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Bargaining time

Union contract spells out how and when professional learning will happen
BY JOAN RICHARDSON

hetimesthey are a-changin’ in Carman-Ainsworth Community
Schools in Flint, Mich.
Like most districts, Carman-Ainsworth used to provide a
smorgasbord of professional development activitiesthat teachers
were encouraged, but not required, to join. There waslittle effort to align what
teachers learned with what students needed. And little time was provided for
teacher learning during theworkday. Teacherslargely learned
what they wanted to learn and on their own time, subject
primarily to state requirementsfor certification.
Now, Carman-Ainsworth isadistrict undergoing
professional development reform. “We' ve had acultural
shift from afocus on teaching to afocus on learning,”
said teachers' union president Linda Wainio.
Thedistrict is still awork in progress but its story
of changeisinstructive, especially because the
teachers' union has been instrumental in shaping the
new face of professional learning.

Overal, thedistrict professional development has
become more job-embedded, results-driven, and
standards-based. Every Wednesday morning, every

student in the 5,400-student district begins school an
hour later so teachers can meet with colleagues, either in
grade-level or subject-arealearning teams. Teachersbegin
work 15 minutes earlier than usual on Wednesdays, creating
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a 75-minute block of learning time once aweek.
(Teachers till have 53 or 55 minutes aday for
personal planning time.) The district now has
about 100 school-based |earning teams. In
addition to those teams, principals also meet in
their own districtwide learning team during their
administrative meetings. All of thistimeis
counted as professional development time.

Thedistrict’s evaluation instrument focuses
on ateacher’s professional growth and teachers
identify personal learning goals and the criteria
that will measure their successin achieving those
goals. The district also created positions for
several instructional specialists and coacheswho
work with teachersin literacy and math.

The new approach to professional develop-
ment was made possible in large part because the
Carman-Ainsworth Education Association and
the district shifted to an interest-based bargain-
ing model rather than the traditional adversarial
model as they bargained the 2004-07 contract.

TEAM TIME

The district’s 2000-03 contract was the first
contract that provided time for teachersto meet
asteams. That time was provided asfive half
days during the school year. “But there were no
parameters or guidelinesto really describe
teaming. Teaming waswhatever teachers
interpreted that to be. Sometimes, they were
simply sitting in the same room devel oping
lessons independently and occasionally con-
versing with each other,” said Dave Swierpel,
director of professional development and
community services and agraduate of the
NSDC Academy.

That contract aso stipulated that principals
would have five hours of staff meetings during
the school year. Again, few guidelineswerein
placeto govern those meetings.

About that time, Swierpel and Paul
Robinson, director of research and assessment,
returned from their first NSDC A cademy meeting
filled with new ideas and a deeper understanding
about quality professional development. They
had avision for professional development that
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would be more closely tied to district initiatives,
lessevent-driven, and more collaborative.

In the new NCLB era, principals weretold
that they would be accountable for improvements
in their buildings. Swierpel and others ques-
tioned whether it was appropriate to “hold
someone accountable when you only give them
five hoursayear to have face-to-faceleadership
with their entire staff.”

At the sametime, teachers were unhappy
about arequirement to acquire 18 hours of
professional development outside the school day,
even though teachers had wide discretion about
what they could study. “Those 18 hours could be
in virtually anything. But that was a pain for
them and it was a chore for the district to track
all of that. We went building to building just
trying to describe the process of counting hours.
It wasvery challenging,” Swierpel said.

At the bargaining table in 2004, using
interest-based bargaining for the first time, the
teachers’ union and Carman-Ainsworth adminis-
tration agreed that they shared an interest in
high-quality professional development for all
members of the staff. Swierpel brought to the
table what he and Robinson had been learning
about quality professional development. “We
knew that it was based around real work and that
it should be collaborative. It was clear that we
could use dl of that time and put it into some-
thing that was much more powerful than what we
had,” he said.

That led the bargaining team to examine the
principal-led staff meetings and the 18 hours of
required professional development as apackage
of time.

Teachersrejected thefirst tentative agree-
ment that emerged from interest-based bargain-
ing, partly because they didn’t like the changes
in the calendar but also partly out of reaction to
the new style of bargaining, said union president
Wainio. So the bargaining team went back to the
table.

The bargainers next proposed 80-minute
schoolwide staff meetings before or after school
once a month which would be led by the principal
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and were expected to focus on professional
learning. Attendance was mandatory.

The new contract also made another signifi-
cant change. For the first time, Carman-
Ainsworth created a districtwide Professional
Development Committee comprised of teachers
and administrators. That committee overseesthe
district’s professional development, ensuring that
itistied to NSDC's Standards for Staff Develop-
ment and other key indicators of quality profes-
sional learning.

Thistime, teachers approved the contract.

MIXED RESULTS, MORE CHANGE

Thefirst year of schoolwide PD meetings
got mixed results. Expecting teachersto be at
their best after along day of teaching was
expecting too much. Meeting after school was
also ahardship for teachers with young children.
“The meetings became controversia becausethey
raised questions like what happensif somebody
missesit? What if ateacher issick? Does she
have to make up that time? If so, how does she
do that? The whole record keeping was awful. It
was more hassle than it was worth. But that was
our best thinking at the time and we negotiated
that into the contract. There were some prosto it
but there were more cons than pros,” Wainio
said.

Both sides agreed to go back to the bargain-
ing table even though there was still ayear to run
in the contract.

During those discussions, both sides agreed
that creating alate start every Wednesday at every
school would address several issues. Teachers
would not be worn out by the time they started
thisimportant work. Teachers’ childcare concerns
would be reduced since teams would be meeting
during theregular work day. External grant
support was tapped to provide activities for
elementary and middle school students, thus
warding off a potential parent concern.

The new agreement went back to teachersfor
avote sinceit involved achangein the calendar.
Teachersliked the new option and approved the
mid-year contract change.
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LATE STARTS

The district learned to do some things
differently with late starts. Teams have explicit
instructions to create team norms, look at
student work, develop common assessments,
and develop goals. Each team must fill out a
learning log which isreviewed weekly by a
building administrator. Principals and central
office administrators do walk-throughs during
team meetings and instructional time. At each
districtwide administrative meeting, principals
are expected to talk about what's occurring in
their schools.

Although it’s early in the process, school-
based | earning teams seem to be winning over
teachers. A survey of teachersin January
revealed that teachers value the opportunities
they have to work closely with colleagues and
believe their teams are effective, that talking
with their colleagues isimportant, and that such
interaction has a positive impact on student
achievement.

This spring, Carman-Ainsworth isbargain-
ing again, working on its next contract. “We
really want to institutionalize how we build time
into the school day for teacher learning. | don’t
want usto take a step back. | don’t want to go
back to events. | want to fuseit all together and
solidify that thisisthe way we operate,”
Swierpel said.

Union president Wainio said one of the
greatest challengesis communicating the big
picture. “If our end in mind is professional
learning focused on results, the improved
learning of all students and the creation of high-
quality relationships between adults and high-
quality relationships between adults and stu-
dents, we have to help people understand where
we'regoing.”

For her part, she wants the union to play a
significant role in creating that future. But that's
part of the struggle aswell. “Collaboration is
suspect in many circles. Some of our constituents
would prefer that it stays us and them. We have
to model that it really isfor the benefit of
everyonetowork inacollaborative way,” she
said. m
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A survey of
teachers in
January revealed
that teachers value
the opportunities
they have to work
closely with
colleagues and
believe their teams
are effective, that
talking with their
colleagues is
important, and
that such
interaction has a
positive impact on
student
achievement.
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