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HOW STRONG ARE U.S. TEACHER UNIONS?
A STATE-BY-STATE COMPARISON

FOREWORD

Everyone knows that teacher unions matter
in education politics and policies, but it’s
hard to determine just how much they
matter—and whether they wield greater
influence in some places than in others.

There’s plenty of conventional wisdom on
this topic, mostly along the lines of, “unions
are most powerful where they represent
most teachers and least consequential
where their bargaining rights and revenues
are restricted.”

But is that really true? And even if it is, does
it oversimplify a much more complex and
nuanced situation?

Veterans of the ed-policy wars—including
our own trustee Rod Paige, who is both

a former U.S. Secretary of Education

and a former local superintendent in the
biggest district in the biggest state that
bans collective bargaining—insisted to

us that teacher unions exert influence in
many ways at many levels, not just at the
bargaining table.

This deserved deeper investigation,
particularly since union critics (many of
them also ardent education reformers)
generally assert that unions are the
greatest obstacle to needed changes in
K-12 schooling, while union defenders (and
supporters of the education status quo)
insist that these organizations are bulwarks
of professionalism and safeguards against
untested innovation.
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So we resolved to dig deeper, determined
to parse the differences in strength across
state-level unions in the fifty states plus the
District of Columbia.

We were delighted and appreciative when
Education Reform Now—an affiliate of
Democrats for Education Reform—agreed
to join, co-sponsor, and help fund this
endeavor.

Which turned into one of the most
challenging research projects we have ever
undertaken at the Fordham Institute.

Let us acknowledge at the outset that

it’s not a perfect study. (We offer some
thoughts as to how we and others might
approach this thorny topic in the future.)
Let us admit that its conclusions are

more nuanced, even equivocal, than we’re
accustomed to. And let us recognize that,
just as we were gathering and analyzing
reams of data, multiple factors—economic
difficulties, political shifts, court decisions,
changing policy agendas, the arrival of
many new players—conspired to produce
enormous flux in precisely the realms that
we were examining. Sometimes we found
that a mere month could render part of our
laboriously-assembled data obsolete; we
adjusted where we could, but eventually
had to cease collecting and start making
sense of our data.

In the end, we learned a ton—about
individual states, about national patterns,
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about unexpected relationships, and
surprising exceptions.

Here are a few highlights:

e Teacher strikes, like the one recently
concluded in Chicago, are legal in
fourteen states and illegal in thirty-
seven.

e Thirty-two states require local school
boards to bargain collectively with
their teachers, fourteen states permit
local boards to do this, and five states
prohibit collective bargaining altogether
(Georgia, North Carolina, South
Carolina, Texas, and Virginia).

«  Twenty-three states are “right to
work” states, which prohibit unions
from collecting agency fees from non-
members.* Twenty-eight jurisdictions
allow agency fees.

¢ In the 2010 state election cycle, teacher
unions in twenty-two states were
among the top ten overall donors
(excluding individual donations) to
candidates for governor and other
executive positions, legislature, high
court, and elected education positions.
In twenty-one states, they were among
the top five highest-giving interest
groups (including Colorado and Indiana,
where they ranked first).

¢ Injust two states (Pennsylvania and
New Jersey) did our survey of insiders
unanimously deem teacher unions
to be the most influential entities in
shaping education policy over a recent
three-year period. But informants
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in twenty states found the teacher
unions to be generally more influential,
on average, than all other entities
(including the state school board, state
superintendent, governor, legislators,
business interests, and advocacy
groups).

e The unions’ influence may be waning
at the state level. For the three years
prior to the 2011 legislative session,
education policies in most states
reflected union priorities. But in 2011,
a growing number of legislatures were
enacting policies that were /ess in line
with union priorities.

Note that we did not link our overall
rankings to state-level student
achievement. Of all the data included in
our metric, only a few of them (like teacher
employment policies) might affect student
achievement. Others, like state spending
on education, could “touch” students
indirectly, but there’s no strong evidence to
support their link to student performance.
We also have a timing problem since

many state policies are in flux and don’t
align with point-in-time snapshots of
achievement. Plus, we know that many
other factors at both the state and local
level could impact students, so theorizing
that a relationship exists between
state-level union activity and student
achievement strikes us as short-sighted.

Still, we can’t resist eyeballing whether
policies in a few high-performing states are
more in line with the positions of reformers
or traditional unions (without pointing
fingers either way). Massachusetts, the
highest-achieving state in the land, is a

* Something else we learned: The proper definition of “right-to-work” has nothing to do with denying unions the right to bargain collectively. Right-to-work states stop unions from
requiring union membership (and payment of dues or other union fees) as a condition of employment. In any state, teachers are free not to join their local union, but in non-right-to-
work states the union can still charge “agency fees” to non-member teachers. In right-to-work states, unions cannot charge agency fees, only membership dues. While just five states
ban collective bargaining by teachers, twenty-three are right-to-work states that prohibit agency fees.
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mixed bag—some policies are aligned to
union goals, others not. Two other high
achievers, Virginia and Colorado, part
ways: In the Old Dominion, policies are
highly aligned to union interests, but that’s
not the case in the Centennial State. And
education policies in California, with its
dismal achievement record, largely do

not reflect union interests, while those

in Mississippi, another notorious low
performer, are more aligned to them than
nearly anywhere else.* All of that to say
that no one on either side of the ed-reform
divide should be glib about this topic.

Plenty more is waiting to be learned about
teacher unions, how to gauge their strength
in the many venues and mechanisms

by which they exert it, and their role in
education policy. View this study as adding
another powerful lens to a telescope that’s
still being assembled. But peer through that
lens and you will see a lot—including some
surprises, paradoxes, and mysteries.
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Executive Summary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In recent years, debates over school reform
have increasingly focused on the role of
teacher unions in the changing landscape
of American K-12 education. On one hand,
critics argue that these unions, using

their powerful grip on education politics
and policy to great effect, bear primary
responsibility for blocking states’ efforts

to put into place overdue reforms that will
drive major-league gains in our educational
system. Such critics contend that the
unions generally succeed at preserving
teacher job security and other interests,
and do so at the expense of improved
opportunities for kids.

On the other side, we find union
defenders who stoutly maintain that

these organizations are bulwarks of
professionalism in education, that their
power is greatly exaggerated, that their
opposition to misguided reforms is
warranted, and that they couldn’t possibly
account for achievement woes—considering
that highly unionized states perform at
least as well as any others (and better
than many) on the National Assessment
of Educational Progress (NAEP) and other
indicators.

This debate has taken on an international
aspect, too, as critics of U.S. reform
initiatives (and defenders of unions)

point out that teachers are unionized all
over the world, including nearly all the
countries that surpass us on comparative
achievement measures such as the Trends
in International Mathematics and Science

Study (TIMSS) and Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA).

Both sides agree that, for better or worse,
teacher unions look out for teacher
interests. This study sheds light on how
they use politics to do this, by measuring
teacher union strength, state by state, more
comprehensively than any other study to
date. It sought answers to three questions:

1.  What elements are potential sources of
a union’s strength (i.e., inputs)?

2. How might unions wield power in terms
of behavior and conduct (i.e., processes
and activities)?

3. What are signs that they have gotten
their way (i.e., outcomes)?

We do not limit the answers to those
questions to routinely-studied channels

of union strength such as membership
density and bargaining status, though we
do include those. We also include such
other measures as alignment between state
policies and traditional union interests,
union contributions to political campaigns,
and the impressions of union influence held
by knowledgeable participant-observers
within the states. We chose to focus on
state-level unions rather than local ones,
because the state organizations are apt to
affect education policy on a large scale.

OUR APPROACH

To gauge union strength at the state level,
we gathered and synthesized data for
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thirty-seven different variables across five
broad areas:

Area 1: Resources and Membership
Internal union resources (members and
revenue), plus K-12 education spending
in the state, including the portion of such
spending devoted to teacher salaries and
benefits.

Area 2: Involvement in Politics

Teacher unions’ share of financial
contributions to state candidates and
political parties, and their representation
at the Republican and Democratic national
conventions.

Area 3: Scope of Bargaining

Bargaining status (mandatory, permitted,
or prohibited), scope of bargaining, right of
unions to deduct agency fees from non-
members, and legality of teacher strikes.

Area 4: State Policies

Degree of alignment between teacher
employment rules and charter school
policies with traditional union interests.

Executive Summary

Area 5: Perceived Influence

Results of an original survey of key
stakeholders within each state, including
how influential the unions are in comparison
to other entities in the state, whether the
positions of policymakers are aligned with
those of teacher unions, and how effective
the unions have been in stopping policies
with which they disagree.

Using these data, we rank the relative
strength of state-level teacher unions in
fifty-one jurisdictions as compared to one
another (fifty states plus Washington, D.C.).
To do this, we score the state separately on
each of the five areas and rank the states
according to those scores. We then average
the five area scores and re-rank the states
accordingly.

RANKINGS

Table ES-1 displays the overall and area
ranks of each state.

TABLE ES-1. TEACHER UNION STRENGTH BY STATE

Overall Area I: Area 2: _ Area 3. Area 4: Area. 55

State Rank Resources & /nvo/ve(r{ent in Sco,og Qf Stgt_e Perceived

Membership Politics Bargaining Policies Influence
Alabama 20 24* 1* 45* 18* 25
Alaska 15 13* 36* 4* 21* 36
Arizona 51 40* 49 45*% 49* 48
Arkansas 48 50 47* 45* 20 37
California 6 20* 18* 1 37 1
Colorado 35 37* 18* 25 48 29
Connecticut 17 9* 29* 13 13 27
Delaware 19 9* 29* 15 36 18
District of Columbia 33 17 N/A 21 49* 41
Florida 50 47* 36* 35*% 46* 50
Georgia 45 35*% 36* 48* 26 45
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Overall Area I: Area 2: . Area 3. Area 4: Area. 54
State Rank Resources & /nvo/vement in Scopg gf Stgtg Perceived
Membership Politics Bargaining Policies Influence

Hawaii 1 3* 1* 9 9 23
Idaho 36 30 4* 42 45 42*
Illinois 8 18* 12 3 39 28
Indiana 31 9* 13* 39 44 32
lowa 21 27 23* 32 11 31
Kansas 32 33* 18* 31 14 30
Kentucky 28 35* 26* 26 10 11*
Louisiana 42 40* 44* 24 33 44
Maine 22 20* 44* 16 7* 11*
Maryland 23 26 40* 20 16 4

Massachusetts 21 13% 40* 12 21* 16
Michigan 16 6* 4* 22 51 20
Minnesota 14 3* 32* 2 46* 19
Mississippi 46 49 40* 43* 7* 51
Missouri 38 33* 47* 23 40 24
Montana 3 20* 10* 6 6 5

Nebraska 26 18* 13* 37 27 38
Nevada 25 28* 18* 27 28 10
New Hampshire 30 24* 40* 14 17 40
New Jersey 7 1* 26* 17* 5 2

New Mexico 37 46 32* 35* 29 8

New York 9 1* 13* 19 24* 21
North Carolina 40 47* 29* 48* 12 11*
North Dakota 24 28* 23* 33* 2* 14
Ohio 12 20* 17 10 23 35
Oklahoma 43 44* 26* 40 43 46
Oregon 2 9* 8* 4* 34* 3

Pennsylvania 4 13* 10* 7 41 7

Rhode Island 5 6* 4* 17* 15 15
South Carolina 49 51 35 43* 38 47
South Dakota 34 40* 1* 33* 34* 49
Tennessee 41 37* 18* 38 42 42*
Texas 44 44* 36* 48* 30* 34
Utah 39 37* 25 28* 30* 39
Vermont 11 6* 44* 8 2% 22
Virginia 47 40* 50 48* 4 33
Washington 10 3* 32* 11 18* 9

West Virginia 13 31* 4* 28* 1 6

Wisconsin 18 13* 8* 41 24+ 17
Wyoming 29 31* 13* 28* 30* 26

* Indicates that a state is tied with one or more other states for this rank.
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TABLE ES-2. TEACHER UNION STRENGTH BY RANK AND TIER

Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3 Tier 4 Tier 5
Strongest Strong Average Weak Weakest
STATE DAL sTare DAL sTare DAL sTare DAL sTare o
Hawaii 1 Vermont 11 Massachusetts 21 Kansas 32 Louisiana 42
Oregon 2 Ohio 12 Maine 2 e 33 Oklahoma 53
Montana 3 West Virginia 13 Maryland 23 South Dakota 34 Texas 44
Pennsylvania 4 Minnesota 14 North Dakota 24 Colorado 35 Georgia 45
Rhode Island 5 Alaska 15 Nevada 25 Idaho 36 Mississippi 46
California 6 Michigan 16 Nebraska 26 New Mexico 37 Virginia 47
New Jersey 7 Connecticut 17 lowa 27 Missouri 38 Arkansas 48
lllinois 8 Wisconsin 18 Kentucky 28 Utah 39 South Carolina 49
New York 9 Delaware 19 Wyoming 29 North Carolina 40 Florida 50
Washington 10 Alabama 20 New Hampshire 30 Tennessee 11 Arizona 51
Indiana 31

Note: With fifty-one total jurisdictions, each tier comprises ten except Tier 3—the middle tier—uwhich comprises eleven.

TABLE ES-3. TEACHER UNION STRENGTH BY RANK, TIER,

BARGAINING STATUS, AND AGENCY FEES

Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3 Tier 4 Tier 5
Strongest Strong Average Weak Weakest
STATE gx;ﬁA”‘ STATE gx;ﬁA”‘ STATE gx;ﬁA”‘ STATE gx;ﬁA”‘ STATE gx;ﬁA”‘
Hawaii 1 Vermont 11 Massachusetts 21 Kansas 32 Louisiana 42
Oregon 2 Ohio 12 Maine 2 e 33 Oklahoma 3
Montana 3 West Virginia 13 Maryland 23 South Dakota 34 Texas 44
Pennsylvania 4 Minnesota 14 North Dakota 24 Colorado 35 Georgia 45
Rhode Island 5 Alaska 15 Nevada 25 Idaho 36 Mississippi 46
California 6 Michigan 16 Nebraska 26 New Mexico 37 Virginia 47
New Jersey 7 Connecticut 17 lowa 21 Missouri 38 Arkansas 48
llinois 8 Wisconsin 18 Kentucky 28 Utah 39 South Carolina 49
New York 9 Delaware 19 Wyoming 29 North Carolina 40 Florida 50
Washington 10 Alahama 20 New Hampshire 30 Tennessee 41 Arizona 51
Indiana 31

Note: With fifty-one total jurisdictions, each tier comprises ten except Tier 3—the middle tier—which comprises eleven.

MANDATORY BARGAINING PERMITTED BARGAINING PROHIBITED BARGAINING ===  AGENCY FEES PROHIBITED
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Executive Summary

FIGURE ES-1. MAP OF TEACHER UNION STRENGTH BY TIER
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We divided the fifty-one jurisdictions into

five tiers, from strongest to weakest. Table
ES-2 (page 11) shows the overall rank and

tier for each state.

Many of the states whose teacher unions
rank in the strongest tier—such as
California, New Jersey, and Washington—
are widely recognized for their powerful
teacher unions. Likewise, in many of the
weakest Tier 5 states, unions have suffered
some major defeats (Louisiana and Arizona)
or do not have much of a presence at all.

To be sure, bargaining status and agency
fees help define—but not completely
determine—the rankings (see Table ES-3,
which adds these variables). Mandatory
bargaining states are shaded in tan,
permitted-bargaining states are shaded in
green, and bargaining-prohibited states
in yellow. Red text indicates that the state
does not allow agency fees.
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Most of the twenty strongest states (Tiers

1 and 2) require collective bargaining. But
so does Florida (Tier 5), ranked next-to-
last. Three of the twenty-strongest—Ohio,
West Virginia, and Alabama—permit but do
not require bargaining. Most of the twenty
weakest states (Tiers 4 and 5) prohibit
agency fees (red text), but three allow this
practice (Washington, D.C., New Mexico,
and Missouri). Nor do bargaining-prohibited
states invariably land in the weakest tier;
North Carolina, for instance, is in Tier 4.

GEOGRAPHY

Figure ES-1 maps states by tier. As

is evident, there are strong regional
associations. The West Coast and the
Northeast have nearly all of the strongest
unions in the nation (shaded light orange
and red), while southern states have the
weakest (in brown).
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Obviously there is nothing inherent to
geography that dictates union strength.
But it is correlated with factors that do—
the history of collective bargaining, the

rhetoric of unionism, and overall political or
ideological orientation. Places where unions

have long been regarded as necessary
and valuable parts of the economy and

polity are more apt to mandate bargaining

and to allow the collection of agency
fees. Employees are also more likely

to join unions themselves in areas with
long-standing favorable attitudes toward
organized labor. And in places that are

ideologically liberal, voters are more prone

to hold favorable views of unions and to

elect Democrat leaders, who in turn tend to

be more receptive to union interests.

The states with the strongest teacher
unions (Tier 1, mapped in red) are in the
Northeast and on the West Coast. All of
these states have mandatory bargaining,
allow agency fees, and have high

membership rates. They are politically and
ideologically liberal, and unions there rank

highly in perceived influence. The Tier 2
states in light orange are mostly in the
Midwest, which is also historically (and
currently) pro-labor but politically more

moderate. These states allow agency fees,

and the unionization rate is high even
though some permit rather than mandate
bargaining. Unions there tend to be

politically active, since elections and policy

outcomes are less predictable than in the
Tier 1 states.

In contrast, the western and central states
are largely rural and politically conservative,

with little history of unionism. They
generally rank in Tiers 3 and 4 (blue and

green). Many of them bar agency fees and

have low unionization rates, even where
bargaining is mandated. But unions there,
as well as most in New England, benefit

Executive Summary

from the value placed on local control over
restrictive state mandates. As a result, the
policy environment tends to be aligned
with union interests because there aren’t
many statewide education policies as
such. Finally, the South is home to the

Tier 5 states with the weakest unions,
mapped in brown. These jurisdictions

are both ideologically conservative and
historically anti-union. Here bargaining

is either prohibited or permitted, but not
mandatory; union membership is low, even
where bargaining is allowed; and education
policy is not aligned with union interests.

FOUR KEY TAKEAWAYS

1. Mandatory bargaining appears
to tilt the playing field in favor of
stronger unions. At the very least, it is
a sufficient (though not an essential)
condition by which unions are made
strong. Where bargaining is optional
or prohibited, unions tend to score
“weaker” on our overall metric.

2. Resources make a difference. Dollars
and members are both important. With
higher revenue, a state union can not
only better finance its lobbying and
advocacy efforts, but also increase its
capacity to support the activities of
its local affiliates. Greater membership
means more union representation at
the ballot box, more letters and calls to
state leaders, and more boots on the
ground during rallies and campaigns—
and in turn, more revenue from member
dues.

3. The scope of bargaining matters a lot,
too, as does the right (or not) to strike.
Local unions can and do use collective
bargaining to protect teacher interests,
which can (among other things)
result in iron-clad job protections for
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ineffective teachers. When a wide scope
of bargaining combines with ill-defined,
timid, or absent state policies, local
unions have more room to negotiate
contracts that serve their goals. And
local bargaining isn’t the only way to
secure teachers interests; sometimes
such protections are written directly
into state law.

The fact that a state has mandatory,
permissive, or broad bargaining
laws—or its unions enjoy abundant
resources—does not mean that state
policies are union-favorable and vice-
versa. Many states in our top two tiers
have education policies that are not
particularly favorable to teacher unions.
Conversely, states without strong
collective bargaining rights nonetheless
have union-friendly policies. That’s
because other factors matter, too,
sometimes greatly—beginning with
state leadership (both past and
present), federal policy, the condition
of the economy, the influence of other
key stakeholders, and the state’s own
macro-politics.

Executive Summary
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In recent years, debates over school reform
have increasingly focused on the role of
teacher unions in the changing landscape
of American K-12 education. On one hand,
critics argue that these unions, using

their powerful grip on education politics
and policy to great effect, bear primary
responsibility for blocking states’ efforts at
reforms that would otherwise drive major-
league gains in our educational system

by preserving teacher job security at the
expense of improved opportunities for
kids.! Their defenders maintain that teacher
unions are bulwarks of professionalism

in education, that their power is greatly
exaggerated, and that highly unionized
states perform at least as well as any
others—and better than many—on the
National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) and other indicators.?

This debate has taken on an international
aspect, too, as critics of U.S. reform
initiatives (and defenders of unions) point
out that teachers are unionized all over the
world, including in nearly all the countries
that surpass us on measures such as the
Trends in International Mathematics and
Science Study (TIMSS) and Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA).

What to believe?

A few facts are indisputable, beginning
with the fact that teacher unions are most
definitely large and highly visible. (Consider
recent goings-on in Chicago, for example.)
Education employs more unionized staff
than does any other profession in either the
public or private sector.* Between them,
the National Education Association (NEA)
and American Federation of Teachers
(AFT) have some 4.6 million members,

a combination of active teachers and

other public school employees, college
faculty and staff, retirees, and students.?
AFT President Randi Weingarten (much
like the man who built her union, Albert
Shanker) is among the most-quoted
education commentators in the land.
Washington watchers peer closely into

the latest federal policy or proposal for
evidence of changing relations between the
Obama White House and the unions. And
their activities are not just limited to the
national level, with teacher unions receiving
widespread attention for their battle to
protect bargaining rights in Wisconsin

and Ohio, their position as political and
financial heavyweights in California, and
their dogged struggle (and strike) against
change in Chicago.

* As reported by the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The BLS also reports that of the active “education, training, and library occupations” workforce, 37 percent comprise members

of unions or employee associations similar to a union. A total of 41 percent of that workforce are either union members or covered by a union/association contract. BLS does not
disaggregate K~12 public school teachers from its figures (see Bureau of Labor Statistics, United States Department of Labor, “Economic News Release: Union Membership 2011
(Table 3),” January 27, 2012). Further, as of 2007, 65 percent of school districts nationwide had either a collective bargaining agreement (54 percent) or meet-and-confer agreement
(11 percent) (see National Center for Education Statistics, “Characteristics of Public School Districts in the United States (NCES 2009-320),” June 30, 2009).
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Much ink is spilled over the influence that
these organizations do or do not wield

on the federal, state, and local levels.

And there’s little doubt that they do their
utmost to influence policy on behalf of their
members. In many a capital, the teacher
union office building looms large on the
streetscape within a block or two of the
statehouse. In many a city, the first question
asked of any proposed education change is
“will the teacher union be okay with it?”

Serious books have been written about

the political power of teacher unions, of
which the most prominent recent example
is by Stanford political scientist Terry Moe.*
Much of their focus is on the local collective
bargaining process and its capacity to
frustrate change (and raise costs) by
writing requirements and prohibitions

“into the contract.” Also typically meriting
chapters in such books are the effects of
contract provisions on teacher quality, the
various ways that unions engage in political
activity by running, endorsing, financing,
supporting—and opposing—candidates

for public office, and examples of clashes
between union and education leaders over
reform.

Yet while we know that unions have
multiple channels through which they

can exert strength—including but not
limited to bargaining, striking, lobbying,
and participating in political campaigns—
most research to date uses hazy or overly
narrow definitions of such “strength.” What
proportion of teachers are unionized? Is
collective bargaining mandatory, permitted,
or illegal? Can unions collect agency

fees from teachers who choose not to be

Introduction

members?* It’s a good start—but it’'s not
enough. Answers to these questions alone
don’t accurately reflect a union’s power;
they merely frame the context in which it
works. It is like trying to determine whether
a runner is fast by measuring his shoe size.

So when we (and our colleagues at
Education Reform Now, an affiliate of
Democrats for Education Reform) wanted
to know which teacher unions are more (or
less) influential in their respective states,
we knew we had to do better. We asked
ourselves: What data do we need to more
accurately gauge union strength? What
else, besides bargaining status, agency
fees, and the ability to strike might make a
union strong, and on what scale? (Veteran
ex-superintendents from states that don’t
mandate bargaining tend to chortle when
we ask whether their teacher unions are
less “powerful,” almost instantly replying
that “what they can’t get at the bargaining
table they get at the statehouse,” or words
to that effect.) And once we devised a
better measure of strength, how would the
unions stack up? Is it possible that in some
places they are indeed eight-hundred-
pound gorillas, but in others more like
hamsters?

We were aware going in, and are more
aware today, that “teacher union strength”
comes in many forms and can be wielded—
and measured—in many ways. (That’s

true of strength in general, of course. Ask
yourself: Who is stronger, the person who
can lift one hundred pounds while standing
still or the one who can run around

the block while carrying fifty pounds?)
Carrying out such measures in comparable,

* While states that prohibit collective bargaining are often casually referred to as “right-to-work” states, this is not a correct use of the term. “Right-to-work” specifically refers to
laws that prohibit union membership as a condition of employment; under such legislation, unions cannot automatically collect “agency fees” in lieu of dues from non-members and
employers need not consider whether an individual belongs to the union or not. Bargaining status and right-to-work are different, and independent, concepts. For example, Florida
requires bargaining but is nevertheless a right-to-work state. Should employees wish to form a union, the district must recognize them, but that union cannot collect agency fees from

teachers who choose not to join. (See sidebar, Getting the Terminology Straight.)
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defensible ways is no small undertaking,
however. On-point and contemporary data
are extremely hard to come by and, while
we wanted opinions and impressions from
knowledgeable folks on the ground, as well
as “hard” information, it’s no simple thing
to determine whom to ask, and what to ask
them—much less to get them to respond.

So we acknowledge at the outset that

this is a pioneering study, fraught with
methodological challenges, data difficulties,
and judgment calls. We’re wary of drawing
simplistic conclusions from a large and
complex body of data and loath to slice and
dice the inter-state comparisons too finely.
(You will find, for example, that lllinois is
exactly one notch above New York in terms
of the “strength” of its teacher unions, 8th
versus 9th in the national rankings. One
would, we think, be crazy to make a huge
deal of such a difference.)

Accordingly, we are humbler than usual

in the conclusions that we distill from this
investigation. We hope that this is a start
to future work, and we look forward to
feedback and commentary from others
and for access to better and newer data
that we can use to refine future analyses.
But this research is a necessary step
toward answering the Big Questions: How
is union strength related to securing more
funding for teachers and education? To the
promulgation or obstruction of reform? To
student achievement? We can’t begin to
answer such questions with accuracy until
we have a better definition and index of
“strength.”

Nothing that we learned, however, changed
the impression with which we began: Love
‘em or hate ‘em, teacher unions must be
taken seriously by educators, reformers,
and policymakers. Such folks may decide,
whether out of expediency or earnest

Introduction

conviction, to woo or placate union leaders,
to compromise with them, or to ride
roughshod over them (insofar as that’s
possible to do), but they cannot avoid
paying attention to them.

Nor should they. Public education in the
United States is an exercise in democratic
decision making. Indeed, nearly every
significant decision about the organization
and operation of American schools is
established through the political process.®
Moreover, public education in the United
States is governed by an intricate web

of overlapping institutions and decision-
making mechanisms spread over multiple
levels of a federal political system.®
Teacher unions—like other interest-based
membership organizations—use power to
try to influence decisions made within this
policy-making maze, and they, like other
stakeholders in the system, have every right
to do so. Others entering that maze must
contend with those who already inhabit

it. The more new entrants know about the
methods, strengths, and weaknesses of
existing inhabitants, the better they are apt
to fare.

ORGANIZATION

This study compares the strength of state
teacher unions via a systematic examination
of how these organizations wield power,
examining them from multiple angles,
including the obvious—such as alignment of
state policies to traditional union interests—
and some that are less obvious, such as the
perceptions of local insiders.

We start with the background research
relevant to teacher union influence; Part |
explains the five areas in which we chose

to gauge union strength and the methods
we used for doing so; Parts Il and Ill present
the findings—first the overall state results,
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GETTING THE TERMINOLOGY STRAIGHT

The language surrounding organized labor is often confusing and misunderstood. We define a few essential terms below.

Employee organizations: professional associations vs. unions

An association is simply a group of individuals united under a common interest. If these individuals have the same occupation
and see their purpose as advocating for and maintaining the legitimacy of that occupation, then they are a professional
association. Regardless of where they work, teachers can always form a professional association. An association is a union only
if it has bargaining rights, meaning that terms and conditions of teacher employment must be negotiated between the group
and the school district, should the employees wish to do so. (Most unions do use their bargaining rights, but they don’t have to.)

The vast majority of local teacher unions, and most local teacher associations, are affiliated with a larger state association.
Most of these in turn are affiliated with either the National Education Association or the American Federation of Teachers.

Types of agreements: collective bargaining vs. meet-and-confer

A collective bargaining agreement (CBA) is a binding contract between a union and a school district or other employing entity.
The contract can contain only certain provisions, as defined by state law (or allowed by virtue of silent state law), and is open
for negotiation only at certain times, typically every three years. Disputes over the contract are settled by outside arbitration.
Only unions can negotiate CBAs—although some may choose not to. A meet-and-confer agreement is a non-binding
memorandum of understanding between an employee organization and a district. Under its terms, a dispute must get worked
out locally, and the district can override the agreement in the event of a conflict. The agreement can be discussed, and altered,
at any time, and the contents are not limited to certain provisions. Both unions and associations can enter into meet-and-
confer agreements.*

Bargaining status: mandatory, permitted, or prohibited

Bargaining status refers to the district’s relationship to the employee organization. Three types of bargaining status are
possible: In mandatory bargaining states, all employee organizations have bargaining rights. In these states, it is up to the
employees if they want to organize; if they want to be a union or an association; and if they want to negotiate a CBA, enter
into a meet-and-confer agreement, or work under no agreement at all. The law requires that if employees wish to organize and
use their bargaining rights to negotiate a contract, the district must recognize them as a union—and bargain with them. The
employer must accept the employees’ choice.

In permitted bargaining states, districts may decide to grant employee organizations bargaining rights, to enter into a meet-
and-confer agreement, or not recognize the employee organization at all. In these states it is still up to employees whether to
organize. If they then wish to negotiate a CBA, they must first request recognition as a union—nbut districts are not obligated to
recognize them as such. Even if the employees seek a non-binding meet-and-confer agreement, the district is not required to
grant that request. The employees must accept the district’s choice.

In prohibited bargaining states, districts may not grant bargaining rights to employee organizations. Employees may still
organize, but those organizations are associations, not unions. In such states, a district may still enter into non-binding meet-
and-confer agreements with the association if it wishes to; the employees must accept the employer’s choice.

* For multiple and diverse examples of district CBAs, see the National Council on Teacher Quality’s Teacher Rules, Roles, and Rights (TR3) database, http://www.nctq.org/tr3/home.
isp.
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GETTING THE TERMINOLOGY STRAIGHT

Right-to-work status and agency fees vs. automatic payroll deductions of member dues

Right-to-work refers to the union-employee relationship in states where unions are allowed (mandatory or permitted bargaining
states). (Prohibited bargaining states are right-to-work by default, because they have no unions.) Right-to-work laws stipulate
that no union can require membership as a condition for employment. They also dictate that, should employees choose not to
be members (which they are free to do, in any state, at any time), the union cannot charge them involuntary agency fees in

lieu of membership dues. In states where unions are allowed, right-to-work status is independent from (and often confused
with) bargaining status. Bargaining status describes the district-employee organization relationship; right-to-work status
describes the union-employee relationship. So a mandatory bargaining state can also be right-to-work (for example, Nevada,
lowa, Indiana, and Florida), and a permitted bargaining state does not have to be right-to-work (permitted bargaining states
Missouri, Kentucky, West Virginia, Ohio, and Colorado do not have right-to-work laws).

Regardless of right-to-work status, employee organizations are allowed to charge membership dues to those teachers who want
to be members. Most organizations collect these dues via automatic payroll deductions—they subtract member dues from each
teacher’s paycheck. In a handful of states, employee organizations are barred by state law from doing this if those deductions
(or portions thereof) are used for political purposes.

then by each of the five areas; Part |V sets
forth the conclusions and takeaways as we
interpret them; and Part V presents the
state-level profiles. The appendices include
a full explanation of our scoring metric and
data sources, as well as the rationale for
each indicator, and a list of state-level NEA
and AFT affiliates.
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BACKGROUND

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH ON
TEACHER UNION INFLUENCE

Scholars and education policy observers
acknowledge that teacher unions are active
players in education policymaking and
decision making. Historically, research has
focused on a few key questions: How do
unions influence spending on education?
How do they shape policies (and other
political processes, like elections)? And how
do they influence student achievement?

The quest for a link between union strength
and education spending—particularly

on teacher wages—has received the

most attention.* Studies have generally
concluded that districts with strong unions
pay their teachers more.” Other work
explored the relationship between union
strength and larger policy outcomes,

like NCLB-style accountability, teacher
merit pay, per-pupil expenditures, and the
adoption of charter school laws.®

Some research has focused not on policy
outcomes but rather on the political
activity of teacher unions as they lobby
for congenial policies and work to elect
candidates that are sympathetic toward
union interests. One study found that most
legislators rank teacher unions as the most
active lobbying organization in the state

Background

capital, while another found that school
board candidates who are endorsed by
teacher unions win 76 percent of their
elections, compared with just 31 percent
of candidates who do not receive such
endorsements.® ©

A host of studies has looked beyond
policy to probe for an association
between teacher union strength and
student achievement outcomes. These
analyses are complicated by the fact

that teacher unions cannot be randomly
assigned to some students or districts

in the same way that a new curriculum

or instructional strategy can, and so it is
difficult to assign causal credit or blame
to teacher unions for student achievement
outcomes. While some studies have found
a generally positive correlation between the
presence of a teacher union and student
performance on standardized tests, unions
are also associated with a widening gap
between low- and high-achieving students.”
Additional studies have linked unions

with standardizing education practices
and driving additional dollars into public
education and classroom instruction.”?

The majority of existing studies rely on
narrow measures of union strength, either
the legality of collective bargaining or
the percentage of teachers who belong

* It is notoriously difficult to establish a cause-and-effect relationship between union membership and teacher salaries. For example, does a high membership rate better enable
a union to negotiate for higher salaries, or are high membership rates and high wages the result of some other variable, such as a union-friendly political climate? We recognize
this limitation in our own report and mitigate it by not limiting our definition of union influence to one variable (teacher salaries, for example, or union-favorable policies) but rather

including multiple measures of potential union strength.
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to a union (also known as “unionization
density” or the “unionization rate”). Neither,
however, captures the nexus between union
power and the processes and outcomes of
policymaking. Worse, each is potentially
misleading: union density is often simply a
proxy for bargaining status (or geography
and history—some areas of the country

are simply more unionized than others).

In turn, bargaining status (which applies

at the local level) has not stopped many
state-level unions from exerting substantial
power in the capital. Given the narrow
scope of these measures, some scholars
have questioned the findings of studies that
use them to define and gauge strength,
while others have called for more robust,
inclusive measures of union influence.”

Luckily, a more recent wave of research

on union influence has heeded that call,
recognizing that existing (and limited)
approaches have yielded an incomplete and
inconclusive picture of how unions affect
policymakers, education spending, and
ultimately, students. One study measured
union strength by combining bargaining
status, union density, and union campaign
contributions and found that higher

rates of union political giving correlate
with the adoption of fewer education
reform policies.® A handful of researchers
have quantified local union strength by
measuring how much a district’s collective
bargaining agreement constrains the
unilateral authority of its leaders; their
findings suggest that restrictive labor
agreements have a negative impact on
student achievement (the most likely cause
being a contract that limits the principal’s
authority to manage and allocate personnel
for student benefit).”®

Still, a common dilemma pervades all
of these recent studies. Resolving how
teacher unions influence salaries, political

Background

outcomes, and student achievement is
impossible without an accurate definition of
what an “influential” union actually means—
and that definition is currently lacking.
Undaunted by this challenge (others might
say nhaive!), we set out to bridge this gap,
assuming up front that a single variable is
a poor proxy for union strength. We posit
that the whole is greater than the sum of
its parts, and instead combine a number

of variables—thirty-seven, to be exact—to
rank the relative strength of state teacher
unions. Some of these variables, like
bargaining status and union density, are
familiar from earlier analyses. But we’ve
added many more—some publicly available
information but also new data of our own
design. (To our knowledge, this dataset
comprises the most data points to date
relative to the assets and activities of and
perspectives on state-level unions.) In the
end, we explain what this complex data
quilt tells us. But we’re getting ahead of
ourselves. Let’s turn to an explanation of
those data next.
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Part I: Evaluating Teacher Union Strength

PART |: EVALUATING TEACHER

UNION STRENGTH

This study attempts to measure teacher
union strength at the state level by
answering three broad questions. First,
what elements are potential sources of

a union’s strength (i.e., inputs)? Second,
how might unions wield power in terms of
behavior and conduct (i.e., processes and
activities)? And third, what are potential
signs that they have gotten their way (i.e.,
outcomes)?

Note that we do not attempt to separate
inputs, such as membership, from
outcomes, such as blocked legislation. We
count them both. Our rationale is simple: It
is nearly impossible to draw a line between
the two. Union-friendly state education
policies, for instance, are likely viewed as
outcomes—yet they also infuse a union with
additional strength (an input), whether or
not the union had a strong hand in creating
them. More revenue received by a union
(frequently viewed as an input) may bolster
its political giving (a process) and thus

give it more allies among state leaders

(an outcome of activities, but also now a
source of union strength)—who in turn may
favor policies that help the union gather
more revenue. High membership gives a
union a broader support base from which
to fight for legislation, for example, that
might limit the growth of charter schools—
which in turn may help maintain those high
membership numbers. The sources of union
strength (inputs) and the effects of a strong
union are simply inseparable.

No single attribute of teacher unions
defines their strength. Rather, strength
results from a blend of resources,
leadership, initiative, relationships, and
earlier effectiveness. Each of these
characteristics functions on a continuum;
each affects and is affected by the others.
Nor can one assume that the balance or
mix of these characteristics is uniform
across the country. The importance of

a union’s resources or relationships, its
leadership and initiative, or its effectiveness
in open versus behind-the-scenes political
debates, is largely related to the context

in which it operates. Teacher unions in
states that allow agency fees, for example,
may be able to amass greater financial
resources than their counterparts in

other states, and direct those resources
toward campaigning openly—even
confrontationally—for politicians and/or
policies. A union without extensive revenue
may instead work on building relationships
through quiet conversations behind closed
doors—but ultimately enjoy as much
success, demonstrating equivalent power
on the outcomes side. Likewise, a teacher
union in a state where few stakeholders
introduce reform initiatives, or even criticize
the status quo, need not invest copious
time and money rebuffing challenges,
whether they have adequate resources

or not; moreover, that lack of challengers
itself may—or may not—indicate the union’s
influence. Thus, we’ve attempted in this
study to capture both visible and invisible
(some may say “hard” and “soft”) elements
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A NOTE ABOUT DICTION

Part I: Evaluating Teacher Union Strength

In our metric, we use “teacher union” to connote state-level affiliates of either the National Education Association (NEA) or
the American Federation of Teachers (AFT). In the strictest of terms, these are professional associations, not unions, since
state associations do not have bargaining rights themselves—and unions do (see sidebar, Getting the Terminology Straight,
page 18). That said, local affiliates often ask a representative of the state association to negotiate on its behalf or advise it
as the negotiation proceeds. While conventionally state-level NEA and AFT affiliates are called “unions” (and we maintain that
convention here), they are technically a// professional associations or teaching federations, not unions, regardless of whether
the state allows collective bargaining or not. (The only exception is the Washington Teachers’ Union in the District of Columbia,

which has bargaining rights.)

We refer to district-level employee organizations as “local unions” (for those that have bargaining rights) and “local

associations” (for those that do not).

Every state is home to at least one NEA or AFT state-level teacher union; thirty states have two. They are largely advocacy

and political action groups, helping organize teachers and gather resources to influence state policy and protect the interests
of education professionals. Additionally, they provide support, training, and resources to their local affiliates, which in turn
negotiate contracts or other agreements with school district leaders. Some also offer teacher professional development, health
and liability insurance, legal and financial services, discounts, travel, and retiree resources. In some states, there also exist
“independent professional associations” not affiliated with either the NEA or AFT. Most of these do not engage in political
activity, and some simply provide insurance, teacher professional development, or other services. We do not include data for any

state-level organization not affiliated with the NEA or AFT.

of strength, such as annual revenues and
how insiders view the union’s status.

Taken together, these inputs, processes,
and outcomes paint a reasonably
comprehensive picture of power. In

this report, we consider indicators of
power in five categories: Resources and
Membership, Involvement in Politics, Scope
of Bargaining, State Policies, and Perceived
Influence. Below we describe each.

Area 1: Resources and Membership

This area measures the internal resources
on which unions rely (members and
revenue), and the financial resources
dedicated to education in the state. While
size and funds do not automatically make
one union more powerful than another,
the ability to amass people—to lobby
lawmakers, volunteer in campaigns, sign

petitions, vote in elections—and to bring
in more money are, in many cases, an
indicator of influence. Thus we examine
teacher union membership and revenues
relative to all public school teachers in
the state, judging that a critical mass of
membership and high revenue per teacher
build a necessary foundation for strong
unions. We also examine K-12 education
spending, including allocations by the
state, total per-pupil expenditures, and
the percentage of spending that goes to
teacher salaries and benefits.

Area 2: Involvement in Politics

State teacher unions do not negotiate
contracts. Their local affiliates do. The
state union’s place is in the state capital,
lobbying for or against (or helping design,
alter, or dismantle) policies that run the
legislative gamut: state budgets and
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expenditures, revenue streams and taxes,
pensions and benefits, public employee
and education bargaining rules, charter
school and voucher laws, and teacher
employment policies. One way that unions
work for policies aligned with their interests
is by ensuring that elected officials favor
those interests—or at least do not actively
oppose them. Political giving is a key tactic
that unions use to support candidates

who champion their priorities, eliminate
candidates who do not, and encourage
incumbent office-holders to remain true

to their campaign promises. If a significant
proportion of donations to candidates and
parties comes from teacher unions, those
unions function as key political players and
thereby possess significant sway.

This category measures the extent to
which unions are positioned to influence
policymaking, including but not limited

to K-12 schooling. The majority of data

in this category represents teacher

unions’ political contributions to state
candidates and political parties. Due to
time and resource constraints, we could
not investigate more nuanced data such as
union contributions to winning candidates
or union support of one candidate in an
effort to remove his competitor. Rather, this
category gauges giving to all candidates for
state office, regardless of political party or
election outcome. We examine giving both
to candidates and to political parties, and
we compare teacher union contributions to
contributions from other politically active
sectors and industries in the state. We also
examine the percentage of delegates to
national political conventions that were
teacher union members; those data are
another reasonable clue as to the union’s
influence on the political process.

Area 3: Scope of Bargaining
This area links union strength to state laws

Part I: Evaluating Teacher Union Strength

directly related to collective bargaining.
Is such bargaining mandatory, permitted,
or prohibited? How broad is the scope

of that bargaining (i.e., which issues can
or must be negotiated in a collective
bargaining agreement? Which are barred
from consideration?)? And do unions have
legally protected revenue sources, like
the right to collect agency fees from non-
members, or do right-to-work laws stop
them from doing so?

Bargaining status and agency fees measure
state union strength because both affect
the resources, status, and leverage of
unions at all levels. Not only can bargaining
bring a union increased membership and
revenue from those members, it also gives
a union visibility and status. And with

high membership, a state union can more
credibly claim that it represents teachers as
a constituency, which in turn lends weight
to its lobbying and advocacy campaigns
and increases state-leader receptivity to its
efforts. Mandatory bargaining laws facilitate
(and/or signal) a strong union presence,
and with that presence unions can better
use their political muscle to influence state
policy. Agency fees allow unions to collect
revenue from all teachers, not just union
members, which in turn can be used to
fund political (and other) activities.

Many past observers have assumed that
bargaining status and agency fees were the
only important indicators of union strength,
with strong unions in mandatory bargaining
states and in places where they can collect
agency fees. (These two ideas—bargaining
status and right-to-work laws—are separate
from one another but often conflated. See
Getting the Terminology Straight, page 18.)
While limited ability to secure funds from
non-members (part of the right-to-work
definition) might weaken a union, we also
found that many teacher unions in such
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states are able to amass resources and
exert authority using other channels of
influence. Likewise, we found a number of
unions in permitted-bargaining states that
ranked higher (on our overall metric) than
their counterparts in mandatory-bargaining
states. That’s because bargaining status
alone did not determine their might.

In addition to bargaining status and agency
fees, we examine the scope of bargaining,
the legality of teacher strikes, and whether
or not unions can automatically deduct
dues from the paychecks of their members.
States that limit the scope of bargaining,
prohibit strikes, and prevent automatic
payroll deductions are limiting unions’
financial resources and leverage.

Area 4: State Policies

This area measures teacher union strength
by the degree of alignment between
state education policies and certain
traditional union priorities. The indicators
examine two types of policies in which
unions have shown considerable interest:
teacher employment rules and charter
school laws. The former policies include
teacher evaluations, tenure, layoffs, class
size, pensions, and performance pay. The
latter include laws related to the number
and variety of charter schools; the ease
with which they are authorized; and
whether or not charters are exempt from
state laws (including teacher certification
requi