PSRPs), nurses, social workers and clinicians, but for a brief moment ignited a fire in the working-class and poor communities of Chicago – one supported and fanned even by the fire fighters union in Chicago! As middle school teacher and CTU organizer Brandon Johnson observed, “the CTU put more people on the streets then the Cubs did all summer.” 

People in every neighbourhood in the city showed their active support of the teachers by coming out to the picket lines, bringing with them food, coffee and warm encouragement, turning out in large numbers to the mass mobilizations that took place each day of the strike, or just blasting their car horns and cheering whenever they saw people wearing the red t-shirts of the teachers union (or really any folks wearing red who may not have been doing so in solidarity with the teachers, at least intentionally).

“I'm extremely proud of this union's leadership,” said Rory Fanning, a local activist involved with Communities United Against Foreclosures and Evictions. “They got major concessions only because 30,000 people took to the street. [Reagan firing the air traffic controllers] instilled fear in other unions who wanted to do the same thing. What this teachers union is doing is giving other unions confidence, inspiring other unions to re-evaluate their leadership put them on notice that they better start acknowledging the will of the rank and file.” (Quoted in a Chicago Sun-Times editorial, 19/09/12.)

While far from securing everything that the CTU and their allies were fighting for in this round of negotiations the union has managed to beat back some of the most egregious concessionary proposals that were being pushed by the Mayor (Rahm Emanuel) and the negotiating team on the Board of Education. Chief amongst these was a merit pay scheme that was tied to what is called “value added” metrics derived from the annual improvement in student performance on standardized test scores and the removal of “step and lane” pay increases that are based on a teachers experience in the classroom and attainment of advanced degrees. Losing on these proposals is a major set back for wider efforts to deprofessionalize teachers and create a more “flexible” teaching workforce.

Community Support

The biggest lesson for labour, especially public sector unions, is that reaching out to the public for support is all well and good but really winning their support requires that you make your struggle their struggle by fighting on broader class and antiracist terms. It has been vital for the CTU to cast their battle as one that is over the very future of public education and to make it clear that their fight is not simply for improvements to salary and working conditions but is fundamentally about creating good neighborhood schools where all kids have access to a rich curriculum that includes art, music, physical education and world languages, small classes and the social services that the most disadvantaged students so desperately need. In making the contract fight a component of a larger struggle against the corporatization of public schools aimed at securing the “Schools that Chicago Students Deserve” the union needed to first expose the school system that it is a part of as a major component of a new form of racial apartheid in the city that has been designed to contain the poorest, largely African-American and Latino, students. In doing this the CTU has provided public sector unions with a new model of resistance and unionism. 

The corporate-backed advocates of charter schools and vouchers have for years framed their “school choice” movement in these terms, the difference being that they do so within highly individualized terms that puts all of the blame for student failure (based on the narrow metrics of standardized tests) on “bad teachers” and the despicable unions that protect them. Thus, coming to grips with the actual problems in the public institutions that we work in and putting forward transformative, research-backed solutions for fixing them is crucial for winning in this period of austerity.

Partial Victories

Two important issues that were at the center of the strike can only been seen as partial wins for the teachers. The first is the new evaluation system, which will have 30 per cent of its weight tied to standardized test scores, rather than the 45 per cent that the Board was demanding. The union will also be able to grieve evaluations, which is something the Board had been refusing to budge on. Some of the major flaws with this evaluation system, however, is that if a teacher receives a low rating they will not have seniority protection in the event of layoffs.

The second area that is intimately connected to Rahm Emanuel's desire to expand charter schools and push out the more experienced teachers – and thus financially more costly – is previously non-existent recall language that requires the Board to rehire laid off teachers and on the new teacher evaluation system. Previously seniority for teachers only existed at the school level.

Yet another important area that the union failed to win any ground on – and which according to Illinois state law is not something that the Board is required to negotiate over – is class size. Chicago is the only school district in Illinois where a union cannot negotiate or strike over class size. As Theresa Moran of Labor Notes (19/09/12) reports, “The contract does little to address class size – preserving toothless policies that have allowed classrooms to balloon to 40 or 50 kids despite caps of 35.” One good note here is that a panel to monitor class size will receive additional funds and now include a parent.

Transform and Revitalize

Prior to the rise of the Caucus of Rank and File Educators (CORE), which is the progressive reform caucus of CTU members and allies that won the leadership of the union in 2010, the CTU had, like many other teacher unions across the country been quite complicit with many of the corporate education reforms that were enacted since the early 1990s, including the restructuring of school governance along a corporate model (mayoral control) and the expansion of charter schools. 

As George Schmidt, long time CTU activist and founding editor of the newspaper focused on education and Chicago politics Substance, has observed the 1990s under the leadership of Tom Reese and then Marilyn Steward was a bleak period for the CTU, with it devolved into a “company union” that lacked both the will and know-how to mobilize the ranks to take on the assault on public education, teachers and their unions.

The story behind how CORE managed to so completely transform and revitalize the CTU over the course of the past four years is a critical one but beyond the scope of this article. Yet I do want to highlight a few of the most important dimensions of why CORE has been so effective in transforming the union and producing such an important victory for teachers, students and the working-class in Chicago and the United States more broadly.

“
Their commitment to a broader vision of grassroots, social justice unionism that builds genuinely reciprocal alliances with neighbourhood and city-wide community organizations, parents and students while at the same time building power at the workplace is a lesson for workers in both the private and public sectors. ”
Firstly, their commitment to building rank and file power and leadership at multiple scales – from neighbourhood schools to the negotiating table and the ways in which the rank and file was kept informed and engaged through negotiations and the strike was pivotal. Secondly, their commitment to a broader vision of grassroots, social justice unionism that builds genuinely reciprocal alliances with neighbourhood and city-wide community organizations, parents and students while at the same time building power at the workplace is a lesson for workers in both the private and public sectors. And thirdly, CORE's continued existence and development as an organization committed to recruiting, mobilizing and developing the capacity of CTU members, rather than being a traditional union reform caucus that runs a slate, gets them elected and disappears until the next election has been a departure from other union reform experiences. CORE has showed us the importance of maintaining a caucus that retains and builds its capacity as an independent organizing force within the union that can be both supportive of the leadership that came out of their caucus and also be critical of their decisions and work when necessary. 

As a union, as a membership – at individual schools and across the city of Chicago – teachers and support staff are more unified and mobilized as a result of the strike. As one CTU delegate Beverely Allebach told The Real News Network after Tuesday's Delegate Assembly meeting, “We are in this fight for public education like never before. And our goal is to stop the privatizing of our schools...we are in this for the long haul, for all of our children, not just for some of our children.”

Another teacher and union delegate at Curie High School, Adam Heenan said that he thought that CTU members could go back into the classroom with dignity now, even though they did not win as much as they had hoped. The lesson from Chicago, Heenan pointed out is that “with an organizing model of unionism instead of a service model we can take back our public schools.”

And as Brandon Johnson pointed out a day after CTU delegates decided to suspend the strike, “It's not over Chicago, it's getting bigger.” •

Peter Brogan is a PhD candidate and Teaching Assistant in Geography at York University. He is just back from Chicago where he has spent the past six months doing research on the role that education restructuring and teacher unions have been playing in the making of global cities and contemporary capitalism.
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#3 Peter Brogan 2012-09-23 09:15 EDT

Thanks for both of these comments. Dave, you are no doubt right about the my propensity for run-on sentences. I do my best to revise these out of existence but will try harder. This is why we need good teachers! 

I also think that you're generally correct about the situation with education and teachers here in Ontario. I don't think it is necessarily premature for Ontario teachers to suspend the work that they do in supervising/coaching and in after school programs, fundraising, etc.; the vital piece is how these actions are done and what kind of communication and relationship building teachers and their unions do with parents around it. No doubt withholding this kind of work will have an impact, but it might not be a good one without some extensive communication and education about why it is necessary to engage in such actions. Indeed, if such outreach with parents and the broader public is done right it may lay the grounds for more collaborative and militant organizing with parents and community allies in the future. My sense, however, is that this is not really happening. Thus, the danger lies in this activity reinforcing a view of teachers as self-interested and narrowly concerned with money at the expense of their students. 

I would be curious to know, Dave, what you think some issues parents and students are most concerned about and how teachers here might begin to advocate for these issues as part of a wider fight for better schools. Part of what made the situation so ripe for CORE and the CTU was having such an array of enemies hell bent on destroying their union and advancing a destructive agenda of "reform" that has proven to hurt a lot of kids in Chicago. 





#2 Dave 2012-09-22 14:44 EDT
CTU and Toronto Teachers
I love reading about the CTU and CORE. It's really inspiring to hear these stories. I also really admire the way that the exec took pay cuts to fund a policy research department.

My colleagues and I are currently debating whether to cancel cross-country and rugby for grades 1-6 at our school here in Toronto. But we're in a fundamentally different position than the CTU, and a fundamentally different position than we were in the late 90s. With Harris, our militancy was perceived as doing the best we could in an underfunded system. But McGuinty has been good for schools and teachers in a number of concrete ways: the primary class-size cap, the prep time, pay, reducing testing somewhat, and the full day kinder to name a few. Ontarians now have faith in their schools and teachers, but are no longer willing to be taxed more (as they were in 2003 - this analysis is from Doug Hart, who track's public opinion on education at OISE). Now, militancy can easily be perceived in selfish terms.

For me, suspending cross country is try to engage in Gramsci's 'war of maneuver' without having done the hard work of reaching out to our communities (the 'war of position'). It feels more like an angry impulse that isn't really going to help our cause. Teachers have a right to be angry, but we're probably shooting ourselves in the foot if we don't act strategically. Right now, we're well compensated and well protected and the public see us as such. Thus, we need to build bridges with parents, not piss them off (and they are pissed, though not to our faces). We need to be doing what the CTU is doing before we escalate and alienate the people whose support we need.

One more thing, speaking as an elementary teacher: Brogan, work on your run-on sentences. 

"This strike pushed the boundaries of contract unionism and took a moment in which the teachers union in Chicago was battling concessions and a mayor, Rahm Emanuel, who was intent on further eroding the power of the union and advancing a billionaire backed “education reform” agenda even further and turned it into a movement to fight for an improved education system and more broadly to fight for a city that puts people ahead of profit."

If you were my student, I'd make you rewrite that.




#1 John Obeda 2012-09-21 23:28 EDT
CTU militancy
Peter's assessment of the current struggles by the Chicago Teachers Union are concise, complete and in my opinion, absolutely correct. The only reason CTU was able to accomplish so much was by their clear headed analysis of the situation and their willingness to embrace a more democratic approach to organizing themselves and their allies than has been seen in decades. The leadership, further more, clearly acknowledges that the strike was only a partial victory and will attempt to keep mobilizing to defend teachers and other employees against the continuing onslaught against them. They correctly gauged their membership's anger over working conditions, and were aided in this by ham handed tactics such as the state law requiring a 75% threshold of the membership to strike and the constant maligning of teachers by the Mayor, the Board, and allied politicians and businessmen. They have earned our praise and support.
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