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Abstract 

On June 27, 2018, the Supreme Court ended 40 years of legal precedent in the 

Janus v. AFSCME case, ruling that fair share fees that are collected by unions violate 

individual’s First Amendment rights.  For the Illinois Education Association, the fifth 

largest state affiliate of the National Education Association, this meant the instant 

cessation of revenue from nearly 5,000 fair share fee payers.  This ruling had further 

implications in the potential loss of members as well, who could now receive many of the 

benefits of collective bargaining without subsidizing that activity.  A change of tactics 

would be necessary to recruit and retain members to the organization. 

This capstone compares my leadership with two similar projects focused on 

supporting new educators within the organization in this time of change.  A personal and 

organizational push towards social justice unionism helped to drive this work, as well as 

research-based best practices on new teacher support.  I utilize Mark Moore’s Strategic 

Triangle as a framework to contrast the speed with which work progressed between these 

two projects.  This analysis yields recommendations including my future approach to 

driving change through distributed leadership, ideas for the Illinois Education 

Association to be more nimble in this changing landscape utilizing the framework of 

Deliberately Developmental Organizations, as well as suggestions on how the merger of 

the two largest teachers unions in the country could be a powerhouse for positive 

educational reform in the sector.  
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Introduction 

 

The Illinois Education Association (IEA), Illinois’ largest teachers union, is a 

membership organization of more than 135,000 members composed of elementary and 

secondary teachers, higher education faculty and staff, educational support professionals 

(ESPs), retired educators, and college students enrolled in teacher preparation programs.  

Its mission is “to effect excellence and equity in public education and to be THE 

advocacy organization for all public education employees” (IEA, 2018).  It is the fifth 

largest state affiliate of the National Education Association (NEA), the largest public 

sector union in the United States with over 3 million members (NEA, 2018).  

IEA, and teachers unions in general, had a long period of increased membership 

growth.  From the 1960s until the mid-1990s, teachers unions could expect an increase of 

members each successive year (Loveless, 2000).  This increase in members meant 

increased revenue, and this revenue was returned to the members through expanded 

services including professional development, mentoring support, and legal services. 

Because of this power, in both numbers and finances, the union has held a 

position of privilege in the educational reform landscape.  During these three decades, 

collective bargaining and political organizing have been the two mechanisms through 

which the unions have wielded their power at the district, state, and national levels 

(Cowen & Strunk, 2014).  Teachers unions have been instrumental in negotiating equal 

pay for men and women, developing requirements for certification of teachers, securing 

pension benefits, and even advocating for fair funding of schools (Zhao, 2012).   

Despite these positive changes, the dominant narrative about teachers unions 

depicts them as the source of opposition in educational reform.  Support for this narrative 
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is seen in books, articles, and internet posts throughout the years (Lieberman, 2000; 

Salisbury, 2003; McArdle, 2010; Stern, 2016; Truth in Politics, 2017).  Author Terry 

Moe (2001; 2003; 2006a; 2006b; 2011; 2012) has argued most prominently that much of 

the unions’ influence at state and national levels appears to be directed toward blocking 

particular reform efforts or specific pieces of reform, which is as important as delineating 

what the union actually represents. 

The rationale for teachers unions blocking reforms stems from this relative 

position of advantage in the current operation of school districts (Cowen & Strunk, 

2014).  Teachers unions have exclusive representation in bargaining contracts with 

organized school districts.  Even those states with limited bargaining rights include salary 

and benefits as items that are negotiated with the union.  According to the National 

Center for Education Statistics (McFarland, et al., 2017), as much as 80% of a district’s 

total budget is allocated to salary and benefits of employees (with 12% of that amount 

spent on administration).  Therefore, unless significant budgetary changes are made, the 

negotiated salary and benefits for teachers and ESPs will guide much of the spending of 

the district.  Thus, one of the reasons that unions appear to advocate against reform is 

because new programs and initiatives often need budgetary support, which is constrained 

unless unions agree to significant concessions to salary and benefits.   

However, unions are not anti-reform organizations, as some may claim them to 

be.  In June 2017, the IEA was instrumental in passing Senate Bill 7, signed into law by 

then Governor Pat Quinn.  “For the first time, a state's key teachers unions helped draft 

dramatic changes in how teachers earn tenure, how layoff decisions are made, when 

teachers can be dismissed for poor performance and what's necessary for them to strike. 
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U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Duncan and both national teacher union presidents 

issued statements of support, praising the legislation” (Alberding, 2011, para. 2).  The 

passing of this legislation was a prime example of how the unions could collaborate with 

different constituency groups within the education reform landscape to spur change in the 

sector.   

This is not to say that the unions are not vocally opposed to some education 

reform.  This is true.  The unions actively oppose many “reforms” that are actually a 

Trojan horse for school privatization; those that have disproportionately negative effects 

on children of color or living in poverty; those that evaluate students, schools, and 

teachers solely on standardized tests scores; and any that are not research-based practices 

that demonstrate increases in student success based on multiple measures (Ravitch, 

2013).  As an example, in the IEA Resolutions, the belief statements of the organization, 

they clearly state, “The IEA-NEA will continue to oppose the use of statewide 

assessment programs for the purpose of measuring students, educators, or school district 

performance.” (IEA, Bylaws, Resolutions, and New Business, 2018, p. 48).  As many of 

the current educational reforms in the media focus on privatization, standardized test 

scores, and teacher merit pay, it is not surprising that the unions have been portrayed as 

“reform blockers” rather than advocates for research-based reform strategies.  The one 

thing that the media does not deny is the powerful influence that the unions have in the 

educational reform discussions. 

However, the relative strength of that power began to change in the early 2000s.  

According to the 2015-2016 Schools and Staffing Survey from the National Teacher and 

Principal Survey (U.S. Department of Education, 2018), of the 3.1 million full-time-
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equivalent (FTE) public school teachers in the United States, approximately 2.2 million 

are members of a union, versus 2.5 million in 2000.  This represents a drop of 9 

percentage points.  (Remember that teachers unions include membership categories 

beyond teachers, and that not all teachers work full time, so that the over 3 million 

members of the NEA includes membership in all categories, counting by number of 

people, not the number of FTE members.)    There are several factors that could attribute 

to this:   

 Fewer Teachers - According the U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics (2018), “…3.6 million full-time-equivalent elementary and 

secondary school teachers were engaged in classroom instruction in fall 2016. This 

number was 1 percent lower than in fall 2006” (p. 1).  This is in total numbers, so this 

reflects both public and private school teachers.  Very few private schools are 

unionized. 

 Changes in State Law - Another factor in the decline of teacher unionization rates is 

the spread of right-to-work laws, which stipulate that employees are not compelled to 

join the union in unionized workplaces. “Largely pushed by Republicans, like 

Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker, and right-wing billionaires, including the Koch 

brothers and the family of Trump’s education secretary Betsy DeVos, these measures 

have been successfully enacted in 28 states, including former union strongholds such 

as Michigan and Indiana in 2012, Wisconsin in 2015, West Virginia in 2016, and 

Missouri in 2017” (Hanover, 2017, Right-to-work, para. 1).   

 Increased Number of Charter Schools - According to the U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics (2018), “…between school years 
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2000–01 and 2015–16, the percentage of all public schools that were charter schools 

increased from 2 to 7 percent, and the total number of charter schools increased from 

2,000 to 6,900” (para. 2).  As most charter schools are not unionized, teachers in these 

schools are not eligible for union membership. 

 Decreased Belief in Union Value - In an opinion piece in the Wall Street Journal, 

Peterson, Howell, and West (2012) cite research from Harvard’s Program on 

Education Policy and Governance and the journal Education Next showing that, as of 

2012, only 43% of teachers feel that the unions have a positive effect on schools.  

Additionally, the teachers unions overwhelmingly support Democratic political 

candidates and progressive causes, alienating the approximately 40% of conservative 

Republican members (Berry, 2017). 

The union also seems to suffer from conflicting interests between its internal 

constituency and its public message; the difference between what the unions purport to be 

and the work that they accomplish.  Argyris and Schon (1974) refer to this as the 

juxtaposition between the espoused theory of action and the theory in use.  The external 

message is that unions are “forward-thinking and innovative when it comes to operating 

the nation’s schools” (Antonucci, 2015, A House Divided, para. 10), serving to elevate 

the voices of teachers to improve the educational experiences and outcomes for students.  

The internal message still has echoes of industrial unionism, focusing on the best working 

conditions, salaries, and benefits for teachers – so that by extension, these teachers are 

then better able to serve their students.  Due to increases in information accessibility in 

the age of social media, these conflicting messages are available to the general audience 

and the mixed messaging is abundant. 
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It is my experience that the union does not shy away from these mixed messages, 

but rather embraces both as a comprehensive view of the work of the union.  As 

discussed earlier, the media emphasis is on educational reform, so it is important for the 

union to advocate for research-based, forward-thinking changes to the current education 

system in the public eye so they can continue to be relevant in the education reform 

discussion.  However, the union also has research on its side when it comes to advocating 

for the working conditions of teachers.  In a report by Eric Hirsch (2004), based on a 

survey representing 100 percent of the school systems in North Carolina, he asserts, 

“This report demonstrates that working conditions are critical to increasing student 

achievement and retaining teachers” (p. viii).   Additionally, in the book, Organizing 

Schools for Improvement: Lessons from Chicago (Bryk, et al., 2010), the authors cite five 

essential supports that promote school improvement: school leadership, professional 

capacity, parent-community ties, student-centered learning climate, and instructional 

guidance. These essential supports, which the authors assert must be addressed in 

conjunction in order to see student improvement, include both the working conditions of 

teachers, as well as more “reform-friendly” strategies including community integration 

and cross-sector collaboration.  It appears that this may not be a mismatch between 

espoused and enacted values, but rather a strategic choice by the unions to highlight the 

work that it does to be accessible to different audiences. 

In this landscape, IEA faces additional challenges.  Illinois is one of 21 other 

states that had a “fair share provision” as part of its state laws.  In such states where an 

organization has voted to become unionized, that union represents all employees in that 

working unit, whether each individual chooses to become a member of the union or not.  
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This is known as exclusive representation.  Although joining the union is a decision that 

one makes of their own free will, an individual who chooses not to join the union can be 

charged for their “fair share” of the costs associated for bargaining the contract, known as 

a “fair share fee” or “agency fee.”  The theory behind such laws is that all people benefit 

from collectively bargained contracts, so everyone must contribute monetarily towards 

the costs of doing so (although less than the cost of full membership to the organization).  

In IEA, the difference between full membership dues and the fair share fee was only $30 

for a full-time teacher.  Not all local affiliates have fair share provisions as part of their 

contracts, so the payment of the fair share fee by nonmembers is only assessed for those 

locals who had successfully bargained this within their contracts. 

As of June 27, 2018, this scenario has changed for IEA.  In a historic decision, 

overturning 40 years of precedent established in the case of Abood v. Detroit Board of 

Education, the Supreme Court ruled in the Janus v. AFSCME case (which originated in 

the state of Illinois), that charging fair share fees was unconstitutional, violating a 

person’s rights under the First Amendment.  As of that day, no public sector union is 

legally able to charge fees to non-members at union-organized workplaces.  Essentially, 

this means that every state has become a right-to-work state.  Thus, at IEA, a full-time 

certified teacher can now benefit from the actions of the union (their contract) without 

having to support that activity (saving $674 of dues obligations in 2017-2018).  This is 

the new reality of the IEA in the post fair share world. 

So now IEA, and all teachers unions, face a potential crisis.  Not only did IEA 

lose the revenue from approximately 5,000 fair share fee payers on Janus decision day, it 

faces the additional potential loss of actual members.  Educators are now able to reap the 
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benefits of their bargained contracts without the need to subsidize that activity, what 

many in the union term “free-riding.”  History provides us data demonstrating this type of 

membership loss.  In 2016, 20 of the 26 states with right-to-work laws lost membership 

across all union organizations, in comparison to those states with collective bargaining 

who saw slight increases (Manzo IV, 2017).  Illinois, a collective bargaining state, 

actually saw a decline of approximately 34,500 members across all unions, whereas IEA 

held relatively steady membership during this time.  As of March 25, 2019, IEA has lost 

1080 of its former members since the Janus decision day.  Thus, IEA may be forced to 

change its practices - such as allowing dues proration or eliminating the use of fear as a 

tactic in gaining membership - or its beliefs - such as its stance on charter schools or 

online educational programs - in order to attract and retain new members.  Otherwise, 

IEA may face prioritizing and reducing services and staff if they want to proceed under 

the status quo. 

I entered this environment six days prior to the Janus decision day, coming with a 

decade of prior union leadership experience as both a teacher and administrator and a 

belief in the power of unions as a positive reform agent in the education sector.  I began 

by broadening my perspective on unions by examining the relevant research literature 

and exploring research-based practices on how to effect change in membership 

organizations.  During my conversations with the IEA management and staff, I developed 

a strategic project to support our first-year teacher members as a retention and 

engagement strategy for membership.   The Research of Knowledge for Action highlights 

and synthesizes the research literature that helped to inform my Theory of Action for this 

work.  My continued involvement in leading several projects at IEA provided an 
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opportunity for me to deeply analyze how change happens within this organization, and I 

will use two project cases to highlight my analysis.  Finally, I will use this experience to 

reflect on my development as a leader in education, the impact on the future work of IEA, 

and the education sector more broadly. 

Research of Knowledge for Action 

Teachers Unions 

 In the early 1800s, approximately 90 percent of all teachers were male.  As 

education becomes compulsory in the 1820s, education starts to become a female-

dominated profession.  Politicians and educational reformers begin to depict men as 

“alcoholic, intemperate, lash-wielding, horrible teachers who are abusive to children” 

(Goldstein, 2014, para. 3).  Women are described as more naturally suited, biologically, 

to the care and education of children.  During this period of history, employers could pay 

women 50% less than men, making this universal and compulsory education affordable 

to the taxpayer by hiring female employees.  The craft of teaching, at this time, begins to 

lose any sense of prestige, power, or professionalism. 

This history is important as the first organized teachers union, the NEA, is 

founded by 43 educators in Philadelphia, PA in 1857.  The union forms to combat these 

very same changes to the profession.  “The new union focused on raising teacher salaries, 

child labor laws, educating emancipated slaves, and how the forced assimilation of 

Native Americans affected their education” (Mader, 2012, para. 2).  Today’s second 

largest teachers union, the American Federation of Teachers (AFT), is founded in 1916 as 

a result of a merger of several smaller Chicago area unions, to advocate for better salaries 

and working conditions of female teachers.  These teachers used the power of collective 
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action and political advocacy to change the educational landscape towards equity within 

the profession.  Although the power of the strike may be remembered by the media as the 

dominant weapon of teachers unions (Press, 2018; Greenhouse, 2018), it is collective 

action, of which a strike is only one form, that has given unions their power (Concepcion, 

2018; AFL-CIO, 2018). 

In recent history, right-to-work (RTW) laws have threatened unions and had a 

negative impact on employee wages and the education sector.  Right-to-work laws 

guarantee that no person can be compelled to join a union or pay union dues as a 

condition of employment. Further, right-to-work laws can prohibit contracts that require 

hiring only unionized workers.  Research has demonstrated that right-to-work laws have 

reduced worker pay in the Midwest (Manzo IV & Bruno, 2017) and in the United States, 

in general.  According to authors Gould and Kimball (2015), “Wages in RTW states are 

3.1 percent lower than those in non-RTW states…[which] translates into RTW being 

associated with $1,558 lower annual wages for a typical full-time, full-year worker” (p. 

2).  In a study by Darrell Minor (2012), he found that “…worker-friendly states [those 

without right-to-work laws] are significantly healthier, are more productive, have less 

poverty, and with citizens who enjoy longer life spans” (p. 26).  In the education sector 

specifically, states with right-to-work laws spend $3,392 less per pupil on elementary and 

secondary education than other states (NEA, 2011).  The current landscape has led to a 

resurgence in union activity, supported by the many teacher strikes of 2018, as 

circumstances begin to mirror the time of the founding of teachers unions. 

One additional fact that is interesting about teachers unions is the “union within a 

union” experience.  Employees of the teachers union belong to their own staff union, 
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which collectively bargains a contract with the managers of the union, which has a 

national organization (the National Staff Organization) and state affiliates.  Thus, the 

management of unions that directs the training of staff in collective action, negotiations, 

and union tactics, has those individuals then use that knowledge against them.  This 

results in many of the same conflicts within the union that are experienced between 

administrators and teachers in school districts.  “People who work for teacher[s] unions 

receive generous salaries and benefits; much better than the teachers they represent. On 

the other hand, union managers can be just as awful and arrogant as any in the corporate 

world. One recurring complaint is that union executives show little respect for the people 

they supervise” (Antonucci, 2018b, para. 2).  A final piece of importance in this situation 

is that, although teachers contracts are available to the public as public institutions, union 

staff contracts are private.  Many union members are unaware of the benefits that their 

membership dues help to subsidize for the union employees. 

Framework of unionism. 

 Today, teachers unions must still advocate for appropriate salaries and benefits 

that are commensurate with the work that teachers do.  Unions also recognize disparities 

of racial and ethnic minority representation within the teaching profession and continue 

to strive to have the teaching profession be representative of our communities.  There is 

also a desire to return the pride and prestige of the education profession that it once 

enjoyed in the early 1800s.  Most importantly, teachers continue to advocate for the well-

being of children in our society and the right of every citizen to receive a quality public 

education.  
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These areas of focus of the union can generally be divided into three lenses or 

frames:  industrial, professional, and social justice.  According to the Tom Mooney 

Institute of Teacher and Union Leadership (2005), industrial unionism emphasizes 

separation of management and union roles in defining teacher work - boards make policy, 

administrators lead, teachers teach.  The role of the union is to limit what teachers can be 

asked to do and to increase the pay they get for doing it.  This is also referred to as 

traditional unionism. Alternatively, professional unionism focuses upon developing 

professional learning communities and building the craft and the profession of teaching.  

The union promotes and protects high quality teaching as a craft, resists threats to teacher 

professionalism, and asserts teacher leadership. Conflicts between teachers and 

administrators can become de-emphasized in favor of a consensus-building approach.  

Finally, the social justice frame emphasizes member alliances with parents and the 

community to organize for social justice to help all children succeed.  There is an 

understanding that schools and the conditions around schools must both change to 

improve educational outcomes.  Race and class challenges, as well as socioeconomic 

segregation must be addressed.  These three frames of unionism are not discrete, but 

rather issues overlap within frames.  This may best be depicted in a diagram, which 

includes a continuum along the bottom that illustrates how “traditional” or “progressive” 

members tend to be (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Three Frames of Unionism 

 

 NEA has coordinated membership rules, meaning that to become a member of the 

local affiliate, one must also become a member of the state affiliate and the NEA as well.  

Because of this hierarchical structure, it is important to know which frame of unionism is 

in operation at any level.  If a local affiliate is primarily focused in the frame of industrial 

unionism, but the national organization is moving towards the direction of social justice, 

the misalignment in goals and processes could cause the local to experience a lack of 

support and understanding from their national organization.  It is interesting to note that 

although IEA and NEA take an active role in supporting these local affiliates, the 

organizations are governed relatively autonomously.  This means that local leaders can 

choose to adopt or reject programs and positions from any of their parent organizations.  

Because of this autonomy, a different goal focus at different levels within the hierarchical 

structure could lead to member disengagement, membership loss, or in the worst cases, 

disaffiliation and a collapse of the local union. 
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 This hierarchy is mimicked within the state affiliates of the organization.  The 

Board of Directors, comprised of working teachers, higher education faculty, and ESPs, 

is the body that makes strategic decisions for the organization.  The management team, 

who are all paid employees (many of whom do not have experience in schools) 

implement those strategic decisions, deploying staff to support members.  If the 

membership, management, and Board of Directors are not in alignment with the frame of 

unionism in operation, it can cause dissonance between the expected and actual executed 

processes and actions of the organization.  This could lead to the outcomes of 

disengagement, membership loss, and disaffiliation.   

 The NEA has adopted a specific definition of social justice unionism that lives at 

the nexus of the three frames described previously.  Peterson and Charney (1999) posit 

that there are three organizing issues that must be used to develop a successful and 

sustainable union under this definition.  Each of these components functions like the leg 

of a stool – without one, the stool cannot stand (see Figure 2).  The first leg of the stool 

involves organizing around bread and butter issues, such as salary, benefits, and working 

conditions (which are the main goals of industrial unionism).  Secondly, the union must 

organize around teaching and learning to reclaim the profession and classrooms, a nod to 

professional unionism.  The third supporting structure of the stool is to organize around 

social justice in our community and our curriculum, which is referenced as social justice 

activism.  
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Figure 2:  The Stool Model of Social Justice Unionism (Long, 2015) 

This model is most appealing to the NEA because it has elements of all three 

frames of unionism.  This means that it attracts a wide array of union members.  

However, there is also concern that by spreading the focus of union efforts in all three of 

these areas, it diminishes the capacity of the union to move in a more progressive 

direction.  For the purpose of clarity, I will refer to this model as the “stool model of 

social justice unionism” to delineate this from the previous general concept of social 

justice unionism.  It is this model that will figure most prominently in my strategic 

project and subsequent analysis. 

The negative narrative. 

 When reviewing the literature for the potential catalysts for membership loss, 

although misalignment of union frames can be a contributing factor, it is hard to ignore 

the repetitive negative narrative about labor unions.  According to Victor G. Devinatz 

(2004), a labor relations professor at the Illinois State University, most of his students 

cannot remember discussing labor history in high school, yet they still possess a negative 

view of unions.  His theory is that this story has been manufactured by the media, with a 

focus on the sensationalism of adversarial strikes in news media coverage and union 
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corruption portrayed in films over the years. This is echoed by other scholars, such as 

Ken Margolies (1982) who confirms the negative bias of unions in motion pictures and 

director Loretta Alper (2004) in her documentary about the negative portrayal of unions 

on television.   William Puette (1992), in his book Through Jaundiced Eyes, asserts that 

communications media has portrayed a “pervasively unfavorable image of organized 

labor” (p. 3) while at the same time the media’s impact and influence has grown “to 

exceed practically any other source of public opinion” (p. 3). The lack of formalized 

curriculum about unions has resulted in popular media creating this narrative, which has 

become pervasive and engrained in American culture. 

The negative narrative of the teachers unions specifically, was reignited in 

modern history with a quote from one of the most influential federal documents ever 

published:  A Nation at Risk, April 26, 1983 (Goldstein, 2015).  A quote from this 

document states, “The educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded 

by a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a nation and as a people” 

(p. 1).  Johnathan Kozol believes “The most unjust blame [stemming from A Nation at 

Risk] was the one placed on the teachers unions” (quoted in Smith, 2018, para. 5).  Scott 

Sargard, managing director of K-12 education policy at the Center for American Progress 

think tank in Washington, D.C. elaborates: “Reagan really had that approach of trying to 

break up the unions and pushing for tax cuts and deregulation.  That came down from the 

very top and I think that’s around the time also you see what’s essentially a 30-year effort 

on the conservative side been to attack public sector unions and embrace tax cuts and 

deregulation” (quoted in Smith, 2018, para. 11). 
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The narrative has continued in the political arena during No Child Left Behind in 

the 1990s.  Kozol surmises that these policies were “…a way of deprofessionalizing 

teaching [opening charter schools] because it implied that anyone can do it if you’re 

smart and went to Yale or Princeton” (quoted in Smith, 2018, para. 9).  According to 

former U.S. Assistant Secretary of Education, Diane Ravitch (2011), even “[t]he Obama 

administration's Race to the Top program intensified the demonizing of teachers because 

it encouraged states to evaluate teachers in relation to student scores [ignoring that] there 

are many reasons why students do well or poorly on tests” (para. 8). The popular 

documentary Waiting for Superman (2010) was further confirmation of the negative 

narrative of teachers unions in American public education, blaming the poor performance 

of students on “bad teachers.”  This continued narrative allows legislators and scholars to 

easily dismiss the validity of any union statements, research, or support as part of 

“corrupt” and “adversarial” organizations who serve only their own interests.   

The unions could help to change this narrative by producing their own media 

content that touts their success and highlights a more positive story.  The New Jersey 

Education Association produces its own television show called Classroom Close-up 

which highlights the achievements of classroom teachers across the state.  The 

communications department at IEA produces a monthly podcast which also serves to 

shape the narrative about the union.  The NEA and state affiliates have an active presence 

on Facebook, Twitter, and other social media to showcase stories of teachers and the 

work of the union. 

It is not only the unions that could help to shape the union narrative.  As Devinatz 

(2004) states, “Since the media doesn’t provide unbiased coverage of labor unions and 
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because fewer people and their families get information about unions from the unions 

themselves, it becomes increasingly necessary that our colleges and universities provide 

education about the labor movement” (p. 110).  From this statement, we must extrapolate 

that a formal curriculum provided that tells the story of labor history in the United States 

could have positive effects for unions.  This could be a high school curriculum, a college 

curriculum, or even a course provided by the unions themselves.  The goal must be to 

combat the negative narrative with history and facts – a difficult task in the Trump era 

when the term “fake news” can be brandished to thwart the validity of any message. 

The negative narrative about unions has some truth.  Much like the belief that all 

students can learn, unions believe that all teachers can also learn.  Therefore, unions 

negotiate to protect teachers from immediate dismissal for poor performance, 

alternatively advocating for supports and training to improve their practice.  This means 

that these “bad teachers” are kept in the classroom for a short period of time, which could 

have negative consequences for students.  In a study of teachers and students in Chicago 

Public High Schools, “A one standard deviation, one semester improvement in math 

teacher quality raises student math scores by 0.13 grade equivalents or, over 1 year, 

roughly one-fifth of average yearly gains” (Aaronson, Barrow, & Sander, 2007, p. 95).  

Thus, immediately replacing a “bad teacher” with a higher quality teacher would have 

overall benefits for students, which the union would still advocate against to allow that 

teacher time to develop better skills.  However, no union believes that “bad teachers” 

who show no improvement should be kept in the classroom for long.  

However, recent history provides us hope about a possible changing narrative of 

the teachers unions in a positive direction.  The year of 2018 was historic, having the 
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most strikes since 1986, mostly due to organized protests by teachers in Oklahoma, West 

Virginia, Kentucky, Colorado, North Carolina, and Arizona.  Although many of these 

efforts began with the teachers themselves, it was not long before they enlisted the help 

of their state and national union affiliates to provide support in their fight.  In Oklahoma, 

for example, not only were teachers fighting against the decline of teacher salaries (an 

18.7% decline nationally compared with similarly accredited workers (Allegretto & 

Mishel, 2018)), but against the large decrease in the general-fund allocation for schools 

of 28.2 percent in the decade ending in the 2018 fiscal year (Leachman, Masterson, & 

Figueroa, 2017), the increased class sizes due to the exemption of every school district of 

the class size limitations found in the Education Reform Act of 1990 (Fine, 2019), and 

the deteriorating conditions of classrooms and resources (May, 2018).   

The narrative of the unions in this case was not focused on teachers advocating 

for their own self-interests, but rather teachers advocating for positive learning 

environments for students – a common good from which we can all benefit.  In the 

opinion of Steven Greenhouse (2019), former New York Times labor and workplace 

reporter, “Bargaining for the common good isn’t just an effective way to help students 

and schools, it’s also a smart strategy when unions are weak (and often derided as 

selfish). It’s a way to win allies so that union and community, together, can leverage their 

power” (para. 8).  This provides a fulcrum to shift this narrative and provide a positive 

outlook on teachers unions. 

Anti-Union Organizations 
 

The negative narrative that surrounds the unions have made them an easy target 

for many educational reformers.  Union critics, such as the State Policy Network, have 
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developed toolkits to target vulnerable union members – especially following recent 

losses of fair share rights in states like Wisconsin, Michigan, and Washington.  The State 

Policy Network has developed direct marketing campaigns to union members with an 

$80 million budget, asserting that “Well run opt-out campaigns can cause public-sector 

unions to experience 5-20% declines in membership, costing hundreds of thousands or 

even millions of dollars in dues money.  This can affect the resources and attention 

available for union leaders to devote to political action campaigns” (quoted in Pilkington, 

2018, para. 3).  These organizations prepare opt-out mailers which contain directions, 

legal language, and self-addressed stamped envelopes to make the process of dropping 

membership easy and convenient.  Members need only sign the document and drop it in 

the mail to receive a “pay bonus” – a cessation of union dues payments.  Dan Burkhalter 

(2018), who was Executive Director of the Wisconsin Education Association Council 

(WEAC), the NEA state affiliate, at the time of the enactment of Act 10, the state law 

barring fair share fees, noted that these mailings happened during the beginning of the 

school year at the same time as membership recruitment, but also just before the holiday 

season, using marketing showing how teachers could gain a “holiday bonus” (by leaving 

their union and not paying union dues).  Figure 3 illustrates an ad that began running in 

New York in November of 2018 which shows the same tactics being utilized again. 
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Figure 3:  A Drop Campaign Advertisement from New York. 

 Since teachers are public sector employees, The Freedom of Information Act 

permits these organizations to request information from school districts about their 

employees’ personal information.  This allows these anti-union organizations to make 

telephone calls to union members’ homes and cell phones, providing information about 

an individual’s right to leave the union and the process for resigning union membership.  

In Oregon and Washington State, opposition groups like the Freedom Foundation hired 

individuals to participate in a door-knocking campaign, going to the houses of union 

members to provide information about leaving their union (Greenhouse, 2016).   These 

campaigns leverage the established negative narrative about unions, focusing on 

individuality over collective action and the corruption that could happen when your union 

leaders speak for you.   

Those who are most vulnerable to these campaigns are those who are unhappy in 

their profession, those who do not share the union’s espoused values, those who do not 

recognize the value of membership, as well as those who have had a negative interaction 

with a union representative or have the most financial difficulties.  Of the latter group, the 
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ESPs (bus drivers, custodians, secretaries, etc.) and new teachers, who are lowest on the 

salary scale, become two of the most vulnerable populations.  New teachers are 

specifically targeted by preying on their lack of tenure, highlighting the limitations of the 

union to guarantee their job security.  Thus, the union must provide targeted interventions 

and supports that appeal to these specific members to combat the oppositional tactics. 

Value-Framing 

As Paul Reville (2018) of the Harvard Graduate School of Education states, 

“Whether this [the Janus decision] is a death blow or a turning point will be determined 

by the vision and persuasiveness of union leaders” (p. 1).  He suggests that the unions 

have two pathways to move forward.  The first of these is to become combative, 

defensive, and reactionary.  Under this direction, unions would attempt to resist reform 

efforts, drive to rollback standards and teacher accountability, and push business and 

philanthropy out of the sector.  This is the same “back to basics” approach suggested by 

others, such as Day and Sunkara (2018) in an opinion piece in The New York Times, who 

suggest the union should recommit to their internal democracy, focus on face-to-face 

organizing, and initiate bold strike action.  This is echoed by Fried (2017) in her “5 Steps 

to Maintain Unity and Membership under Right-to-work” in her steps of “fight the boss” 

and “involve members in bigger movements” such as strikes and protests.  This would 

fall in line with the traditional union values. 

The second pathway suggested by Reville (2018) is a shared accountability 

model, which would be a progressive union vision.  Under this approach, meeting the 

basic needs of children and opening the “opportunity to learn” debate would be primary 
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values.  There would be a focus on children’s basic needs, such as access to health and 

social services, safe neighborhoods, extra-curricular opportunities, and pre-K education.   

Hertel-Fernandez and Porter (2018) suggest in their paper that the value 

proposition post-Janus for the union should be around providing clear benefits for 

members related to their identity as professional employees, such as training, 

conferences, effective use of technology, and classroom support, based on research 

conducted on the statewide teachers union in Iowa.  These “selective benefits’ of 

membership made members feel like they were part of a greater community of 

practitioners.  The work of social scientist Mancur Olson, Jr. (2009) has demonstrated 

that these selective benefits assist in member sustainability for all membership 

organizations. 

In a study by Frameworks researcher Adam Simon (2011), his experimental 

survey design “attempts to identify a value that will inoculate against negative messages 

concerning teacher[s] unions and create a space for a constructive conversation about 

education reform that will, at the same time, promote positive views toward teacher[s] 

unions” (p. 2).  He studied four value propositions:   

 Pragmatism:  Education reform should focus on feasible solutions. 

 Collaboration:  Parts of the system need to have the opportunity to 

collaborate. 

 Fairness across Places:  Education reform should allocate resources evenly 

between places. 

 Future Preparation Plus Common Good:  Education reform should focus on 

preparing us all for the future. 
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Pragmatism is the value that he determined to have the highest positive impact.  This 

value proposition moved attitudes towards teachers unions in a progressive direction, as 

well as the scope of government and professional development, in addition to positively 

impacting K-12 educational reforms and allocating resources to schools.  It is the only 

value proposition from his study to have no negative impact on tested research areas 

(Simon, 2011). 

Within the union, there is a history of internal conflict that is reflected in the 

suggestions above.  There is a group of union leaders and members who “…wants to man 

the barricades, fight over every inch of territory, and take no prisoners” (Antonucci, 

2015, A House Divided, para. 2) to maintain the status quo.  In opposition, progressive 

members are “champions of social justice” who, according to former NEA President 

Dennis Van Roekel, want to “…drive excellence and success for all students” (quoted in 

Antonucci, 2015, A House Divided, para. 7).  This also helps to support the need for 

union framework alignment mentioned earlier. 

In recent history, we can see these conflicts play out within the NEA.  In 2011, 

the organization put together a Commission on Effective Teachers and Teaching.  One of 

this group’s recommendations was to “address internal barriers to organizational 

engagement about teaching quality and teaching learning” (Cowen & Strunk, 2014). This 

notion was anathema to the goals of the traditional unionists and was overwhelmingly 

defeated during the 2012 General Assembly.  In 2014, a partnership between Teach Plus 

and the NEA yielded a document which looked to define the union for early career 

teachers to become “1. The “go-to” on high-quality instruction, 2. The leader in 

developing teacher leaders, and 3. A force that engages all teachers in modernizing the 
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profession” (Teach Plus & NEA, 2014, p. 9).  After a change in NEA’s leadership later 

that year, the project was abandoned as it deviated too far from the traditional faction’s 

comfort zone (Coggins, 2017). 

Wielding power while balancing these competing constituency groups means that 

union leaders can often find themselves voicing conflicting messages and support 

depending on the audience at hand.  This is especially evident when one examines how 

they wield their power.  This is done through “1) union influence over state and national 

elections 2) union influence on policy and opposition to reform; and 3) union influence 

over local school boards” (Cowen & Strunk, 2014, p. 13).  However, opposition to 

reform in this environment means that taking a stance “against” is political suicide since 

you have alienated a constituency base.  Their opposition is subtler, rejecting mechanisms 

of reform (such as using students’ standardized test scores in teacher evaluations) rather 

than direct opposition of a reform (teacher evaluations).  This creates an environment 

“…in which their traditional enemies are emboldened, their traditional allies are 

deserting, and some of their most devoted activists are questioning the leadership of their 

own officers” (Antonucci, 2015, p. 4). 

The Janus decision serves as a forcing mechanism for the union to be clear about 

its values, mission, and vision.  As Antonucci (2018) states, “…the unions will be faced 

with internal reforms and interactions with other labor organizations that may ultimately 

have greater consequences for their operation than agency fees ever did” (para. 11). 

How to Effect Change 

 Unions, in many respects, are a microcosm of the public education sector.  Both 

are highly politicized, are portrayed as failing students, and are resistant to rapid, large-
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scale change.  Because of this, the work of Bryk, et al. (2015) regarding improvement 

science in education seems relevant to enacting change within the union.  In this book, 

the authors outline six key principles that are foundational to the application of 

improvement science to the work of school improvement within and across networked 

communities. 

1. Make the work of improvement problem specific and user centered.  Understand 

the problem before trying to diagnose and provide a solution. 

2. Focus on variation in performance.  Instead of focusing on average performance, 

identify in which contexts an improvement works, or for which demographic 

subset. 

3. See the system that produces the current outcomes.  Be wary of blaming the 

competence of those closest to the problem and the effects that layers of reforms 

have had in creating the current state of affairs. 

4. We cannot improve at scale what we cannot measure.  The measures that are the 

best for informing improvement are often quite different from those that most 

frequently inform research or accountability goals. 

5. Use disciplined inquiry to drive improvement.  This involves the intelligent use of 

appropriate measures and making strategic choices about the pace and scale of 

interventions/improvements. 

6. Accelerate learning through networked communities.  These communities should 

be united in the same goal to accelerate the diffusion and refinement of solutions 

to the shared problem.  
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 As the union strives to attract and retain its membership, these principles become 

important.  The union must show the value of membership to its client base, meeting their 

needs, and focus attention on those members most vulnerable to dropping membership 

(or not joining). Rather than appealing to the generic union member, leadership must 

recognize that the unionism frame in use may be divided differently between subsets of 

membership, or across several areas of focus for the organization.  Membership numbers 

cannot be the only measure by which we evaluate the success of the union because 

multiple measures may paint a more complete picture when compared to the goals of the 

organization.  Finally, the union itself lauds the engagement of its members as one of its 

greatest powers, and we must harness the power of those members to help improve the 

organization at scale. 

Change in unions. 

 Much like the education system, unions can be perceived as monolithic 

organizations that are unable to change.  However, we can see from a case study of the 

Milwaukee Teachers Education Association (MTEA) after the enactment of Act 10 in 

Wisconsin, that change can happen and is possible.  The sense of urgency created by this 

act, and a significant membership loss, served as the catalyst to reimagine how this union 

operated.  It is important to note that this change came from the local level of the MTEA, 

not from the state affiliate, WEAC, or the NEA. 

Under the stool model of social justice unionism, Peterson (2014), president of the 

MTEA, which represents 4600 teachers and ESPs, highlights the three areas that their 

local focused on to drive change:  confront racist attitudes and past practices that have 

marginalized people of color both inside and outside the union, overcome old habits and 
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stagnant organizational structures that weigh down efforts to expand internal democracy 

and member engagement, and a move away from staff providing a majority of services – 

the executive director does not need to be solely responsible for being the public 

spokesperson, to provide agendas to the executive board, and to direct most of the union 

affairs. 

 For the MTEA, Peterson (2014) says that these areas of focus led to building 

strong coalitions with parent, community, and civic organizations, not only on 

educational issues, but those broader issues of community concern, such as voter rights, 

incarceration reform, and expanding health care coverage.  There was a focus on 

replacing collective bargaining with collective action by organizing members to appear at 

board meetings, lobbying for individual school board members, and enlisting the help of 

parent and community members.  By partnering with labor/management through 

committee work, providing professional development for members, creating mentoring 

programs, and teaching labor history, MTEA was able to build upon the capacity of the 

union to become the leading education organization in the city, consistently promoting 

culturally responsive, social justice teaching.  They also changed the internal dynamics 

and structures within their organization by changing the roles of professional staff, 

increasing communication, and encouraging members to lead work. 

With my own personal experience as local president of the Bellefonte Area 

Education Association in Pennsylvania, I also utilized some of these mechanisms to 

effect change within the organization.  I created several committees, such as the social 

committee and grievance committee, work that was previously done by the officers, to be 

led by members in an attempt to increase member participation.  During contract 
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negotiations, I organized members to attend board meetings in a show of solidarity for 

the collective bargaining process.  As president, I was a voting member in many 

administrative meetings for the school district and on several task force committees, 

creating a positive relationship focused on the needs of our students.  As an officer team, 

we became more transparent with our communications, sending out monthly emails to 

our membership and highlighting the positive changes we had led for our members and 

students.  With the time given each month to speak at the board meetings, rather than 

publicly airing disagreements with the board or administration, I shared stories of 

teachers who achieved great success with their students, or highlighted policy or 

procedural changes that the board and administration had made which allowed teachers to 

have greater impact on students.  Thus, I can say that many of the things that Peterson 

highlights in his case study can be corroborated by my own personal experiences in a 

much smaller local, representing 240 members. 

Focusing on Supporting First-Year Teachers 

 As one of the most vulnerable groups identified for targeted attacks by anti-union 

groups, it is important to examine the experiences of first-year teachers.  There are 

several reasons to focus on this particular subgroup of membership.  First, when 

examining the new membership numbers of IEA as of January 22, 2019, there were 6,496 

new certified teacher members, as compared to 3,699 ESP members.  There is a larger 

potential loss of membership within this category as compared to others.  Secondly, this 

represents a larger revenue stream for the organization, as certified teachers pay twice the 

amount in dues as a full-time ESP member.  Finally, these newest members represent the 

future leadership of the organization.  Much like teaching students, providing a firm 
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foundation on which to build future knowledge and capacity will be essential to the 

continued viability and success of IEA. 

Understanding research-based practices that have been proven to help support 

these teachers through their first year can give insight into how the union may be able to 

provide these services that no other entity is currently able to produce.  This would add 

value to membership for these teachers, help to counteract the negative narrative about 

teachers unions, and hopefully provide a higher quality education for students in the 

classrooms of these teachers. These positive relationships could provide a long-term 

vested interest in the work of the union and allegiance to the organization in the face of 

oppositional attacks. 

In order for unions to create targeted interventions for novice teachers, it would be 

important to examine the primary issues that impact their professional success.  Research 

demonstrates that teacher self-efficacy is a key factor in to success, and the most 

powerful influences on teacher efficacy are experiences during student teaching and the 

induction year (Hoy & Spero, 2005).  Albert Bandura’s theories on teacher self-efficacy 

assert that it is most malleable during the first years of teaching.  “A capability is only as 

good as its execution.  The self-assurance with which people approach and manage 

difficult tasks determines whether they make good or poor use of their capabilities.  

Insidious self-doubts can easily overrule the best of skills” (Bandura, 1997, p. 35).  

Bandura indicates that there are four sources of efficacy:  mastery experiences, 

physiological and emotional states, vicarious experiences, and social persuasion.  

Teachers with high self-efficacy invest more in teaching, have higher levels of aspiration, 

set better goals, and have higher levels of planning, organization, and enthusiasm (Hoy & 
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Spero, 2005; Allinder, 1994), in addition to being more committed to teaching 

(Coladarci, 1992).   

 Efficacy beliefs of first-year teachers are tied to their stress level, their 

commitment to teaching, and their satisfaction with support and preparation (Hoy & 

Spero, 2005).  Friedman’s (2000) studies found that new teachers who experienced 

“shattered dreams of idealistic performance” came from:  criticisms from colleagues, 

isolation, work overload, lack of recognition or reward, and inappropriate initial teacher 

training.  Herbert and Worthy (2001) in their work regarding success of first-year 

teachers showed support for this match between expectations and reality, as well as being 

able to navigate the social and political culture of the school.   

 As noted earlier, high levels of occupational stress can decrease teacher efficacy.  

Early career teachers are susceptible to stress, burnout, and attrition at levels comparable 

to experienced teachers (Roness, 2011).  Those teachers who are most vulnerable to 

stress reported lower autonomy, increased burnout-like symptoms, and less commitment 

to teaching in the future (Lambert, et al., 2015).  Properly developed induction programs 

help to contribute to new teachers’ confidence and workplace self-efficacy (Darling-

Hammond, Chung, & Frelow, 2002; Putman, 2012), however mentorship was not found 

to have a statistically significant impact on increasing self-efficacy (Fitchett, et al., 2008).  

Fitchett, et al. (2008) found in their study that those teachers who had the lowest levels of 

occupational stress shared these common attributes:  had a reduced schedule, were given 

access to professional development seminars, engaged in common planning 

opportunities, utilized connections for extra help, and received supportive communication 

from administration. 
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 In a study done in Reno, Nevada, 65 of 105 first-year teachers rated their principal 

an 8 or higher on a 10-point Likert scale in providing first-year support (Quinn & 

D’amato Andrews, 2004). Additionally, there was high correlation between the level of 

principal support and the overall support felt by these teachers.  Although a majority felt 

that they had good support, qualitative data led the researchers to believe that 

understanding the basic policies and procedures of the school district were an unmet need 

for many first-year teachers.  They suggested that the district “prepare a first-year 

teachers’ handbook… [which] should address: procedures for calling in sick; preparing 

lesson plans for a substitute; instructions for the phone system; location of supplies and 

directions for ordering them; [direction regarding] placing orders with the district’s print 

shop; procedures and forms for disciplinary referrals; and protocols for arranging parent 

conferences (Quinn & D’amato Andrews, 2014, p. 167).   

 Another research study by Marable and Raimondi (2007) in New York examined 

the mentoring programs offered to first-year teachers over a 10-year period.  Their 

research yielded best practices in five areas:  administrators, colleagues, mentors, 

resources, and training.  Although the union cannot direct or have impact on some of 

these factors, there are a few that could be useful.  The study shows that colleagues can 

be supportive by creating new teacher focus groups, including second-year and veteran 

teachers in focus groups, and arranging for classroom visits, both within the district and 

out of district.  New teachers should be provided with resources that include a basic 

startup kit of classroom materials, a handbook of district and school-specific policies and 

procedures, and a lending library for professional needs.  Finally, the authors of this study 

suggest that best practices for training should include having programs targeting first-
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year teachers, especially in these specific areas:  policies and procedures, IEP 

development, organizational skills and strategies, classroom management, and curriculum 

development. 

In this research, we start to see recurring themes.  Although classroom 

management and lesson planning are two items that we normally think at the top of the 

list when it comes to supporting first-year teachers, here we start to see other areas that 

the union could positively impact: professional support and connections with colleagues, 

the need for continuous learning and development, a handbook about district-specific 

knowledge and procedures (navigating the social and political culture of the school), and 

ease of access to human support. 

Design Thinking 

 In Bryk, et al.’s work, the connection between their first principle and the 

framework of design thinking is difficult to overlook.  From the management perspective, 

we believe that there could be a problem that our newest teacher members do not value 

union membership.  However, providing solutions to this problem may not lead to new 

teacher member retention, as we have not diagnosed the reason why first-year teachers 

may drop their membership.  The design thinking framework “…is a design methodology 

that provides a solution-based approach to solving problems. It’s extremely useful in 

tackling complex problems that are ill-defined or unknown, by understanding the human 

needs involved, by re-framing the problem in human-centric ways, by creating many 

ideas in brainstorming sessions, and by adopting a hands-on approach in prototyping and 

testing” (Dam & Siang, 2018, para. 1).  This approach is used by global design firm 
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IDEO and is taught and practiced at the Stanford D. School, both of which I had the 

opportunity to visit in 2017.   

 There are five primary components of the design thinking process, which are 

represented in Figure 4 below: 

 

Figure 4:  The Design Thinking Model (Stanford D.School, 2018) 

1. Empathize - In this step, designers consult experts to find out more about the area 

of concern through observing, engaging, and empathizing with others to 

understand their experiences and motivations – to understand the problem from 

the point of view of the user.  Empathy allows design thinkers to set aside their 

own assumptions about the world in order to gain insight into users and their 

needs. 

2. Define - Analyze your observations and synthesize them in order to define the 

core problems that you and your team have identified up to this point. You should 

seek to define the problem as a problem statement in a human-centered manner. 

3. Ideate - Brainstorm! Think about all of the possible solutions to the problem, 

keeping your users’ needs in mind.  Look at creative solutions to the problem at 

hand. 
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4. Prototype -This is an experimental stage.  Make a scaled-down model of your 

solution to test with a small group of users (think back to Bryk, et al.’s principle 

number 5 about scale).  This allows you to see features that need more refinement, 

those that may not work, and in what context the prototype may be appropriate to 

solve the problem. 

5. Test - Using the information gathered at this point, try out the best solution.  Have 

ways to measure and evaluate the design from the users’ perspective.  (This would 

be connected to Bryk, et al.’s principle 4.) 

 Although the graphic and description may lead one to believe that this is a linear 

process, refinement and re-evaluation are hallmarks of the design thinking process, 

allowing for continuous improvement.  Another model suggested by Dam and Siang 

(2018) and shown in Figure 5, illustrates how each step in the process can provide new 

information for further iterations for the designed solution. As Dam and Siang (2018) 

suggest: “It is important to note that the five stages are not always sequential — they do 

not have to follow any specific order and they can often occur in parallel and be repeated 

iteratively. As such, the stages should be understood as different modes that contribute to 

a project, rather than sequential steps” (The Non-Linear Nature of Design Thinking, para. 

2). 
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Figure 5:  Non-Linear Model of Design Thinking (Dam & Siang, 2018) 

Design thinking provides a useful framework to outline how the union can 

develop increased membership value to their members.  This aligns well with the 

principles of improvement science and provides a mechanism by which prototyping and 

testing can begin to change how the union executes their work. 

Theory of Action 

If I engage a team of IEA managers, staff, and PreK-12 new teacher members in a 

collaborative process to design and implement an intervention/support program for first-

year teacher members utilizing a design thinking process and focusing on the stool model 

of social justice unionism, then teachers enrolled in the program will remain members 

and become active within the organization, enabling them to develop into leaders for the 

organization who will enable change within IEA, and will in turn result in attracting 

additional new teacher members to IEA. 
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New Teacher Support Team – Case I 

The question that drove the development of my strategic project is “How can IEA 

leverage its assets and resources to positively influence membership recruitment and 

retention in a post-fair share world?”  This question emerged during a discussion with the 

Executive Director as we discussed the ramifications of the Janus decision.  In this 

discussion, we talked about the value of membership, the benefits to our members, and 

which segments of our membership, based on past experiences by other states, would be 

the most vulnerable to leaving the union.  This question was placed on the white board in 

her office for several weeks, where other management, officers, and staff could see and 

reflect upon it. 

We reconvened several weeks later to attempt to reduce the scope of the project, 

to be manageable in the 10-month time frame, while having significant impact on the 

organization.  There were two things that became apparent in this discussion: ESPs and 

first-year teacher members were identified as our most vulnerable segments of 

membership and the Executive Director had spent several years with the officer/manager 

team to bring the stool model of social justice unionism to the organization.  Examining 

the current programs and supports available, there was already a team created to target 

ESP membership.  However, despite the existence of the Early Career Committee, 

interviews with staff members determined that supports and programming are focused on 

certified teacher members in years 2-10 of their career.  There is no specific 

programming that exists at the state level to support first-year teacher members (although 

some locals provide assistance that is financially supported by IEA).  Thus, the Executive 

Director and I co-created the strategic project to focus on supports and interventions for 
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first-year certified teacher members, as this could address an identified need for the 

organization and help to support the change in the organization toward the stool model of 

social justice unionism. 

This project aligns to one of the strategic goals of the organization which is:  

“Align our membership, field, and data, to engage and communicate with members about 

advocating for the success of the whole child; amplifying members’ professional 

interests; and advancing members’ economic interests” (IEA Priority Plans, 2017) – a 

goal that is clearly aligned with the stool model of social justice unionism.  This is an 

opportunity for first-year teacher members to define what the value of their membership 

is, and for the organization to use that information to create programs and supports that 

align.  Having these younger, and generally more progressive-thinking members become 

actively engaged within the union would help to balance the representation of factions 

within the leadership of the organization, giving them an equal voice in decision-making.  

In this way, these elected positions can truly represent the voice of membership, rather 

than privileging the views of more veteran teachers. 

This project may also contribute to the work being undertaken through the 

Midwest Regional Learning Community (MRLC), an incubator project with seven NEA 

state affiliates.  The purpose of this group is to create an organizational lean-to, enabling 

MRLC to design and launch an organizational model to support teaching and learning 

across states. 

To begin the project, I first needed to create a team to collaborate on this work 

that represented specific skillsets and bodies of knowledge within the organization.  

Originally, the Executive Director and I had determined there needed to be three 
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additional members to the team:  The Early Career Development and Student Director 

(who brought knowledge about what is currently done in the organization with early 

career teachers), the Manager of Teaching and Learning (who had the knowledge of what 

programs and supports are available, as well as the modes of programming), and a 

member of the communications department (to provide expertise with social media 

technology, as well as ensuring consistent messaging with other communications from 

the organization).  The first two were assigned roles, so those people were easily 

identified.  I spoke with the Director of Communications to get a recommendation of the 

correct team member.  She recommended a young canvasser who was proficient with 

social media and would identify with our millennial teachers.  As I continued with my 

additional duties with the Health of Locals Team (a cross departmental team created to 

utilize data to proactively determine local affiliates who were most in danger of facing 

potential drops – creating an analytical drop model – and then providing triage to those 

locals), I realized that one of our organizers had been actively engaging new members 

through the Stronger United Recruitment, Retention, and Engagement Campaign, a 

campaign developed from the model of the Year-Round Organizing Framework from 

NEA.  I determined that her expertise and knowledge would be valuable to the team and 

asked her to join as well.  Finally, after attending an implicit bias training by one of our 

UniServ directors, I determined that her skillsets around bias and her experiences 

working in the field provided a perspective that was missing from our team, especially 

when I wanted to focus our work around social justice.  I asked her to join as well, giving 

a team comprised of six individuals. 
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Because of the geographic location of team members, all meetings were 

conducted via video conference.  Our organizing meeting in October focused on the 

development of team norms, goals for the project, the intersectionality of my capstone 

project requirements with the goals of IEA, as well as sharing my vision for the team 

composition and my distributed leadership style.  The overall goal of this project was to 

create programs, interventions, and supports for first-year teacher members in order to 

provide value for their membership, increase engagement with the organization, and 

retain their membership.  Although I encouraged all members to create personal goals for 

growth or improvement as part of the committee, nobody chose to set individual goals 

with me.  I, however, did set a personal goal to be more aware of bias in my interactions 

with team members, especially since all members of my team were female.  I shared that 

I had asked the UniServ director to specifically assist me with my goal as this was her 

area of expertise, but that all team members should help to support me.  I was hoping to 

show vulnerability in my own personal learning that would inspire others in the team 

through a positive model. 

Our organizing meeting was the only meeting that all team members attended.  

Soon after the first meeting, the Early Career Development and Student Director went on 

family leave through the end of January and the organizer left IEA for an organizing job 

with NEA.  The UniServ Director was frequently unavailable during meeting times 

because of competing priorities, which meant that only the Manager of Teaching and 

Learning and the canvasser were consistently present for our bi-weekly meetings. 

During two meetings, the Manager of Teaching and Learning, the canvasser, and I 

brainstormed a list of potential ideas to provide support for first-year teachers.  This 
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occurred without direct input from first-year teacher members.  There were discussions 

about holding a focus group and a listening tour across the state, but funding, timing, and 

coordination of staff inhibited progress.  We did have the input of an early career member 

and practicing teacher who is Chair of the Early Career Committee, as well as the data 

from approximately 3,500 New Educator Cards, indicating areas of interest of our 

members, collected as part of one-on-one conversations (data as of March 11, 2019 can 

be found in Appendix A). 

There were seven supports and interventions that the team decided to investigate 

and discuss:  (a) a course on IEA history/union history, (b) a booklet developed by locals 

to help assimilate to the school culture, (c) training on how leaders could share the story 

of their local with new educators, (d) an IEA Podcast focusing on member stories, (e) a 

panel of new teacher members to share their stories, (f) use of the IEA app to connect 

with new teacher members, and (g) videos of member stories for social media.  Upon 

deciding on these ideas and subsequently consulting other staff members within the 

organization, it was determined that nearly all these potential supports have been done or 

created previously.  Many may need to be updated or better advertised, but all have 

existed or do exist within the organization.  Assignments were given to individual team 

members to update those supports in existence, or to identify needed staff to locate and 

update resources. 

By the end of January, it became apparent to the team that work on this project 

had not progressed significantly.  Continued absences of team members became a regular 

delta at the conclusion of team meetings, even though interest of team members in the 

project was still high.  Conversations during meetings were often curtailed as we lacked 
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the knowledge and expertise of a key team member.  Although there was also a frequent 

positive feedback message that everyone valued the cross-departmental resource and 

knowledge sharing, this resulted in very little action between meetings.   

At the end of January, I convened the team to have a difficult conversation 

regarding the lack of movement on this project, as well as the lack of commitment to 

attendance at meetings.  It was stated that this work was lower priority than other work of 

the organization, that staff members who were needed to authorize work were 

unavailable, and that there was a lack of urgency for the work.  At the following meeting, 

the UniServ director chose to resign from active participation on the committee, stating 

that this work did not align with her primary job duties at IEA, although she was still 

willing to be a resource on an as-needed basis.  The team was reduced to four members. 

The Winter Worksite Campaign – Case II 

In late November, I was able to attend the NEA New Educator Stage 3 Launch 

Meeting in New Orleans, LA.  The purpose of my attendance was to better understand 

the relationship between NEA and its state affiliates, as well as gain knowledge of best-

practices in supporting new educators. I joined the established New Educator Team of six 

IEA staff that had attended training on the previous stages of work, which included:  The 

Director of Communications, the Coordinating Director of Advocacy and Organizing, a 

data paraprofessional, the IEA Secretary/Treasurer, the canvasser and member of my 

strategic project team, and the Chair of the Early Career Committee. This program is part 

of the NEA Year-Round Organizing Framework that is being recommended to the state 

affiliates to create a culture of continuous organizing.  The organizing framework is a 

seasonal campaign beginning with Education Summer, moving to The New Educator 
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Campaign in the fall, the Winter Worksite Campaign, and concluding with Spring Early 

Enrollment (see Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6:  NEA Year-Round Organizing Framework 

To put the Winter Worksite Campaign in context, allow me to highlight the goals 

and strategies of all seasonal work.  Education Summer is designed to support the internal 

organizing capacity of locals by creating committee structures and building leadership 

skills of local members, while simultaneously developing member capacity to support 

external organizing events that have impact beyond the local, such as anti-privatization, 

increased education funding, and the Red 4 Ed Movement.  The New Educator Campaign 

focuses on having one-on-one conversations with every new educator, not only as a 

membership recruitment strategy, but to also collect data on educational interest areas 

and concerns for future engagement efforts.  The Winter Worksite Campaign provides 

grant funding for state affiliates to work with targeted locals to provide focused support 

in developing organizing capacity within the local, analyze interest data to respond to 

member needs, and ensure follow up one-on-one conversations with all new educators.  

Finally, the Spring Early Enrollment Campaign allows potential members who are 

currently working, but not paying union dues, to join the association between April 1 and 
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August 30, with membership dues beginning in September.  During this time, these 

members have access to most benefits of membership. 

As with my strategic project, this work aligns with the same strategic goal of IEA: 

“Align our membership, field, and data, to engage and communicate with members about 

advocating for the success of the whole child; amplifying members’ professional 

interests; and advancing members’ economic interests” (IEA Priority Plans, 2017).  

Unlike the strategic project, the Year-Round Organizing Framework was integrated into 

the priority plans developed by the officer/manager team and was referenced as the 

Association Welcome Program.  The priority plans are based on the strategic goals and 

are broken down into smaller sub goals assigned to responsible parties, with delineated 

benchmark and completion dates, as well as a list of needed resources and personnel (see 

Appendix B for the Priority Plan for the Association Welcome Program). 

The organizer that was a member of my strategic project team was the IEA state 

coordinator for this organizing work, whose name appears as the lead person responsible 

in the priority plans.  She was a temporary employee whose position was paid through 

grant funding from NEA, so she was seeking permanent employment.  Because of her 

success in Illinois, she was hired at NEA support the Year-Round Organizing Framework 

as an organizer for the Northeast region of the country (which comprises New England 

and most of the Mid-Atlantic States).  Her new job with NEA began during the NEA 

New Educator Stage 3 Launch Meeting, which left the IEA team without a state 

coordinator, as well as relevant context and the historical perspective of the work as we 

attempted to plan the Winter Worksite Campaign.   
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At the conference, the IEA New Educator Team applied for NEA grant funding to 

implement the Winter Worksite Campaign in three ways:  to support six ESP locals in 

Region 20, to support the Central Education Association, and to support a statewide new 

teacher support program (directly connected with my strategic project).  These specific 

locals were identified because they had known organizing challenges, specifically 

changing leadership, conflicting internalized priorities, and district targeting of union 

members.  The Winter Worksite Campaign was suggested to support work across a larger 

number of locals via the New Teacher Support Team, hoping to distribute support more 

generally across the state.   

NEA approved a grant of $12,500 to work on the first two areas, and this 

notification was received in late December.  Grant money was denied for the New 

Teacher Support Team as it was determined to not align with the goals of the targeted 

support of locals for the Winter Worksite Campaign.  Grant allocation would be 

administered based on a signed Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) created in 

partnership between NEA, IEA, and the local leaders.  The MOA must be signed by 

February 15, with grant funds being utilized prior to April 30. 

In December, it was determined by the Executive Director that I would be the 

new state coordinator for Year-Round Organizing Framework (what IEA calls the 

Stronger United:  Recruitment, Retention, and Engagement Campaign), that I would 

oversee the IEA New Educator Team, and thus the leader of the Winter Worksite 

Campaign.  However, because I had only attended the conference in an observational 

capacity, communications about the Winter Worksite Campaign were not being 

redirected to me.  I was unaware of the awarding of the grant, that the locals had already 
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been notified, and that they were awaiting direction and support from me.  This work was 

dormant from the point of grant notification until mid-January, when communications 

were finally redirected to me. 

As state coordinator, I convened an organizing meeting between the UniServ 

directors serving the two groups of members, the New Educator Team, and the NEA 

Organizer in charge of the Midwest Region.  I worked with the NEA Organizer before 

the meeting to co-create an agenda and share the questions within the organization 

around the future leadership of this work with a lack of a permanent state coordinator.  

Since both my predecessor and I had defined term contracts, there was some trepidation 

among staff about IEA’s commitment to this work.  As the Executive Director has 

confirmed that she is unsure who will serve as the state coordinator in the future, the 

NEA Organizer and I decided to focus on emphasizing the need for all team members to 

be actively involved in the entire process, focusing on a distributed leadership model, as 

well as his ability to provide consistent support through any personnel changes. 

Our first meeting was scheduled in person at a centralized location in our 

Bloomington office, but the polar vortex closed many of our offices.  Thus, this meeting 

was convened virtually to develop a clear vision for the work together, to create goals and 

buy-in, define collective and individual responsibilities, as well as educate our UniServ 

directors on the program.  The meeting concluded with each member of the New 

Educator Team being assigned to a specific action item.  The NEA Organizer and I 

scheduled a follow-up meeting with the UniServ directors, as well as another meeting 

with the leaders of the local affiliates. 
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Work on this project has progressed very quickly.  For example, the Region 20 

ESPs have already convened twice and have created a calendar of events, goals for the 

campaign, tactics to utilize those goals, and measures of success.  These members have 

been trained in organizing and one-on-one conversations and are acting on that work in 

their locals.  One-on-one training for an anticipated 20 members is scheduled for April 4, 

2019 at the Central Education Association to be completed by the NEA Organizer and 

myself.  Since I have been appointed as the state coordinator, team members and IEA 

staff rely on me for information, leadership, and guidance in proceeding.  Some 

components of the strategic project, such as a course on IEA history, a booklet for new 

educators to assimilate to the culture of schools, a panel of new educators, and smart 

phone technology use to support new educators is being developed for support at these 

specific local affiliates. 

Evidence 

New Teacher Support Team – Case I 

When beginning this project, I had anticipated collecting several pieces of data to 

help to create supports and subsequently evaluate the success of the work.  To help 

inform the development of supports, I created a survey to assess the frame of unionism 

preferred by members of the organization, both in its current state and thinking towards 

the future (see Appendix C).  This survey was administered to the officer/manager team, 

the Board of Directors, and all first-year certified teacher members of the organization via 

an electronic survey tool sent out via email.  The intent was to compare the frame of 

unionism preferred for various topics, as well as between different constituency groups 

within the organization.  However, only 54 of 115 surveys were completed by the Board 
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of Directors and officer/manager team combined, and an even more disappointing 7 of 

over 4,000 first-year teacher members.  I did not have sufficient data from which to make 

any comparisons. 

Additionally, I had hoped to create surveys to be given to new educators engaging 

with these various supports and interventions to gauge their understanding of IEA 

(relevant to that content) before and after engagement.  I had planned to collect data on 

the number of new educators that engaged with any of the materials or supports, as well 

as comparing new teacher membership retention rates between the general membership 

of new teacher members and those engaged with these supports.  The goal was to engage 

at least 200 new teacher members with support, show improvement in knowledge about 

IEA content after support, and demonstrate a higher membership retention rate for those 

engaged with any of the supports.   

As this project has not progressed to implementation, none of this data is 

available.  However, I can provide evidence of the current status of each of the seven 

projects that were brainstormed by the team, but there are no outcomes to report as of 

March 2019: 

 A course on IEA history/union history - The IEA online learning platform already has 

a six-part course on labor history from NEA of which the Director of Teaching and 

Learning was not aware.  The Director has previously attempted to create an IEA 

history course with a professor from the University of Illinois.  She is reaching out to 

that faculty member, as well as an IEA staff member who has expressed interest in 

creating such a course two years ago, to create this course with a planned completion 

date of July 2019. 
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 A booklet developed by locals to help assimilate to the school culture - This booklet 

exists but needs to be updated.  There is nobody assigned to this task and no 

completion date. 

 Training on how leaders could share the story of their local with new educators - 

This training program exists and needs to be updated.  This work falls under the Year-

Round Organizing Framework, and thus will be under my direction for completion by 

June 30, 2019. 

 A podcast focusing on member stories - The IEA Awesome Podcast is a monthly 

project that already exists.  Approval of topics is issued one year in advance, so 

changes to the lineup were rejected by those responsible for the project.  It must also 

be noted that there was a complaint filed by one of the Illinois Education Association 

Staff Organization (IEASO) members against those responsible for the podcast for 

allegedly completing work that was under her job description.  There is a lot of 

residual pain around the idea of the podcast as a result, so it was decided by the team 

that pursuing a podcast at this time may not be prudent.  The team wishes to 

recommend topics for the IEA Awesome Podcast lineup for the next year to include 

new educator voices. 

 A panel of new teacher members to share their stories to first-year teachers - The 

Chair of the Early Career Committee has taken ownership of this piece of work and 

has moved it to be housed there.  Plans are in place to organize a team of new 

educators, including first-year educators from the recent Geneva Education 

Association strike and the District 15 ESP strike.  The panel is hoping to present at 

the Summer Leadership Conference, the EMELT Conference (Emerging Minority 
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Educator Leadership Training), the ONE conference, and other events beginning in 

the summer of 2019. 

 Use of the IEA app to connect with new teacher members - The canvasser is working 

with the IEA webmaster, who oversees the current IEA app.  The organization does 

not currently have any person on staff with the expertise in app creation, so this work 

is all outsourced.  As this is a costly endeavor, work on this can only be in new ways 

to utilize the current technology due to budget constraints.  

 Videos of member stories for social media - This project is on hold as the person in 

charge of this area is out on family leave until March.  The Director of 

Communications has given approval and funding from the department to complete 

this work as it integrates with member story features they are already pursuing.  The 

canvasser is responsible for coordinating this work with the communications 

department. 

In addition to the status of the various components, there is also evidence of the 

lack of progress available within the team itself.  The individuals that I chose to be part of 

this team went from 6 total members upon organization of the team, to 4 members by 

February of 2019.  Team attendance was sporadic, with only three members (including 

myself) in regular attendance for our bi-weekly meetings which began October 31, 2018, 

with only this organizing meeting having all members present.   

The Winter Worksite Campaign – Case II 

 Although we are still in the early stages of this project, there are indicators of 

quick progress with concrete outcomes.  Each local involved in the campaign has created 

a list of activities that they will undertake (including one-on-one conversations, social 
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gatherings, trainings, and mentorship) and developed a budget for the work.  Both IEA 

and NEA have already scheduled trainings with the local leaders to support them.  As of 

March 25, there have been 20 ESP local leaders trained on one-to-one conversations to 

become member organizers.  These organizers have had over 50 one-on-one 

conversations to date, out of approximately 200 members, with work continuing in the 

coming months.  Another 20 certified teacher member organizers are scheduled to be 

trained in early April at the Central Education Association, who will attempt to engage in 

another 250 one-on-one conversations by the end of May.  The NEA Organizer and I are 

executing all the training for these members, with the support of their local leaders and 

the UniServ Director for their region. 

 As this is part of the larger Year-Round Organizing Framework of NEA, I think it 

is also important to provide some evidence of success with other stages of the work.  The 

IEA did not actively participate last year in the Early Spring Enrollment Program.  

Although there were locally-run programs in some areas, this was not a statewide 

initiative.  NEA has reported data for this campaign, but IEA data experts doubt the 

validity of that data, due to differences in how data is accessed across various data 

systems and how data was input across various sites.  There was a strong campaign last 

spring to convert fair share fee payers to full membership, of which approximately 500 

members were gained.  It is believed that much of this data is being interpreted as a result 

of early enrollment, but those individuals joined as full dues-paying members (as they 

were paying fair share fees since September of 2017). 
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During Education Summer of 2018, there were 45 trainings on one-on-one 

conversations statewide, surpassing the goal of 42.  This represented 431 of our over 900 

locals being represented by 621 total local leaders and 176 staff members of IEA.   

 During the New Educator Campaign in the fall, IEA enrolled 3755 new members, 

short of the goal of 5335 members between July 15 and November 30, 2018.  However, 

data processing of membership forms had been moved from centralized processing at 

headquarters to individual field offices across the state.  Unfamiliarity with the processes 

and procedures, the variation in employees’ abilities to complete the work, and the new 

NEA 360 data system, caused a lag in membership forms being processed to appear on 

the report.  When looking at the data from December 1 – February 22, we can see this 

numerically.  During this time, there were 6868 new members enrolled, far surpassing the 

goal of 2134 that was set.  To look at it differently, the total goal for membership 

recruitment was approximately 7500 members, and current enrollment for new members 

is just under 10,000.  This goal was conservatively low in the anticipation of the Janus 

decision, but it does represent a 400-member increase over this same time last year. 

 Other evidence pertinent to IEA’s recruitment and retention efforts include the 

number of membership drops attributable to the Janus decision (as opposed to attrition or 

retirement).  Although the number of drops continues to increase daily, as of March 25, 

2019, there were only 1080 drops of membership within the organization, an equivalency 

of 708 FTE members.  This represents a 97% retention rate across all categories of 

membership.  Across the subsets of membership, professional certified members have a 

98% retention rate, with higher education membership at 97% and ESP membership at 

95%.  These numbers are all at least 0.5% higher than the 2017-2018 membership year.  
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Significant work had been done prior to my arrival by IEA staff to engage with fee payers 

to convert to full membership, to have current members sign recommitment membership 

forms, and to update contact information for members so that we could engage in 

communications with them more readily.  

Analysis 

 These two cases of my experience of leadership within IEA provide rich material 

for analysis.  The similarities between the involved parties, focus of projects, desired 

outcomes, and completion timelines accentuates the disparity in progress.   Critically 

exploring the potential reasons for these vast differences in performance can provide 

insights into my own personal leadership, work at IEA, and the greater education sector. 

 To organize my thinking, I turn to Mark Moore’s Strategic Triangle.  This 

framework is designed to “…lay out a structure of practical reasoning to guide managers 

of public enterprises…to create public value” (Moore, 1995, p. 1).  The Strategic 

Triangle shows that public value is created when a given strategy or action has 

democratic legitimacy and the support of the authorizing environment and when the 

organization has the operational capacity to implement the strategy or action effectively 

(see Figure 7).  These are arranged specifically to highlight the feedback loop and 

interactions between the various components. The analytic and practical challenge is to 

ensure that the three circles in the triangle are aligned and mutually reinforcing: we create 

public value when the goals we seek can be supported by normative and empirical 

arguments, when the goals attract financial, legal and social support from those in a 

position to authorize and support the planned action, and when we know how to deploy 

the available resources to achieve the desired results. 
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Figure 7: Mark Moore’s Strategic Triangle 

 Although Moore conceptualizes the Strategic Triangle for use in public sector 

applications, specifically governmental policy and programs, I think it is easily extended 

to the union setting, as the IEA represents public sector employees and they do operate 

under an elected governmental body.  The union must show value to their constituency 

base of educators, which is a representative subset of the entire public, in order to attract 

and retain membership.  All policy and programmatic decisions that are made at IEA 

must be shown to support the value of membership. 

Legitimacy and Support 

 Moore (2013) defines legitimacy and support as “a set of measures designed to 

capture an organization’s standing with all those individual and collective actors who 

provide it with the social legitimacy, public authority, and public funding necessary to 

sustain itself” (p. 12).  In the union setting, the “public” is the membership.  As over 90% 

of IEA revenue comes directly from membership dues, the members define the public 

value for the organization.  Unions are often referred to as “member-driven 

organizations,” a phrase which rings true in the context of the Strategic Triangle:  the 

members operate the vehicle of public value which moves the work of the organization. 
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 What is interesting to compare is the relative legitimacy provided to the state 

affiliate by NEA with that of the membership.  As NEA provides less than 8% of total 

funding support to IEA, that revenue is relatively insignificant by comparison to the 

revenue from dues dollars.  As NEA is also member-driven, with a portion of dues going 

directly to the national organization, they gain public value by appealing to the state 

affiliates with the largest membership.  Therefore, IEA, as the fifth largest state affiliate, 

has a larger constituency base on which to define the public value of the national 

organization.  This provides IEA with some organizational flexibility to make strategic 

decisions that may be counter to those of NEA, if IEA can show how that decision would 

increase the public value of membership in Illinois.   

New teacher support team – Case I. 

 Utilizing this framework, I can see the numerous ways that there was little public 

value created through my strategic project by a lack of legitimacy and support.  

Throughout my residency, staff members would often ask “How is your project going?”  

This could be an innocuous comment in casual conversation as it would not be unusual 

for someone to reference current work activity as “your” work.  However, at IEA this 

represents a subconscious notion of ownership.  Further evidence of this hypothesis 

occurred during a team meeting, where the Early Career Development and Student 

Director asked, “How can we support you in your project?”   This is significant because 

we had established at the first meeting that after my departure, the work established 

through my strategic project would reside under her purview.  Despite the fact it was 

known that she would inherit this ownership, she could not comprehend this as important 

work of IEA or of her department.  In asking the team to reflect on progress, the UniServ 
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Director added, “Shaun, this project belongs to you.  There has been no direction from 

IEA that this is a priority, therefore it is voluntary.”  It is not surprising, with this 

understanding, that her attendance at meetings was poor, and that she decided to resign 

from the team. 

 In another setting, this may be relatively unremarkable.  Many would even argue 

that unless one individual can be held accountable, work is unlikely to get done.  This is 

just a best practice.  However, this also represents a symptom of the culture of IEA.  

Because the staff are unionized themselves, or as I have termed, a union within a union, 

the staff replicate the same ideals that the union advocates for teachers.  Having clear job 

duties, with defined expectations and performance measures, ensures a fair understanding 

between employer and employee.  This also means that when management or 

administration wants to increase the number or scope of job duties, the savvy union 

member would also bargain for increased salary or benefits for that work.  Thus, one 

reason that staff at IEA must always know who work “belongs” to so they know the 

implications for their own job performance or future bargaining power.  

 The UniServ Director indicating that this work is “not a priority” highlights a 

clear legitimacy issue.  As I reflect more deeply on why this could be the case, I can now 

see a breakdown in the design thinking process, as well as a lack of alignment of best 

practices of improvement science that contributed to her assessment.  My experience with 

the design thinking process focuses on listening to those whose problem you are 

attempting to solve, not providing a list of solutions from which they need to choose.  Not 

only was I unable to convene a group of first-year teachers to interview, the data provided 

from the one-on-one conversations is presented in prescribed categories, which 
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approximates providing a list of possible solutions.  As a team, we did not try to dig into 

this information more deeply, and as a leader, I did not recognize this at the time as a 

breakdown of this process, quite literally from the beginning.   

 The key component I think that caused legitimacy issues when reflecting on 

improvement science is the focus on the variation of performance.  We were ideating 

about solutions to engage and retain all first-year teachers, when first-year teachers 

actually represent a wide range of union commitment.  Had we been able to identify first-

year teachers who had left the union in the previous year or could identify those in danger 

of leaving the union in this year, we may have been able to tailor our supports more 

finely, which would have provided more legitimacy to the work as well.  As membership 

numbers remained steady, the focus on the average first-year teacher member could have 

been perceived as unnecessary work because we weren’t focusing on an actual problem. 

 Another legitimacy issue was uncovered during the officer/manager retreat while 

we defined the priority plans for the 2019-2020 school year.  As part of the process, we 

reviewed the previous plans for completion and I realized that all projects represented 

new work to the organization, such as preparing for the Janus decision, examining data 

collection and maintenance in the organization, and the Association Welcome Program 

(which became the Stronger United: Recruitment, Retention, and Engagement 

Campaign).  During the discussion, the question arose for each priority as to whether that 

piece of work had become “integrated into the daily work” or “represents something that 

still requires focused attention.”  At IEA, this is how legitimacy is created.  If work was 

determined to have been integrated already, then it holds its own legitimacy.  If any piece 
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of work is not integrated, or requires additional focus, then inclusion of it in the priority 

plan adds the legitimacy necessary for staff to dedicate time to the work.   

For example, the Stronger United: Recruitment, Retention, and Engagement Campaign 

was still considered “new work” for the organization, especially considering the 

organizer’s departure and lack of permanent replacement.  Work involving membership 

processing in the field was deemed to be “integrated work,” despite the fact that both 

were implemented in the same year.  I utilized a strategic leadership move to include my 

strategic project in the next priority plan to increase its legitimacy within the parameters 

that seemed apparent within the organization. 

 Financial support for this project was quite limited.  As the project was not part of 

the priority plans, it also means that it was not part of the budget.  Therefore, funding 

needed to be provided through grants or departmental discretionary funds.  As mentioned 

earlier, this project was identified as being part of the work of Early Career Development.  

In the IEA budget, $259,000 was allocated to this cost center, of which $242,000 was 

allocated to salary and benefits.  The remaining $17,000 was already allocated to 

established projects.  With a looming budget shortcoming due to increased pension 

liabilities at the IEA level, spending was conservative.  Additionally, although grant 

funding was sought through NEA, this was denied.  Members of the New Teacher 

Support Team were all aware of these issues, and this affected the legitimacy of the 

project. 

 Finally, the overall success of IEA in member recruitment and retention indicated 

earlier created a legitimacy issue.  The fear of significant membership loss that had 

driven much of the retention work pre-Janus had evaporated.  There was a sense of 
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complacency and a general feeling of fallacy about the impending doom on the horizon 

for membership.  Additionally, the majority of membership drops from the organization 

were from the ESP category of membership, not from the new teacher members, even 

though there was a gap in our data about the number of potential new members that 

existed.  Because of the readily available and abundant internal messaging about the 

relative success of our efforts in membership recruitment and retention, this reduced the 

legitimacy of this project as a major priority at this time. 

The winter worksite campaign – Case II. 

In direct contrast, the Winter Worksite Campaign has significant legitimacy and 

support through NEA.  There is ample literature and planning materials available to 

support the work at the state affiliates.  The NEA is coordinating quarterly meetings for 

all state affiliates to convene and share best practices gleaned from their work.  There is 

an NEA Organizer assigned to each state affiliate to be a liaison between the national, 

state, and local levels to provide further support.  Most importantly, the Winter Worksite 

Campaign comes with grant funding opportunities to complete the work.  This helps to 

increase the public value and has caused this work to progress more quickly than the 

other project. 

Further legitimacy is created because the identified locals for this grant are 

experiencing real urgency as their locals face impending crises, through lack of 

leadership or lack of engagement (or both).  The design of the project also has added 

legitimacy according to my research, as solutions to the problems are being designed 

through active engagement of the local membership – aligning with the research on the 

design thinking framework.  Through the one-on-one conversations, leaders at the local 
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level are creating their own member supports, and although IEA is collecting data on 

these members in the same categories discussed earlier, those creating the solutions are 

the same people who engaged in the full conversation.  Therefore, these solutions are 

actually user-centered. 

What diminishes the legitimacy of this work within IEA is the appointment of two 

consecutive temporary employees to lead the work.  To some, this has indicated a lack of 

commitment to this as a priority.  The lack of an exit strategy for either employee only 

helps to exacerbate the problem.  Current budget issues prohibit the replacement of this 

position in the foreseeable future, so alternatives are being entertained by the 

management team.  As time passes, this is only causing diminished legitimacy issues.  

It is worthy to note that the assignment of temporary employees also represents an 

insightful strategic move by the Executive Director, allowing the organization to 

investigate innovative jobs without the commitment of a union contract.  It provides the 

organization flexibility to examine future lines of work and the impact of new staff on 

meeting organizational priorities.  So, although there is a small diminished level of 

legitimacy to this project, this showcases a calculated move on the part of the Executive 

Director to advance novel positions, possibly improving the legitimacy of a new position 

or a focus on new work.  A concrete and successful example of this is IEA Connect, 

which is a call center for members to contact IEA directly (through phone and online 

chat) to get answers to their questions.  Originally funded through grants, these are now 

full-time contracted employees within the communications department.  This work 

represents novel work as standard procedures dictate that members should contact IEA 

only through their UniServ director.  This represented a marked departure from 
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organizational procedures and philosophy, allowing members to contact the state affiliate 

without first contacting their local president or UniServ director.   

Capacity  

 In the Strategic Triangle framework, Moore (2013) defines the operational 

capacity perspective as “a set of measures designed to capture the organization’s ability 

to engage in the activities and produce the outputs that are thought to be consistent with 

achieving desired social outcomes” (p. 12).  One key component of capacity involves 

personnel, not only in the number of people, but having the skillsets necessary to 

complete desired work.  Competing priorities are also a capacity issue.  Crisis situations 

or a hierarchy of priorities are likely to change the capacity of employees, thus affecting 

the public value that can be provided by the organization, which in turn changes the value 

of support the organization can provide. 

 In examining IEA as an entity, strategic priorities could suffer from a lack of 

capacity, depending on what department is responsible for any given piece of work.  As 

an example, there is large variation on the number of employees in any given department, 

especially relative to the reported needs of our members.  As an example, the Teaching 

and Learning Department has four total employees, whereas the Government Relations 

Department has eleven.  In contrast to this, based on reported interests from one-on-one 

conversations with our members, 2,033 members (of 4,400 collected results) have interest 

in support for classroom management and 1,192 in curriculum support, both of which 

have programs supported primarily by the Department of Teaching and Learning.  Two 

interest areas that reside primarily in the Government Relations Department are 

Economic Justice, with 2,033 members indicated interest, and Education Policy with 
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1,210 members.  As you can see, these interest areas show nearly equivalent numbers of 

members indicating interest, but as the personnel capacity of the Teaching and Learning 

Department is just over a third of that of the Government Relations Department, they 

have a diminished capacity to address these needs. 

 I would be remiss if I did not recognize the interrelated nature of the two 

departments in my example.  The Government Relations Department does actively work 

to create and support laws that improve the conditions of classroom management.  For 

example, Illinois Senate Bill 100 was passed to disrupt the school to prison pipeline.  

This legislation dictates that students can only be suspended, expelled or referred to an 

alternative school if all other “appropriate and available” alternatives are exhausted.  This 

clearly has direct impact on classroom management.  A possible argument for the 

difference in personnel capacity of the two departments could be that Government 

Relations works to create conditions beneficial to the work of the Teaching and Learning 

Department.  I think this also reflects that the union management understands that 

creating such enabling conditions is important to continued success on behalf of 

educators, juxtaposed with the apprehension of many teachers to recognize that their jobs 

are inherently political (being employees funded through tax revenue). Regardless of the 

reason in staff discrepancy, capacity may inhibit the ability of IEA to create public value 

for certain pieces of work, dependent upon the department responsible. 

New teacher support team – Case I. 

 A repeated delta at each meeting for my strategic project was related to the 

“absence of team members.”  I had carefully assembled the team to collectively possess 

all the skillsets and historical knowledge of the organization necessary to complete the 
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work.  This calculated strategy of team composition also meant that absences by team 

members would logically result in a gap of necessary knowledge and resources.  This 

diminished capacity of the team slowed the work from progressing, and additionally 

served to decrease the public value that we could provide with the work.  Thus, there was 

a stagnation in progress, which reinforced repeated absences, as team members 

themselves couldn’t see the value in the work.   

 I made a conscious decision to create a team focused on distributed leadership.  

Knowing that I was a temporary employee, I wanted to ensure that team members owned 

their own work and fostered a culture of collaboration within the team.  What I failed to 

recognize is that this is antithetical to the culture of IEA, where defined leadership and 

direction from the top down is the norm.  As an example, the UniServ Director noted “if 

this project is to succeed, Shaun will have to take the lead – not lead from behind.”  At a 

meeting unrelated to these projects, I brought up the term “distributed leadership.”  A 

staff member attending this meeting quipped “Distributed leadership?  What does that 

even mean?  Is that code for ‘nobody has to do anything?’” These examples highlight that 

this was not the leadership that was understood to be successful within IEA.  This means 

that the misalignment of my leadership style and the preferred style of those with whom I 

worked could have been perceived as a capacity issue in my leadership, inhibiting 

progress of the project. 

An additional example of this culture at IEA comes from the Executive Director 

during a review of the draft Priority Plans for the 2019-2020 school year.  As seen in the 

example in Appendix B, each item has a responsible person.  Several managers, when 

drafting their plans, included the responsible person as “Communications Department” or 
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“Officers.”  The Executive Director stated, “if these things are not assigned to a specific 

person, then they will never be done.”  She directed the managers to put a specific name 

(or series of names) rather than a department or title.  I know that the Executive Director 

did this because research demonstrates this is best practice for accountability (we 

discussed this point together so I can clearly state her reasoning).  However, as she has 

been trying to change the culture of the organization from hierarchical and siloed to more 

collaborative, this could be interpreted as aligning with the former culture.  This could be 

evidence that positional authority, as well as clear titles and responsibilities, are important 

within IEA, over a distributed leadership model.  There are very subtle nuances here that 

could be interpreted in different ways, thus clarity in thought and direct communication 

about reasoning may have made this statement by the Executive Director less ambiguous. 

 When I began my work with IEA, there were two dominating priorities:  

preparation and response to the Janus decision and election of a new governor.    It seems 

that many of the daily activities of the organization for the first two months of my 

residency revolved around ensuring clean data for membership to ensure cessation of all 

fair share fees, adapting to the legal ramifications of the daily work as a result of the 

decision, and ensuring robust recruitment strategies for membership.  It could be argued 

that there was some priority around retention of membership as well, but it seems that 

much of that work occurred pre-Janus in the form of recommitment forms for many 

members.  Looking back, it seems that there was an emphasis on recruitment over 

retention of members.  I think there are two reasons for this.  First, as membership drops 

were far lower than anticipated, it appears that retention was not a primary issue.  

Secondly, historically, states who had lost fair share provisions had membership loss 
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mainly due from a lack of recruiting new members, rather than significant membership 

drops. 

 As the first weeks of the school year came and went, our most active time for 

member recruitment, there was an increased focus on the midterm elections.  Governor 

Rauner had been an opponent of the union since his election.  Thus, there was a robust 

campaign for pro-education candidate J.B. Pritzker, becoming the dominant priority of 

the organization.  The communications department, organizers, and canvassers were all 

deployed to focus on this work, which decreased the capacity for other streams of work.  

As my project was not well connected with the election, its launch in October represented 

poor timing in capacity of team members.  Even as capacity had returned after the 

election, the reinforcing nature demonstrated in the Strategic Triangle had already 

decreased the public value of this project, which made it difficult to focus this new 

capacity on something that was not deemed important to the members.  

 Upon reflection, I believe that I made a critical mistake in my Theory of Action, 

and thus I lacked personal capacity to execute well on this work.  This was pointed out by 

my capstone committee in an earlier draft, and I admittedly did not respond well.  As I 

read over some notes I had made from attending IEA’s Summer Leadership Academy, I 

came across the following quote: “Recruiting and retaining members is not a goal; it is 

indicative of achieving a goal.”  Looking at my Theory of Action now, it seems that my 

goal was recruitment and retention, and I had therefore made the fatal mistake hidden in 

that quote.  I realize that I did not successfully define the goal of the project, that it was 

not included in my theory of action, and this is most likely the most significant 

contribution to the stagnation of work.   
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 With this shortcoming in mind, a better Theory of Action may have been: 

If I engage a team of first-year teacher members in a design thinking process 

focused on the stool model of social justice unionism to create opportunities for increased 

involvement in IEA, then teachers enrolled in these programs will understand the value 

and benefit of union membership, will inspire other early career educators to connect 

with the organization, and will enable them to develop into leaders for the organization 

who will enable future change within IEA. 

The winter worksite campaign - Case II. 

 Unlike my strategic project, the Winter Worksite Campaign has few capacity 

issues.  Having a dedicated staff member from NEA to support the project means that he 

carries a knowledge base of best practices from across many states that he can use to 

support the work.  Because this program has already been successful in other states, this 

validates his capacity to support the effort (as well as increasing the legitimacy of the 

public value).   

 As the defined state lead, I am accountable for progress towards our goals and 

leading the work.  Because of the urgent nature of the work (based on grant funding 

timelines), I was not able to establish a distributed leadership structure to move the 

project forward.  In this instance, I reverted to my former leadership choice of jumping in 

and doing much of the work myself – scheduling meetings, creating agendas, completing 

the MOA, assigning work to others, etc.  Because this reflected the established culture 

about leadership in the organization, it increased the capacity for the work to be done.  

There was clear knowledge about how to work in this type of leadership structure, so 

work was able to progress quickly.  
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 My own personal capacity with this work helped to expedite the movement.  In 

the early part of the residency, I spent a significant amount of time speaking with and 

interviewing staff members, learning about the work of the organization, and conducting 

research for my strategic project.  I was also the lead of the Janus Rapid Response Team, 

which upon its inception took a significant amount of time and energy, but had become 

relatively dormant by December.  In addition, I had personal affairs to attend to as a 

result of a car accident and home repair issues that limited my personal mental capacity 

for the work.  When this project was given to me, I had the personal capacity in both time 

and mental energy to dedicate to the work fully.  This commitment was realized by the 

members of the New Educator Team and helped to move this work forward more 

quickly. 

The Reinforcing Cycle of Public Value Creation 

 IEA has considered its Stronger United: Recruitment, Retention, and Engagement 

plan a success, based on the membership numbers.  Because of conservative budgeting, 

this will result in a small budget surplus for the fiscal year and indicated evidence of not 

only membership growth, but membership retention.  We have had over 4,400 recorded 

one-on-one conversations with new members as of March 11, representing an almost 

55% increase over last year at the same time (when one on one conversations were had 

with fee payers to try to convert them to membership prior to the Janus decision).  

Although we cannot directly attribute the relative success showcased by these statistics to 

this program, there is enough evidence to demonstrate that it was a likely contributing 

factor.  Other reasons for success include the positive publicity of unions in the media 

connected with the Red 4 Ed Movement, which resulted in positive gains for teachers 
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with salaries, educational funding for public schools, and working conditions of teachers.  

Wins gained by teachers in one state led to strength for the unions in activating large 

turnout at strikes and walkouts in other states, which seemed to grow throughout 2018. 

 What this has meant is that the Winter Worksite Campaign, the next phase of this 

Year-Round Organizing Framework, has received a healthy boost of legitimacy.  As staff 

and members have seen the value that this has brought to the organization – in new 

members, in data about our members, and in financial stability through increased dues 

dollars – it has shown that this coordinated program is providing dividends on this 

investment.  Building from the success of the previous stage has made showcasing the 

public value of the Winter Worksite Campaign quite easy. 

 One thing that I did not anticipate is increased movement of work on the strategic 

project as a result of the fast movement of the Winter Worksite Campaign.  Feedback 

from the locals we are targeting indicated they needed “coursework on union history” and 

“a way to help new members navigate the school” – which in my strategic project I called 

understanding the school culture.  These issues spanned both lines of work.  Seeing my 

success in navigating the Winter Worksite Campaign, as well as the alignment of the two 

streams of work, increased the legitimacy of the work of the strategic project.  Suddenly, 

team members volunteered to lead the research and development of these two 

components, taking ownership of this work.  My responsibility was only to facilitate 

them in their work and utilize the Winter Worksite Campaign locals as a pilot for those 

products.  This highlights the reinforcing nature of the cycle of creating public value, and 

how one can build upon other work to create increased public value. 
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 This reinforcing cycle does not discriminate against positive or negative 

outcomes.  When looking at the New Teacher Support Team, its lack of public value 

creation contributed to its decreasing public value.  In the ideation phase, the team had 

created what they believed to be novel and innovative solutions to the problem of first-

year teacher retention and engagement.  As we researched these supports within the 

organization, their established existence rendered them as non-novel.  Even though each 

one had a research-based basis for inclusion, the repeated discovery of a pre-existing 

solutions served to reinforce the lack of value that the team was providing to solve the 

problem.   

Implications for Self 

 When thinking about how to organize my reflections about implications for self, I 

think about utilizing the Strategic Triangle to establish my own public value as an 

educational leader.  My value as a future leader is established through my personal 

legitimacy and the capacity that I have to complete the work.   

Having a decade of experience as a classroom teacher and nearly the same as a 

union leader provided me legitimacy in the work that I undertook at IEA.  In my future 

leadership, my Harvard degree and completion of this capstone will only serve to further 

my legitimacy as an educational leader.  Although these formal measures of legitimacy 

may convey substantial value to an organization, I really hope that it is my relationships 

that confirm this legitimacy and increase my public value to the sector.  The IEA family 

supported my growth and development as a leader with their candor and transparency.  I 

tried to return that, both in person and in this capstone, by utilizing my best thinking to 

analyze the organization and provide suggestions for continued support.  Continuing to 
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build upon these networks of positive relationships will be important to increase my 

public value to the educational sector. 

 My leadership style is preferentially collaborative in nature, utilizing the specific 

talents and skills of members of the organization to provide distributed leadership for the 

work.  Although I have the capacity to lead with authority, I do not believe that this 

fosters individual ownership of the work and long-term investment of employees to the 

organization.  Because I know this is a preference, I tend to seek out leadership 

responsibilities that are aligned with what I identify as my strongest skillsets and balance 

this with a supportive team that compliments those talents that I have yet to experience or 

develop.  My experience with the strategic project at IEA indicates that I am adept at 

realizing the potential of employees and identifying their skillsets to form these 

collaborative teams.  I must continue to be alert and aware of the diverse talents of my 

future staff so that I can utilize their expertise and align their work to match for optimum 

performance.  I can best provide support to an organization in this way, and thus I will 

naturally attempt to seek out opportunities where this is a valued skill. 

 For the Winter Worksite Campaign, I was offered substantial support from the 

NEA Organizer to help lead the work.  Additionally, during my residency at IEA, I had 

the support of an unofficial mentor who served as a thought partner in problem solving, 

provided historical perspective of the organization, and assisted in personal leadership 

development.  I will bring the most public value to an organization in a similar supportive 

environment, where I am recognized as needing continuous development and 

improvement, and the organization has the resources available to provide that support.   
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As mentioned earlier, working on the capstone while simultaneously performing 

important work for IEA stretched my capacity.  As I think about future leadership 

opportunities, I reflect on my capacity of available time and energy I can dedicate to an 

organization.  Work-life balance is important to me, and I realize that constantly working 

at the upper limits of my capacity can diminish my public value.  I cannot hope to 

achieve positive results for my team or for the organization if I do not have the capacity 

to do so.  Although I recognize that there are capacity issues around potential skillsets 

needed for a job, I find that my experiences in leadership in the past and at IEA have 

demonstrated that time dedicated to the job is my most compelling capacity limitation.  A 

position that requires too much of my time, that requires more “work” and less “life” in 

my balance equation, will diminish my value to the organization.  To be the most 

effective leader, I need to set reasonable limits on my time – and by extension, honor that 

same limitation for my employees. 

Implications for Site 

 IEA is not an organization prepared for rapid change.  As echoed by several staff 

members that I have talked to, there is a clear chain of command and hierarchy for 

decisions to be made.  The only quick responses that I observed during my time at IEA 

came from direct order of the Executive Director.  Otherwise, approvals tend to stagnate 

and delay work.  This has the potential to be problematic if significant membership loss 

could happen in the coming years, which has been witnessed in other states that have lost 

fair share fees.   

 I would recommend that IEA examines making a strategic move to become a 

Deliberately Developmental Organization (DDO).  These organizations are characterized 
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by “…people working together, in meetings, in one-on-one sessions, and in the course of 

their everyday work, surfacing their weakness, and getting help to overcome them, so that 

both they and the organization get better” (Anderson, 2014, para. 3).  In a time of 

potential rapid change, developing this culture would enable staff to be more flexible in 

their job duties as they would have the comfort to highlight difficulties and seek help to 

overcome them.  It is evident from my experience with the organizer’s departure that 

entire streams of work can stop when a person departs the organization and is not 

replaced.  I believe this would provide needed flexibility to address this problem, as well 

as enabling staff members to safely receive needed personal development to improve the 

overall productivity within IEA. 

 This would be a large scale, long term change for the organization.  This would 

require five to ten years to achieve successfully, under the direction of a consistent long-

term leader, in conjunction with a partnership with IEASO.  As a short-term goal, I would 

recommend investigating the creating an innovation unit within IEA through bargaining 

or an MOU with IEASO.  As I mentioned previously, there are many temporary positions 

within IEA to accomplish this goal of innovation.  However, it seems that the 

organization has a difficult time maintaining quality employees due to the ephemeral 

nature of the positions.  For such positions, I wonder if they could be housed in their own 

unit, supervised by the Director of Human Resources, and in conjunction with 

appropriate management staff depending on the line of work.  These positions would 

have defined beginning and end dates, be part of the IEASO bargaining unit, and thus be 

afforded all the rights and privileges otherwise entitled to other staff.  However, work in 

these positions could be changed at the discretion of the management team to 
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accommodate demonstrated needs within the organization.  This could be a faster and 

more short-term solution to the issue of individuals “owning” a position or line of work.  

Employees within the innovation unit could establish legitimacy of the job and increased 

public value to the organization for their work through a mutually agreed-upon process to 

become a permanent position within the bargaining unit.  These positions could first be 

offered to current IEASO staff members who would be attracted to such positions, and 

although the work in the position could change, the position itself would be guaranteed. 

 Although the above ideas provide more long-term solutions to identified issues 

within IEA, there is one short term problem that needs to be addressed immediately.  

With the Year-Round Organizing Framework established by NEA, and the need to focus 

on the value of membership in a post-Janus world, I believe that the IEA should create a 

permanent organizer position focused solely on new member recruitment and retention, 

reporting directly to the Coordinating Director of Advocacy and Organizing.  This person 

should work closely with the Early Career Development and Student Director to provide 

a seamless transition between the student program and the supports provided in years 2-

10 currently.  Although this work could be integrated into a current position, my 

experience with leading this work indicates the need for someone who is mobile 

throughout the state and can hold a positional title that allows staff to know who is 

accountable or “in charge” of the work.  That person needs to be given authority to direct 

all work under the Stronger United: Recruitment, Retention, and Engagement Campaign 

under NEA’s Year-Round Organizing Framework. and should work cross-departmentally 

with members of Communications, Government Relations, and Teaching and Learning, 

specifically. 
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 The UniServ staff comprise nearly half of all employees of the organization.  At 

the local level, these staff members provide the most value as they are the first line of 

contact with the state organization.  Because of this, significant investment in these 

positions is paramount to the continued success of IEA.  For all field staff, there are four 

managers to support and supervise the work of these important employees.  These four 

managers split the work of providing both support and evaluation across the state.  I 

might suggest a different structure for the supervision of these employees, to improve the 

capacity of the managers and improve the development of the UniServ staff.  With future 

upcoming retirements in this department, there is sufficient time to review and discuss the 

following suggestion before implementation.  

 These managers should be reduced in force by one, and the remaining work 

divided into three specialty areas:  Director of Advocacy and Organizing, Director of 

Negotiations and Bargaining, Director of Executive Coaching.  The Director of 

Advocacy and Organizing would be responsible for the evaluation of UniServ staff on a 

three-year cycle.  Additionally, they would provide support around organizing issues, 

such as strike support, rallies, and the like.  The Director of Negotiations and Bargaining 

would be the expert on issues related to collective bargaining and negotiations, working 

closely with the legal department to provide support to UniServ directors.  As contracts 

vary in length from district to district, this should provide a regular flow of work.  

Finally, the Director of Executive Coaching would take 1/3 of the UniServ staff every 

three years to work on a professional development goal and extensive executive 

coaching.  This separates the work of coaching from evaluation, allowing for real growth 
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without the fear of a negative review.  I think this would improve the capacity of the field 

managers, as well as improve the productivity of the UniServ staff. 

Implications for Sector 

 Teachers unions leverage the power of collective action.  There is enough 

evidence from the Red 4 Ed Movement, and the most recent teacher strikes in West 

Virginia, Oklahoma, Arizona, and most recently in the city of Los Angeles, California 

that teachers have the ability to effect change when they are organized and mobilized 

around a common goal.  During my time at IEA, I witnessed the organization partner 

with the Illinois Federation of Teachers (and the Illinois AFL-CIO) to prepare for the 

impending Janus decision, to issue joint statements on the interpretation of the language 

within the decision, and to politically strategize within the state legislature. 

 In states such as North Dakota, Florida, Minnesota, Montana, and New York, the 

state affiliates of NEA and AFT have successfully merged to provide “one voice” within 

the state representing the teaching profession.  My experiences at IEA, as well as the 

history of these state organizations are examples of how the national organizations could 

work harmoniously to expand the services and power of the organization (in numbers and 

resources) to become a leader in educational reform, based on the voice of teachers.  This 

merger has been attempted in the past, a proposal that was passed by AFT, but defeated 

by the NEA Representative Assembly.  The post-fair share world provides sufficient 

reason for these two organizations to re-examine the benefits of merging, especially 

following their relative success at coordinating efforts in many of these strike states.  The 

collective action that could be undertaken by an organization that represents educators 

from all areas of the country not only increases the capacity of the organization to do 
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work, but also increases the legitimacy of the organization and the work that it 

undertakes.  In Moore’s terms, this would increase the public value, and in this author’s 

opinion, such an organization has the power to change the reform landscape of the entire 

education sector. 

 One area that bears further investigation is the “union within a union” concept 

that I experienced at IEA, which is common among many NEA state affiliates.  While at 

IEA, I saw the same negative narrative portrayed of teachers unions being attributed to 

the staff union by the management team.  When discussing the pending budget shortfall 

in the next year, managers were heard saying, “They [the staff] don’t understand the 

situation,” “If we didn’t have to worry about seniority, we could fix these issues and keep 

the people we need,” and “The [staff] union keeps blocking us from making the changes 

we need [to fix the budget shortfall].”  In an organization who educates staff to bargain 

for, advocate, and organize teachers, it seems that it should be expected that they utilize 

these skills for their own jobs.  However, staff continues to be thought of negatively 

when connected with their contract.  Will it always be a self-reinforcing cycle that the 

union will continue to recreate its own organizational structures within our public 

schools?  Is this what makes the unions so resistant to change?  Does the negative 

narrative established by public perception have its roots in the reflection of their own 

organization?  

Conclusion 

 I began my residency at the Illinois Education Association at a time when I was 

convinced that big changes were going to happen with the union.  The pending Janus 

Supreme Court decision, which was likely going to end the collection of fair share fees 
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for all public sector unions, was going to cause the unions to conduct their work 

differently.  I truly believed that this would be a forcing mechanism for fast and rapid 

change within the organization, and I was excited to help lead important work during this 

critical time. 

 As predicted, the Janus case was decided against the unions.  However, what 

most had not predicted was that the unions would be affected little by this decision.  This 

is not to say that IEA did not change how it approaches membership recruitment and 

retention.  On the contrary, it dove into its organizing roots, attempting to connect to 

members on a one-on-one basis, forming strong individual connections between local 

leaders and the membership.  What didn’t change was the services that it provided to its 

members.  The UniServ staff still focused their work on collective bargaining, salaries 

and benefits, and working conditions of educators.  IEA continued to champion 

politicians supporting pro-education platforms, fought against any attempt to de-

professionalize teaching, and advocated for supports and interventions that addressed the 

needs of the whole child. 

 Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised at this outcome.  The union has a 

reputation of supporting the status quo.  They carry a narrative of reform blockers in the 

education space, the thorn in the side of radical and sweeping changes that could 

significantly improve the education of millions of students – potentially – all to support 

the working conditions of teachers.   

 However, this story simplifies the complex history of teachers unions.  It is true 

that when first created, they advocated for fair working conditions and equal pay between 

the sexes.  Unfortunately, that work is still necessary.  But over time, they have also 
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supported changes in laws to certify teachers, ensuring a baseline skillset so that every 

child, regardless of demographics, has an adequate educator in every classroom.  Their 

work in advocacy has ventured outside of the classroom, as teachers realize that the lives 

of children outside of school dramatically affect their ability to do their jobs.  

Championing causes such as gun control, health care accessibility and affordability, and 

social and mental health services all became an extension of the important work of the 

teachers unions.  This stool model of social justice unionism combines industrial 

unionism, professionalism, and social justice into a comprehensive advocacy platform.  

This doesn’t represent the status quo, this represents change. 

 With this optimistic view of the possibilities of affecting change in the union, I 

was able to create a strategic project focused on supporting new first-year teacher 

members of IEA in the post-Janus world.  I assembled a knowledgeable team with a clear 

plan for shared leadership among the group to increase the retention of our newest 

members.  Despite the general excitement for the work and its established importance, 

the work didn’t progress.  Meetings involved lots of intense conversation and idea 

generation, followed up with little action.  By January, the project had stalled. 

 About the same time, I had been assigned another project, working on the Winter 

Worksite Campaign, an NEA sponsored and funded project under their Year-Round 

Organizing Framework.  Although this project also was connected to working with locals 

to support member solidarity and new member engagement, this work progressed quite 

rapidly.  Support for the work was abundant and NEA even funded a grant to continue 

the work. 
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 In retrospect, with Mark Moore’s Strategic Triangle as a guide, it was clear why 

the speed of the work was dramatically different.  With its “union within a union” 

culture, possession of pieces of work means accountability.  My strategic project lacked 

legitimacy due to lack of ownership by a single individual that was permanent to the 

organization.  The project was indeed “mine” – a connotation of something I would take 

with me, and therefore a voluntary extra for other staff members.  My team members felt 

they lacked capacity to do the work due to competing priorities, and thus the entire 

project lacked value to our members. 

 The Winter Worksite Campaign gained legitimacy via its successor program, the 

New Educator Campaign, and its support from NEA in personnel and funding.  Since this 

work was included in the IEA Priority Plan, capacity of employees to do the work was 

available.  Also, since I had been specifically assigned as the team lead and led through 

positional authority over distributed leadership, the project was better understood within 

the culture of the organization.  This project had a higher public value to the membership, 

and thus work progressed expediently. 

 Analyzing these two projects at IEA has highlighted important insights into my 

leadership.  I truly value distributed leadership, working with a team that can provide 

mutual support for professional development.  My ability to determine individual’s 

expertise and create teams that complement one another is one skill that I intend to 

highlight to improve my own public value in the education sector.  I also understand my 

limited capacity in time and energy to focus on the work, so as I enter the job market, I 

need to highlight that my value is maximized when my home life and work life are in 

equilibrium. 
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 From working with IEA, there are several short term and long-term suggestions I 

propose to optimize the good work that they do for educators.  In the short term, IEA 

needs to assign a full-time staff person to lead the Stronger United: Recruitment, 

Retention, and Engagement Campaign.  This work has become integral to the future 

success of the organization and must be prioritized.  Secondly, IEA needs to examine a 

way to restructure the management of field services, assigning those positions to be 

specialists in organizing, bargaining, and coaching, the three bodies of work that will best 

support our largest staff population, UniServ directors.  Finally, in a long-range view, the 

organization needs to learn to be more nimble in the future, as rapid change may be 

necessary for survival.  To that end, I recommend investigations into adopting practices 

of Deliberately Developmental Organizations, creating a new culture of growth over 

performance that would better weather any future outside influences that may force IEA 

to change. 

 This work extends to implication in the education sector because unions still are 

the largest representative of the voice of teachers.  The collective action possible with 

that number of members means that they can organize quickly to push reform.  I think the 

largest teachers unions, NEA and AFT, should re-evaluate the possibility of a merger to 

increase their collective power and influence in education reform.  However, I do have 

concerns about the “union within a union” structure that has been created and how this 

could inhibit progressive change. 

 I still fully believe in the power of unions to be the agents of reform in the 

education sector.  I see the work as far more complex, but I see that complexity with 

greater clarity.  The work at IEA, has left me with some simple lessons about leadership:   
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Change is difficult.   

Leadership is powerful.   

Mistakes yield opportunities.    

Learning is key.   

Or, in summary:  Yield to difficult opportunities; the key to leadership is learning 

to change those mistakes.  
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Appendix C 

The following survey was administered using an electronic survey tool.  Choices 

under each question were randomly ordered for respondents to rank order.  Under each 

category below, the first option refers to industrial unionism, the second is professional 

unionism, and the third is social justice unionism (not the stool model of social justice 

unionism). 

Please rank each set of three statements in order of how closely they match the CURRENT view 

of IEA.  A ranking of 1 means the statement most closely resembles IEA currently, and 3 means 

the statement least resembles IEA currently. 

Orientation 

The union advocates for its members’ rights, focusing on working conditions, wages, and 

benefits. 

The union emphasizes building professional learning communities and professionalism. 

The union focuses on closing achievement gaps by partnering with local communities to help all 

students succeed. 

 

Bargaining 

Bargaining is limited to the working conditions of members.   

Bargaining has a broad scope that addresses educator quality and support issues.   

Bargaining includes issues relating to student achievement and equity.  

  

Agreements 

Agreements are codified in a formal document (collective bargaining agreement). 

Agreements are codified in a formal document (collective bargaining agreement) and are 

amended by management and members through memoranda of understanding/agreement 

(MOU or MOA). 

Partnerships between members, management, and the community are made through signed 

agreements (collective bargaining agreement) and informal arrangements that are decided by 

consensus. 
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Achievement Gap 

The union ensures that efforts to close the achievement gap are not based on unreasonable 

expectations.   

The union helps to define and measure educator quality to help address the achievement gap.   

The union focuses on equitable school funding and salary distributions based on member 

effectiveness to help address the achievement gap.   

 

Locus of Control 

Union members have limited ability to control conditions that cause the achievement gap. 

Union members help to create good methods that are used to assess members in order to 

address the achievement gap. 

Union members help to close the achievement gap for students by advocating for equitable 

funding and resource distribution. 

 

Curriculum  

Curriculum, professional development, and assessment are managerial responsibilities.   

Curriculum, professional development, and assessment are educator responsibilities. 

Curriculum, professional development, and assessment are created in partnership with all 

stakeholders. 

 

Furloughs 

Any reduction in force is done solely through seniority. 

Any reduction in force is done collaboratively with the union and management to balance the 

needs of the school. 

Any reduction in force that should be done through seniority is modified by the union so as not 

to disproportionately impact high-poverty, high-turnover schools. 

 

Decisions 

The union allows management to make decisions about how to operate the school. 

The union partners with management to make decisions about how to operate the school. 

The union partners with all stakeholders (management, parents, students, community 

organizations, etc.) to make decisions about how to operate the school. 
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Management 

Union members are an independent force against management to ensure union priorities are 

met. 

Union members collaborate with management to emphasize programs and priorities to improve 

school quality and student achievement in the public interest. 

Union members collaborate with management to advocate together to receive grants, 

foundation support, and favorable legislation that helps address inequities in schools. 

 

Priority Plan 

Our Priority #2 currently states: 

Align our membership, field, and data to engage and communicate with members about 

advocating for the success of the whole child; amplifying members’ professional 

interests; and advancing members’ economic interest. 

 

Using 1 as the highest priority, and 3 as the lowest priority, please rank these based on 

the CURRENT view of IEA. 

Advocating for the success of the whole child 

Amplifying members’ professional interests 

Advancing members’ economic interests 
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Please rank each set of three statements in order of how closely they match the FUTURE view of 

IEA, within the next five years.  A ranking of 1 means the statement most closely resembles the 

desired future view of IEA, and 3 means the statement least resembles the desired future view of 

IEA. 

 

Orientation 

The union should advocate for its members’ rights, focusing on working conditions, wages, and 

benefits. 

The union should emphasize building professional learning communities and professionalism. 

The union should focus on closing achievement gaps by partnering with local communities to 

help all students succeed. 

 

Bargaining 

Bargaining should be limited to the working conditions of members.   

Bargaining should have a broad scope that addresses educator quality and support issues.   

Bargaining should include issues relating to student achievement and equity.  

  

Agreements 

Agreements should be codified in a formal document (collective bargaining agreement). 

Agreements should be codified in a formal document (collective bargaining agreement) and are 

amended by management and members through memoranda of understanding/agreement 

(MOU or MOA). 

Partnerships between members, management, and the community should be made through 

signed agreements (collective bargaining agreements) and informal arrangements that are 

decided by consensus. 

 

Achievement Gap 

The union should ensure that efforts to close the achievement gap are not based on 

unreasonable expectations.   

The union should help to define and measure educator quality to help address the achievement 

gap.   

The union should focus on equitable school funding and salary distributions based on member 

effectiveness to help address the achievement gap.   
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Locus of Control 

Union members should have limited ability to control conditions that cause the achievement 

gap. 

Union members should help to create good methods that are used to assess members in order 

to address the achievement gap. 

Union members should help to close the achievement gap for students by advocating for 

equitable funding and resource distribution. 

 

Curriculum  

Curriculum, professional development, and assessment should be managerial responsibilities.   

Curriculum, professional development, and assessment should be educator responsibilities. 

Curriculum, professional development, and assessment should be created in partnership with all 

stakeholders. 

 

Furloughs 

Any reduction in force should be done solely through seniority. 

Any reduction in force should be done collaboratively with the union and management to 

balance the needs of the school. 

Any reduction in force that should be done through seniority should be modified by the union so 

as not to disproportionately impact high-poverty, high-turnover schools. 

 

Decisions 

The union should allow management to make decisions about how to operate the school. 

The union should partner with management to make decisions about how to operate the 

school. 

The union should partner with all stakeholders (management, parents, students, community 

organizations, etc.) to make decisions about how to operate the school. 

 

Management 

Union members should be an independent force against management to ensure union priorities 

are met. 
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Union members should collaborate with management to emphasize programs and priorities to 

improve school quality and student achievement in the public interest. 

Union members should collaborate with management to advocate together to receive grants, 

foundation support, and favorable legislation that helps address inequities in schools. 

Priority Plan 

Our Priority #2 currently states: 

Align our membership, field, and data to engage and communicate with members about 

advocating for the success of the whole child; amplifying members’ professional 

interests; and advancing members’ economic interest. 

 

Using 1 as the highest priority, and 3 as the lowest priority, please rank these based on 

the FUTURE view of IEA. 

Advocating for the success of the whole child 

Amplifying members’ professional interests 

Advancing members’ economic interests 


