American Federation of Teachers
Although we at American Federation of Teachers (AFT) have been a successful union in terms of growth, we know full well that the strength of private-sector unions was crucial for us in winning basic collective bargaining rights in the first place. And so we must turn the trend around before we reach a stage of political irrelevancy. In fact we've already seen it in bedrock states like Michigan and Illinois where they've come after public sector rights with a vengeance. 

This discussion is also timely because there is currently a lively discussion under way in the labor movement about the need to organize and the need to grow. In fact, just last week there was a discussion at a meeting of International Union presidents about some very significant changes in direction, in analysis of tactics and approach, that could have far-reaching consequences. This is healthy, but we need to be extremely careful in how we go about such change. An error now could have tremendous negative effects on our ability to organize and grow. 

Since I'm from a teachers' organization, I've got a couple of visual aids with me. (laughter) This chart shows some Labor Department material that Jack Golodner, President of the Department of Professional Employees, gave me some time ago. It projects the growth of various occupational categories out to 2006. The fastest job growth is among professionals and technicians. It is growing faster than any other grouping. If the labor movement is to be successful, it is absolutely essential to figure out how to successfully organize more professional and technical workers. 

I believe, as I know all of us do, that all workers should be organized. Certainly low-wage workers, such as those who work on farms or in chicken processing plants or in low-wage service and maintenance jobs, desperately need unions. We should do all that we can to help them. 

But these statistics indicate that if we don't make significant progress in the professional and technical areas, the percentage of union representation in the total work force is going to continue to decline, and with it a significant erosion of political power and political presence. 

There may be some lessons for us in our own history. The AFT pioneered collective bargaining in education, with leadership from people like Al Shanker, as well as Dave Selden and Charlie Cogan in New York City in 1960 and 1961. We had a lot of help from the private sector labor movement of Walter Ruther in the industrial union department, as well as the Central Labor Council in New York City, with leaders of the International Ladies' Garment Workers Union playing a particularly important role. 

At that time, the National Education Association (NEA) opposed collective bargaining as "unprofessional." Yet teachers were poorly paid and poorly treated. They had no voice; they were told what to do and when to do it. They weren't treated like professionals. Al Shanker used to say that in the context of public school education, the word "professional" really signifies a propped up dead person -- In other words, someone who wouldn't ask any questions, wouldn't rock the boat. If you did, you were being "unprofessional." 

What our union did to change this mentality was to capture the imagination of teachers by encouraging a vision of change. The NEA eventually learned; first agreeing to something they called "professional negotiations" and then fully embracing collective bargaining. Throughout this period of the 1970s, our organizing message essentially was: "we do it better, we pioneered it, we know what it's all about, they're just starting." When I became Al's assistant in 1981, those arguments were beginning to run out of steam, and our success was slowing down significantly. 

Al Shanker suggested we needed to check our assumptions. He said that before we could present a vision of what a union can mean, we should find out more about teachers' needs and aspirations. 

One way we did that was to engage the services of some professional pollsters. We don't go into a major campaign now without doing polling and focus group work. We have done hundreds of these sessions with hundreds of thousands of teachers in every conceivable situation: with and without collective bargaining, in the North, East, South and West, in big cities, in inner suburban rings. 

This next chart shows some of the results. We asked teachers what they look for in a union, and what the union should concentrate on. Forty percent said they wanted the union to concentrate exclusively on professional issues; 24 percent said they wanted the union to concentrate exclusively on collective bargaining; and 33 percent said both. 

Through focus groups and additional polling questions, we developed a greater sense of what teachers meant by "professional issues." We found significant satisfaction with teaching, a strong commitment to the occupation, and a strong interest in issues like standards, the quality of education, and the success of public education. They wanted their union to let people know about their commitment to constantly improving the quality of schools, and that they wanted to be involved in decisions related to curriculum, discipline policy, and the choice of textbooks. 

They also had a strong desire to raise standards in their own performance and to constantly improve their own skills. And they wanted their union to help them and their colleagues do a better job, keep abreast of what was happening in the field, and gain the freedom to exercise independent judgment. Today, we have a whole series of programs in our union that directly relate to these needs and aspirations. 

It became clear that for teachers, these professional issues are even more important than the traditional tasks of collective bargaining, wages, hours, working conditions, and job security. In fact, it became clear that if the union were not active in these professional areas, we would not really be representing our members, let alone building the kind of commitment and loyalty that allows you to go over the top in an organizing campaign. All of this has enormous implications for our union's message, how we train our staff, and how we train our leadership to help them understand what members want. 

Now some might object that teachers are in the public sector, which is relatively benign in terms of employer opposition. So I will give you another example, from the health care division within the AFT-- the Federation of Nurses and Health Professionals. As you are aware, recent trends in the health care industry are anything but benign -- mergers, interlocking arrangements, privatization, non-profits becoming profits, managed care, bottom-line thinking, outsiders brought in to make managerial decisions far away from the basic facility, second guessing professional judgments, deskilling and downsizing of staff, and something called "floating," which means eliminating specialty nurses in intensive care units or maternity wards. Instead it's "every nurse is just a nurse." 

A few years ago nurses at the Alliance Memorial Hospital in Burlington, New Jersey, decided to organize. Burlington is not a hotbed of unionism. But the nurses' pay was lagging behind other hospitals; the directors were making unilateral staffing decisions, and bringing in nurses' aides to do more of the nursing work. A new manager, some guy from Chicago, was brought in. 

At first the organizing campaign was pretty traditional -- we were attacking the boss, and it became a very polarized situation. It became clear we weren't going to go over the top; we estimated that we would have only about 40% supports. 

But then we discovered that almost everyone took pride in the hospital's reputation and services. The hospital was considered the premier facility in a 50 or 60 mile radius. The nurses were proud to be nurses; they were committed to quality and good practice, and they were cautious with regard to conflict, the issue that organizing might bring. 

So we changed strategy. We decided to support the institution, the hospital, even right down to the union logo -- a heart. The hospital's insignia was a heart. We called it the Alliance of Hearts, and the message of our campaign was that a "yes" vote meant giving the nurses a say over patient care and professional conditions, it meant standing up for the hospital's terrific reputation, it meant defending the quality care from the bad decisions of an outside manager who was brought in. Ultimately, it meant extending a hand to work together in partnership with the institution to maintain quality. 

We won that campaign, in spite of an outside, union-busting consultant. It taught us an extremely important lesson. Of course there were also the standard elements of traditional organizing: you have a lead, you build a committee, you file a petition, you have a representation election, you win the election, you negotiate a contract, and then you get members. But the discipline of our message was that we fighting for something worthwhile, over and above the expected things that unions fight for. And we overcame the challenges of everything the employer threw at us. 

There are other new ideas being tried. Some years ago in Louisiana, we thought, "Why not make it easier for people to join the union even before we achieve collective bargaining?" We got lists of teachers, we mass-mailed, and, in effect, we offered an introductory membership that involved legislative advocacy, a professional issues magazine, and an invitation to skill-development workshops. We worked on hot issues in the state. We developed a list of 1(800) numbers. We tracked these individuals, and where we saw clumps in particular locations, we pulled them together and tried to forge some sense of group consciousness and put them on the track to a more traditional local union organizing. Today we have members in every single school district in Louisiana. 

Another example of successful organizing is adjunct professors in higher education. There are now 45% of professors in colleges and universities who are part-timers. They are horribly exploited. In most cases they don't have any health insurance or pension benefits. They work two, three, four, sometimes five jobs at different institutions to cobble together a living. We represent 35,000 in traditional collective bargaining contracts, but we're looking to go a lot further than that. We hope to reach these people as individuals and offer benefit packages, like health insurance and a job referral service. If we reach a critical mass we can go into traditional collective bargaining and advocacy. 

Finally, I want to present the case of psychologists who work in schools. A number of these school psychologists sit on the board of state psychological associations. In New York, they are members of the New York State Psychological Association, which is made up of both employed psychologists and individual practitioners. Like doctors, they have been clubbed by the managed care "bottom line" mentality. The issues they are concerned about include the reduction in reimbursements, second-guessing decision-making, paperwork, and arbitrary cutoffs in treating patients. 

So we forged an affiliation with the New York State's Psychological Association. We're going to help them with membership recruitment, political support, and advocacy on quality of benefits. We may even use the leverage of our 300,000-member teacher union in New York State to leverage improved psychological services in union contracts. The American Psychological Association is watching this very closely, and they are taking a friendly view toward this. 

This same kind of thing is happening in other professional associations as the economic pressures build. Quality is being sacrificed; autonomy in setting standards is being lost. The trade union movement has a tremendous opportunity here. This is not the traditional route. We are thinking outside the box and stepping into territory that is somewhat new. 

Much of what David Jessup outlined at the beginning of this discussion -- the quality of service, concern over product, standards, an advocacy agenda, and skill development -- represents what workers want and what we must begging providing to our member. And we must engage with employers on n all of these dimensions, not just the standard areas of wages, hours, and working conditions. 

