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Using data from surveys, interviews, and student performance, the
authors examine collaborative union–management partnerships
between local union representatives, teachers, and school adminis-
trators working together in innovative ways to improve teaching
quality and student performance. Based on data from 27 schools in
a southern California school district, the authors find that the
strength of formal union–management partnerships is a significant
predictor of greater growth in student performance over time, and
that this relationship is mediated by stronger educator collaboration
at the school level, after controlling for poverty. The findings sug-
gest that student performance can be significantly improved by insti-
tutional union–management partnerships and the increased school-
level collaboration that results from them.

For more than a decade, motivated by comparisons of U.S. public school
student performance against international benchmarks, a debate has

raged across the country regarding the best way to reform and improve U.S.
public education. To date, extant solutions have been dominated by
market-driven approaches—charter schools, vouchers, and privatization—
or concurrently by top-down bureaucratic mandates for teacher account-
ability policies that rely heavily on high-stakes standardized testing. These
approaches have created friction between teachers’ unions, administrators,
school boards, parents, policymakers, and other stakeholders in public edu-
cation and have fueled disagreements over how to improve the quality of
teaching and learning for children. Yet within some districts and schools,
union leaders and school administrators have found an alternate path to
reform, not rooted in market solutions or in test-based teacher
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accountability policies but instead centered on building strong relationships
that facilitate collaboration among educators and educational improvement
for students.

Union–management partnerships are institutional arrangements that
provide opportunities for union leaders, administrators, and teachers to
work together identifying and solving problems, planning, and making deci-
sions. Over the past few decades, unions have not been typically character-
ized as being at the forefront of public school reform. In fact, some scholars
have suggested that the presence of unions is associated with reduced stu-
dent performance (Hoxby 1996). In earlier research (Rubinstein and
McCarthy 2012) we examined cases of school reform that resulted from col-
laborative partnerships between teachers’ unions and administrators work-
ing together in innovative ways to improve teaching quality and student
performance. We analyzed these cases to identify the common elements
that all districts with long-term union–management partnerships shared. In
this article we look deeper into these partnerships to examine the collabora-
tion that occurs within schools between teachers and administrators.
Specifically, in this study we examine the way partnerships can affect student
achievement by fostering more productive collaboration within schools. We
attempt to examine directly the mechanisms by which union–management
partnerships can facilitate teacher collaboration and improved student
performance.

We take an employment relations and organizational perspective, looking
at schools as systems and examining industrial relations practices as antece-
dents to systematic change. The issue is not simply the presence of unions
but the organizational systems and industrial relations in school districts—
the mechanisms that encourage trust and collaboration and build strong
networks among teachers and create strong partnerships with administra-
tors. Indeed, numerous education researchers have encouraged greater lev-
els of professional collaboration among teachers as a means of improving
student achievement (DuFour and Eaker 1998; DuFour, Eaker, and DuFour
2008). While several studies have shown that greater levels of social capital
(Leana and Pil 2006; Pil and Leana 2009) and collaboration (Goddard,
Goddard, and Tschannen-Moran 2007) can have positive implications for
student performance, we currently know little about the institutional antece-
dents to professional collaboration, particularly in the context of public
schools.

We fill an important gap in the literature by examining union–
management partnerships as potential catalysts for professional collabora-
tion in public schools—specifically, the value that they can bring to organi-
zational performance by creating a climate for collaboration and an
infrastructure for problem solving with management. The industrial rela-
tions literature has a long tradition of exploring the impact of labor rela-
tions and union–management collaborative efforts on organizational
performance. With a few exceptions (Johnson 1984; Kerchner, Koppich,
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and Weeres 1997), these arrangements have not been extensively studied in
public education. Further, there has been little exploration of the causal
mechanisms by which labor–management partnerships affect student per-
formance. Our study not only offers strong evidence that union–
management partnership relations have important implications for educa-
tion quality and student achievement but also suggests that these perfor-
mance gains are attributable to greater workforce collaboration. Thus, as a
central theoretical contribution, we reveal a mediating pathway through
which institutionalized labor–management partnerships improve perfor-
mance outcomes in organizations.

Union–Management Partnership Arrangements
and Organizational Improvement

The partnership approach to school improvement studied in this article
can be positioned within the history of critiques and alternatives to more
market-driven, top-down, management-led, and bureaucratic approaches to
education reform (Ravitch 2013). Yet with a few exceptions (Beach and
Kaboolian 2005; Koppich 2005; Bluestone and Kochan 2011; Rubinstein
and McCarthy 2012), the school reform literature has seldom explored the
improvements to education quality that result from institutional collabora-
tion between teachers, their local unions, and administrators. The limited
research that has been published focuses on cases and examples of colla-
boration that resulted in improvements to curriculum, instructional prac-
tice, professional development, mentoring, teacher evaluation, and quality.
A number of common patterns among school districts with institutionalized
collaborative partnerships have been identified (Rubinstein and McCarthy
2012). But the mechanisms by which public-sector union–management
institutional collaboration affects student performance has received little
attention in the literature to date.

Industrial relations scholars have long explored the ways that unions in
the private sector improved organizational performance. Commons (1913)
showed that union policies motivate managers to find ways to improve pro-
ductivity, and other scholars saw collective bargaining agreements as a way
to discipline management and the workforce (Slichter 1941; Slichter,
Healy, and Livernash 1960). Going beyond the mere presence of unions as
performance-improving, another stream of research examined examples of
institutionalized union–management collaboration directed at improving
private-sector organizational performance. Slichter (1941) studied union–
management collaboration in the textile, apparel, and railway industries
starting in the 1920s. These efforts expanded to more than 600 companies
working closely with unions—including the United Auto Workers, United
Steelworkers, United Electrical Workers, and the International Association
of Machinists—during the 1940s to improve productivity and quality
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through extensive problem solving in support of the war effort (Golden and
Parker 1949; Slichter, Healy, and Livernash 1960).

Since the 1970s, U.S. industries in the private sector have created labor–
management collaborative partnership arrangements to restructure their
operations and improve organizational performance in the face of global
competition (Freeman and Medoff 1984; Kochan, Katz, and McKersie 1986;
Heckscher 1988; Levine and Tyson 1990; Cooke 1992; Appelbaum and Batt
1994; Eaton and Voos 1994; Schurman and Eaton 1996; Osterman 2000;
Rubinstein 2001b; Eaton, Rubinstein, and McKersie 2004). These arrange-
ments have been created in several sectors, including automotive (Adler
1995; MacDuffie 1995; Rubinstein 2000; Rubinstein and Kochan 2001); steel
(Hoerr 1988; Ichniowski and Shaw 1999; Frost 2000; Rubinstein 2003); com-
munications (Heckscher, Maccoby, Ramirez, and Tixier 2003); health care
(Kochan, Eaton, McKersie, and Adler 2009; Litwin 2011); pharmaceuticals
(Rubinstein and Eaton 2009); and computer and business equipment
(Cutcher-Gershenfeld 1987). Studies across these industries have shown
that formally expanding labor’s role in problem solving and decision mak-
ing added value to the organization and led to significant improvements in
productivity and quality (Cutcher-Gershenfeld 1987; Appelbaum and Batt
1994; Ichniowski et al. 1996; Freeman and Rogers 1999; Appelbaum, Bailey,
Berg, and Kalleberg 2000; Rubinstein 2000, 2001b; Rubinstein and Kochan
2001; Eaton, Rubinstein, and McKersie 2004; Rubinstein and Eaton 2009).

We believe these same principles will apply to public-sector union–
management collaborative partnerships in education, and so schools that
are able to establish stable partnership arrangements should experience
greater performance from both teachers and students.

Hypothesis 1: There will be a positive relationship between institutional partnership
and student achievement.

Partnerships, Collaboration, and Performance

An extensive literature on collaborative team-based organizations points to
an increase in horizontal coordination through information exchange that
replaces the hierarchical control systems of scientific management, resulting
in greater responsiveness and flexibility (Aoki 1990; Womack, Jones, and
Roos 1990; MacDuffie and Krafcik 1992; Tsai 2002; Brass, Galaskiewicz,
Greve, and Tsai 2004.) This trend is particularly true in industries such as
education, where work is knowledge-intensive and where quality, innova-
tion, and rapid response to customer needs are important (Aoki 1990). In
these organizations, workers’ tacit knowledge becomes linked to that of
workers in other units, informal communication networks become critical
for coordination, and knowledge leading to innovation crosses departmen-
tal boundaries (MacDuffie 1995). Collaborative work systems break down
organizational silos through the use of teams and other formal and informal
collaborative practices, increasing lateral communication, information and
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knowledge sharing, and innovative organizational responses (Trist 1981;
Mintzberg 1983; Shimada and MacDuffie 1986; MacDuffie and Krafcik
1992). Further, reduced hierarchy supports more democratic patterns of
decision making (Sackman and Nie 1970; Keen 1991; Taylor and Van Every
1993).

Applying this framework to education, we view school quality not simply
as a function of individual teachers but also as a result of the interaction of
teachers with one another and with administrators—the collaborative net-
work among educators within schools. Indeed, considerable evidence indi-
cates that quality improvement in an educational environment is based on
improving curriculum and instructional practice and on analyzing student
performance and making adjustments to improve learning. This all requires
input, cooperation, and coordination—in essence, a highly collaborative
organization. For example, Goddard, Goddard, and Tschannen-Moran
(2007) found a significant positive association between greater collaboration
for school improvement and student performance, and Leana and Pil
(2006) showed that performance and performance improvement were
greater in elementary schools in which teacher social capital was high.
Similarly, Moolenaar, Sleegers, and Daly (2011) found that teachers
reported stronger climates for innovation in schools in which teacher com-
munication networks were denser in informal advice-seeking ties.

Yet while these studies have linked social capital and student perfor-
mance in public schools, they have not examined the links between union–
management partnership arrangements, school-level collaboration, and stu-
dent performance. And the education literature is largely silent on the ques-
tion of the antecedents to collaboration and the building of social capital.
Similarly, with some exceptions (Rubinstein 2000; Rubinstein and Kochan
2001; Eaton, Rubinstein, and McKersie 2004; Kochan, Eaton, McKersie, and
Adler 2009; Rubinstein and Eaton 2009), most of the research on private-
sector labor–management partnerships has focused on the institutional
arrangements and outcomes but less on the specific ways in which colla-
boration has changed how the organizations have functioned, employees
have communicated, and work is coordinated.1 Thus, although there is a
growing consensus that collaborative work systems include features that
increase lateral coordination between employees and more vertical involve-
ment in decisions previously reserved for management (Ichniowski et al.
1996; Gittell 2002), few studies have explicitly examined the changes in the
structure of collaboration between employees and between employees and
management that have led to improved organizational performance.

1As an exception, studies on the private sector have shown that organizations’ communication net-
works can be shaped by the relationship between management and the union (Rubinstein, 2000, 2001a,
2003; Rubinstein and Kochan, 2001; Rubinstein and Eaton 2009). This work looked primarily at
corporate-level union–management institutional partnerships, however, and not at the collaboration they
foster at the operational level.
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We suggest that union–management partnerships may fundamentally
change the nature of collaboration between professionals at the workplace
level and that this in turn affects performance. Drawing from the industrial
relations literature, for example, we find evidence that partnerships
enhance organizational outcomes by 1) organizing more human resources
toward improvement efforts (MacDuffie 1995; Freeman and Rogers 1999);
2) providing solutions directly from employees who are closer to the prob-
lems (Appelbaum and Batt 1994), Rubinstein and Kochan 2001); and 3)
gaining greater support for the implementation of decisions from those
who participated directly in making them (Rubinstein, Bennett, and
Kochan 1993; Freeman and Rogers 1999). Performance improvement is
also due in part to the institutional networks union–management partner-
ships create across organizations, linking people in ways that facilitate coor-
dination and responsiveness (Kaufman and Levine 2000; Rubinstein 2000,
2001b; Rubinstein and Kochan 2001).

Our observations and interviews across numerous school districts
revealed that school-level partnerships often create structures/institutions
that facilitate denser and more productive collaboration among site profes-
sionals. For example, we observed that in schools with strong labor–
management partnerships, teachers and administrators often organized
joint committees to solve problems and make decisions important to the
functioning of the school. Further, principals and union building represen-
tatives met weekly on collaborative leadership teams to discuss substantive
school issues, to solve problems, and to engage in site-based decision mak-
ing, including textbook adoption, school schedules, and the hiring process
for each school.

In the case of the school district we studied for this article, six schools
with high poverty rates came together to form the South Side
Collaborative—a cohort of schools that explicitly focused on collaboration-
driven improvement for low reading levels among the high population of
English language learners (ELL). Professionals from these schools traveled
around the country together to research reading programs and professional
development. The local union actually increased its membership dues to
pay for substitute teachers so South Side faculty could be released to take
the professional development training. The teachers and administrators in
each of these six schools collaborated to choose new reading programs
themselves rather than having the district make that decision for them.
Collaboration within and across these schools embraced not only improving
curriculum and instructional practices but also working together on recruit-
ing, hiring, compensating, and retaining high-quality teachers as well as
expanding research-based professional development. Teachers began to
meet in ‘‘vertical teams’’ across grade levels to work on connecting and
coordinating the reading curriculum from year to year. The implementa-
tion by these educators was so successful that student reading performance
showed significant improvement. Between 1999, when the efforts on the
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South Side began, and 2011, all six schools saw a significant growth in
achievement as measured by California’s Academic Performance Index
(API) test that measures skills in English/language arts, math, science, and
history/social studies.

In this way, the labor–management partnership engendered a culture of
inclusiveness in decision making and the foundation for strong ongoing
school-level collaboration that supported student achievement. In addition,
the local union in the district organized formal training sessions several
times a year in order to prepare its building representatives for their roles
as union leaders operating in partnership with building principals.
Approximately 50% of the building representatives attended this training
each year. Further, the union holds monthly building representative meet-
ings that include updates on the partnership so the business of the union is
integrated with participation in managing the district through the partner-
ship. This extensive involvement of union members and leaders in the part-
nership at the school level appeared to have created a strong network of
teacher-and-administrator and teacher-and-teacher collaboration that con-
tributed to improved communication, coordination, and problem solving.
In other words, the partnership seemed to support strong collaboration
norms within schools.

For example, here is a quote from a union leader:

Teachers and administrators got together and worked on the evaluation piece
for the SIG grant [school improvement grant] which included school-wide
goals—so each teacher, regardless of the subject they taught, would have
English and math goals that would be embedded within the curriculum. So that
caused conversations about integration of subjects to happen for the first time
in a school that was very siloed—where math and science and English didn’t talk
to each other. . . . On their evaluation was a standard—how are they using data
to drive their curriculum, and how did that tie into their English and math
school-wide goals. And they had to have a portfolio that had proof of that. Well,
they shared those documents [in the portfolio] with each other, so they were
sharing best practices and the documents they were using to satisfy the evalua-
tion. . . . However, it also seeded ideas within each other’s practice by doing that,
causing them to have greater collaboration across the subjects, integrating each
other’s practices, integrating curriculum across the board. That is powerful in
the sense that because math and English became school-wide scores you chan-
ged the mentality of the teacher to worry about the whole learning experience
of the student rather than a subject piece of what the student is learning, and
that translated into higher scores, and best practices. . . . The partnership struc-
tures were instrumental in creating the dialogue needed to work on the evalua-
tion changes required by the SIG requirements.

Thus we see school-level collaboration as a mediator between strong union–
management partnerships and student achievement (see Figure 1). In other
words, while Hypothesis 1 predicts that strong partnerships have a positive
impact on student achievement, we believe this happens through the colla-
boration that partnerships foster at the school level and that partnership
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and collaboration are not independent predictors of student achievement.
We model partnerships as the antecedent of collaboration by creating a cli-
mate in schools that fosters and supports open communication and colla-
boration among educators, and we suggest that this collaboration in turn
has a positive impact on student achievement.

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between institutional partnership and student
achievement will be mediated by teacher collaboration.

Methods

Research Setting

Our research was undertaken in the ABC Unified School District, a
California urban public school district. The school district is noteworthy for
the strong union–management collaborative partnership arrangement that
has existed between district management and the AFT local union, which
was formed after a tumultuous strike in mid-1990s. Over the past half-
decade, the school district as a whole has distinguished itself as a high per-
former, with a student body consisting of approximately 20,800 ethnically
and linguistically diverse students. As with many urban school districts in
the United States, many from the student body are financially disadvantaged
(roughly 45.5% qualify for the federally funded free or reduced-price lunch
program). The district houses 30 schools, of which 19 are elementary
schools, five are middle schools, and five are high schools. One school is an
adult school offering remedial education and career development for older
students in the surrounding community. The district employed slightly
more than 1,100 full-time educators during the period covered in this
research.

Three schools were removed from our sample because of demographic
peculiarities of the student body. One school was an elite high school that
served especially gifted students with an extensive acceptance process.
Another school represented the opposite extreme—a high school designed
to serve students with disciplinary problems, such as those with histories of
violence or drug use. Given the peculiarities of their student populations,
we treated these two sites as outliers and removed them from our sample.
We also removed the adult school from our sample, in light of the nontradi-
tional student population and the fact that the school did not administer
standardized tests, which we used to assess school performance (see below).

Figure 1. Conceptual Model
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The sample used for our analysis therefore consisted of 27 schools, which
together employed roughly 930 teachers.

Institutional Partnership

The school district in which our study was carried out has been committed
to extending labor–management partnership from the district level to the
school level. A large part of this effort involved increasing communication
frequency between school union representatives and principals. We admi-
nistered a survey in the 2011 school year asking union representatives to
approximate how frequently they communicated with their principal about
professional issues. Specifically, they were asked to generalize whether their
communication with their principal occurred primarily ‘‘daily,’’‘‘weekly,’’
‘‘monthly,’’ or ‘‘not at all.’’ We coded the responses at the school level on a
scale of one to four, where ‘‘not at all’’ was coded as 1, primarily ‘‘monthly’’
communications were coded as 2, primarily ‘‘weekly’’ communications were
coded as 3, and primarily ‘‘daily’’ communications were coded as 4. We
received surveys from 25 of the 27 schools in our sample, for a response rate
of 93%.

Communication frequency between union representatives and principals
provided an indirect measure for school-level institutional partnership. In
an effort to assess institutional partnership more directly and to add a man-
agement perspective to the assessment by union representatives, we also
asked the school district’s superintendent to rate the quality of labor–
management partnership at each of the district’s schools. The superinten-
dent has been a vocal proponent of partnership building and had stayed
abreast of partnership-building efforts across the district’s schools. Her sur-
vey consisted of a single question, which asked her to rate each of the dis-
trict’s schools on a scale of one to four, with 1 representing low institutional
partnership and 4 representing high institutional partnership. Partnership
was defined as a collaborative institutional relationship between the school-
union representative and the school principal, which emphasized shared
decision making and student achievement. The superintendent rated each
of the 27 schools in our sample.

The communication frequencies reported by union representatives had
not been shared with anyone in the school district. Yet union representa-
tives’ reported communication frequencies correlated strongly with the
superintendent’s assessments of school-level partnership (r = .68). In partic-
ular, union representatives reported much higher communication frequen-
cies in schools rated by the superintendent as high in partnership.
Therefore, we assessed school-level institutional partnership according to 1)
the frequency of professional communication between labor–union repre-
sentatives and principals, as reported by union representatives and 2) the
superintendent’s rating of school institutional partnership. We combined the
variables by taking the average across the two scores. The superintendent’s
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rating was used for the two schools with missing data on union rep-principal
communication frequency. Thus we derived a measure of institutional part-
nership for all 27 schools retained in our sample.

Mediator Variable

This study hypothesized that the effects of labor–management partnership
on performance would operate through a stronger collaborative climate at
the school level. To measure collaborative climate, we used two survey items
from a short climate survey administered by district leadership to all teach-
ers in January 2011. Responses were coded on a scale from 1 to 4: 1 indi-
cated that a collaborative norm was not at all characteristic of a particular
school, and 4 indicated that a norm was highly characteristic of the school.
We note that these scales forced respondents to not take a neutral position.
However, Alwin and Krosnick (1991) found that neutral options did not
improve scale reliability.

1. The development of the school plan is meaningful and collaborative.
2. Our school initiatives are meaningful and developed collaboratively.

These two survey questions have strong face validity and covaried strongly
(r = .95). The overall response rate across the schools retained in our sam-
ple was 69%. We averaged individual factor scores to the school level for
our analyses, giving equal weight to each item.

Dependent Variables

The California Academic Performance Index (API) is used as a composite
measure that reflects students’ achievement in a variety of assessments,
including the California Standards Tests (CSTs), the California Alternate
Performance Assessment (CAPA), the California Modified Assessment, and
for high school students, the California High School Exit Examination
(CAHSEE). Graduation and dropout rates are also factored into the
scores. State officials in California have used API scores as a primary
means by which they monitor and rank the relative performance of
schools and school districts and publicize district and school-level scores,
which they report online. API scores range from 200 to 1,000. For this
study, we examined API Performance Improvement, which represents the
overall change in a school’s API score from the 2011 school year to the
2012 school year.

Control Variables

A variety of student, teacher, and community-level characteristics affect stu-
dent outcomes. Research has consistently shown that the socioeconomic
characteristics of the student body play a powerful role in determining
school outcomes, including performance on standardized tests (e.g., Leana
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and Pil 2006; Ravitch 2011). We control for poverty by the percentage of
students in each school who qualify for the free or reduced-price lunch pro-
gram. Other characteristics relating to teachers, students, and the surround-
ing community can also affect student achievement outcomes. In line with
earlier studies in education (Leana and Pil 2006; Goddard et al. 2007), and
in an effort to account for other possibly omitted variables, we also control
for baseline API performance, or the performance score that a school
earned in the previous year (i.e., 2010).

Qualitative Data

Over the course of several years studying this district, we conducted more
than 100 interviews with current and former superintendents, current and
former union presidents, school board members, central office administra-
tors, school principals, union building representatives and executive board
members, teachers, support staff, and members of the business community.
In addition, we reviewed archival data including contracts, memorandums
of understanding, student performance data, and internal reports. Further,
we attended school board meetings, partnership retreats and training ses-
sions, union meetings, school-level partnership meetings, and professional
development training, as well as actual classes taught by faculty in the
schools.

Results

Descriptive statistics for all the measures included in this study are in
Table 1. The poverty rate (percentage of students on free or reduced-
price lunch) varies across the schools in the district from roughly 13 to
100%. Although not shown, the average API scores in the 2011 and 2012
school years were roughly 834 (SD = 76.36) and 849 (SD = 66.39), respec-
tively. Improvement in API scores over that period (i.e., the difference
between 2012 and 2011) ranged from 218 API points to 58 API points,
with an average gain of 14.52 API points (SD = 17.87). Correlations are
presented in Table 2.

Our regressions are presented in Table 3. To help ensure robust results,
regressions have been bootstrapped (2,000 repetitions). We first present the

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics

Variable Observations Mean SD Min. Max.

Institutional partnership 27 3.19 .64 1.5 4
Collaboration climate 27 3.18 0.57 2.395 3.91
Poverty 27 52.99 27.95 13.2 100
API (2010) 27 818.78 85.16 636 968
API improvement (2011–2012) 27 14.52 17.87 –18 58
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relationship between our control variables and student achievement.
Socioeconomic status and baseline achievement scores both show strong,
highly significant associations with student achievement in expected direc-
tions. The negative association between socioeconomic status and student
achievement underlines the (often neglected) reality that school perfor-
mance outcomes are powerfully driven by the socioeconomic conditions of
the surrounding community. Entered in model 2, our measure of institu-
tional partnership bears a positive and significant association with perfor-
mance improvement from 2011 to 2012 (p \ .05). The institutional
partnership variable also adds considerably to the explained variance, mov-
ing the Adjusted R 2 from .42 to .55.

Our second hypothesis predicted that school collaboration would med-
iate the relationship between institutional partnership and student achieve-
ment. We tested mediation following Baron and Kenny (1986) and

Table 2. Correlations

Institutional
partnership

Collaboration
climate Poverty

API
(2010)

API improvement
(2011–2012)

Institutional partnership 1
Collaboration climate .64* 1
Poverty .28 0.2906 1
API (2010) 2.29 20.31 20.88* 1
API improvement (2011–2012) .51* 0.61* 0.36 –0.59* 1

Note: Correlations use unstandardized variables. Two-tailed test. N = 27.
*p \ .05.

Table 3. Predictors of API Improvement

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Controls
Poverty 213.18*

(6.62)
213.93*

(5.53)
213.87**

(4.48)
API baseline (2010) 222.29***

(6.39)
220.94***

(5.20)
219.92***

(4.09)
Predictor
Institutional partnership 6.93*

(3.25)
2.81

(3.69)
Mediator
Collaboration climate 6.89*

(2.94)
Constant 14.52

(2.64)
14.52
(2.40)

14.52
(2.11)

Adjusted R 2 .42 .55 .64
N 27 27 27

Note: Standardized coefficients shown. Models bootstrapped at 2,000 repetitions. Bootstrapped standard
errors in parentheses.
*p \ .05; **p \ .01; ***p \ .001.
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Preacher and Hayes (2008). Baron and Kenny noted that mediation is sup-
ported when the independent variable associates with the mediator variable
and the direct effect of an independent variable on the dependent variable
becomes zero (full mediation) or reduces significantly in size (partial media-
tion) after the statistically significant mediator variable is introduced. Our
measure for institutional partnership showed a strong association with our
mediator variable, collaboration climate (p \ .01), satisfying Baron and
Kenny’s first requirement. As shown in model 2, institutional partnership also
associated with performance, satisfying their second requirement. When
entered alongside institutional partnership and control variables (model 3),
collaboration climate shows a positive significant association with performance
improvement, while the institutional partnership variable loses significance.
This satisfies their third requirement and lends support for full mediation.

Preacher and Hayes (2008) emphasized the importance of testing the signif-
icance of the indirect effect directly—that is, the reduction of the effect on the
primary independent variable on the outcome after controlling for the media-
tor variable. The indirect effect of the mediator variable with bootstrapped
effect sizes and confidence intervals is presented in Table 4. Specifically, follow-
ing Preacher and Hayes, we calculated the indirect effects using coefficients
from the final step in our regression model (i.e., model 3) and used bootstrap-
ping procedures to derive 95% confidence intervals (CIs) for the indirect
effect estimates. An indirect effect is significant (at the .05 level) when zero is
not included in the 95% CI, as is the case in Table 4 (CI = .59, 7.64). These
findings reconfirm support for our second hypothesis, that the effects of institu-
tional partnership on student achievement operate through (are mediated by)
stronger collaboration among educators at the school level.

Discussion

Partnerships and Performance

This article makes important contributions to both industrial relations and
education scholarship. The goal of this study was to explore the impact of
union–management partnership arrangements on student performance
through educator collaboration. We were interested in exploring how
industrial relations affected educator behavior and in turn student learn-
ing. While industrial relations scholarship has a strong tradition of exam-
ining union–management partnership and organizational performance

Table 4. Indirect Path for Mediated Model

Variable
Value
(SE)

LL 95%
CI

UL 95%
CI

Collaboration climate 4.12*
(1.79)

.60 7.64

Note: Confidence intervals bootstrapped at 2,000 repetitions.
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(Ichniowski et al. 1996), there has been little research on the mechanisms
by which these arrangements affect performance. Although earlier indus-
trial relations research has observed performance benefits to labor–
management partnerships, prior research had not empirically explored
mediating pathways that lead to these positive outcomes. Our study makes
a unique contribution to this literature by empirically examining colla-
boration (specifically, participation in organizational decision making) as
a process variable through which institutionalized labor–management
partnerships improve performance.

Similarly, as noted above, the education literature has long recognized
the importance of educator collaboration on student achievement, linking
social capital to performance outcomes in schools (Leana and Pil 2006;
Goddard et al. 2007; Pil and Leana 2009). However, that literature has not
gone far in unpacking institutions that support effective collaboration—identi-
fying, for example, the antecedents or catalysts to effective collaboration.
Moreover, the role that institutionalized partnerships (specifically, teacher
union representatives collaborating with their principals) play, has, to our
knowledge, never been examined. We find that stronger school-level labor–
management partnerships are associated with greater growth in student per-
formance over time and that the effect of the partnerships is mediated by
stronger educator collaboration at the school level. Including institutional
partnership and collaboration climate (our mediating variable) increased the
explained variance by 22% (R2 improved from .42 to .64). Interpreting our
coefficients, a one-standard-deviation increase in collaboration climate corre-
sponds with approximately a 9% increase in API improvement from 2011 to
2012. Our results thus suggest that labor–management partnerships enable
social environments that support quality teaching and student achievement.

Our findings have strong practical relevance at a time when teachers’
participation in decision making has been increasingly constrained by
administrative controls and policies (e.g., charter schools and incentive pay,
teacher evaluation systems based on standardized testing, the U.S.
Department of Education’s Race to the Top program) that promote compe-
tition between teachers and schools rather than collaboration. In that dis-
course, teachers’ unions have typically been characterized as unavoidable
obstacles in school reform initiatives—something to be overcome or at least
pacified by administrators as they attempt to overhaul their district’s norms
and practices. This research tells a counter-story, pointing to the leadership
role that unions can play in school reform by creating institutional partner-
ships with administrations that lead to greater collaboration among educa-
tors. Our findings also underscore the importance of taking a systems
perspective when considering strategies for organizational improvement,
and they contribute to a growing literature (e.g., Beach and Kaboolian
2005; Koppich 2005; Bluestone and Kochan 2011) that shows the critical
importance of institutionalizing broad stakeholder participation when trying
to promote high-performing schools.
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Like all research, our study has limitations. One limitation concerns the
generalizability of this work. All the schools we studied were from a single
school district, and this district has sustained a union–management partner-
ship for more than a decade. This research needs to be replicated in
other districts, including those without a union–management partnership
arrangement, and in nonunion charter schools as well. Also, we were lim-
ited by the sample size (27 schools) that we were able to include in our
study. In future research we need to expand the number of schools in the
sample. Further, while we were able to measure performance change across
school years, a longitudinal study that included multiple years of school
partnership and climate data would help increase our confidence in causal-
ity. In addition, though our research looked at school partnerships and
their relationship to school-level collaboration norms, there are even more
opportunities for greater nuance—for example, how partnerships affect the
structure of participation within grade levels (elementary and middle school)
and within academic departments. Finally, our performance outcome mea-
sures were based largely on standardized test scores—measures common in
both educational and policy research. These measures are important, but they
likely do not tell the whole story, and thus we need to complement them with
other measures of student achievement and learning.

Conclusions

This research suggests that union–management partnerships can signifi-
cantly improve student performance through their effects on school-level
collaboration. The research presented in this article builds a strong case for
efforts to expand collaborative partnerships as a vehicle for school reform
and improvement. As noted, more studies need to be done to confirm these
results—more schools and more districts, including those without partner-
ship arrangements, need to be examined.

Although the ABC Unified School District is not typical of school districts
across the country, having established a union–management partnership
that has survived for more than a decade, it faces challenges that are common
to many school districts. As noted, it is a high-poverty district with 46% of stu-
dents on free or reduced-priced lunch and a high percentage of English lan-
guage learners. Whereas poverty remains a key predictor of student
achievement, our data suggest that student performance can be significantly
improved by institutional union–management partnerships and the increased
school-level collaboration that results from them, even in high-poverty schools.
Schools with stronger partnerships had significantly higher scores on
California’s standardized tests, even after we controlled for poverty. The effect
of poverty on student achievement cannot be ignored, yet some of the organi-
zational and industrial relations solutions studied here focus attention on what
teachers and administrators can uniquely do in high-poverty schools to
improve learning. If a partnership can succeed in a district with these
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challenges, it should be possible elsewhere, including in other high-poverty
districts. We intentionally chose this district because of this anomaly—being
poorly resourced, with strong performance gains and an effective union–
management partnership that changed its employment relations framework.
We felt this was a great case for theory generation. The shared interests
between the district administration and the local union in surmounting the
challenges the district faced have held this partnership together, and these
challenges can be found in public schools across the country.

We believe this research provides an alternative direction for improving
U.S. public education. Tests can reveal deficiencies in student knowledge
but can offer little more beyond alerting parents and teachers to a problem.
Further, neither charter schools nor teacher evaluations based on test
scores are necessarily designed to find solutions to remedy those gaps in stu-
dent achievement. These partnerships use collaboration as a means to find
and implement solutions to problems, and since teacher participation is
essential to the process, ownership of solutions and decisions is widespread.
Because partnerships are problem-focused, we suggest that they have the
capacity to take the critical next steps and provide solutions that improve
teaching and student learning.

It is unlikely, however, that collaborative school reform can be sustained
or institutionalized without widespread support from state and federal pol-
icy. If policymakers and educators want to create and support more long-
term partnership arrangements in U.S. school districts, we suggest that they
provide incentives for districts to establish union–management partnerships
and collaborative approaches to developing curriculum and instructional
practice, teacher evaluation, professional development, mentoring, and peer
review. School reform must not be just top down; ways must be found to
build upon, support, and cultivate local district innovation as well. Research
on union–management partnerships and collaborative reform in the U.S.
steel industry in the 1990s, for example, showed that the most effective
improvements benefited from policies and contract language that enabled
innovation from within organizations rather than from policies and contract
language that were overly prescriptive (Rubinstein 2003). The lesson for
public school reform is that innovation around collaborative partnerships
should be developed locally around the needs and cultures of local school
districts and local unions with support from the state and federal levels.
States could offer leadership training and skill development in partnerships
and collaborative management for local districts. In this way they could build
local capacity and facilitate organizational change and innovation.

We hope this study encourages more research on the impact of institutional
union–management partnerships on teacher collaboration, teaching quality,
and student performance and that it contributes in some way to broadening
the debate on effective approaches to school reform. At this moment, it is hard
to imagine more important priorities for our economy and society.

16 ILR REVIEW



References
Adler, Paul S. 1995. Democratic Taylorism: The Toyota production system at NUMMI. In

Steve Babson (Ed.), Lean Work: Empowerment and Exploitation in the Global Auto Industry, pp.
207–19. Detroit: Wayne State University Press.

Alwin, Duane F., and Jon A. Krosnick. 1991. The reliability of survey attitude measurement:
The influence of question and respondent attributes. Sociological Methods and Research
20(1): 139–81

Aoki, Masahiko. 1990. Toward an economic model of the Japanese firm. Journal of Economic
Literature 27(1): 1–27.

Appelbaum, Eileen, Thomas Bailey, Peter Berg, and Arne L. Kalleberg. 2000. Manufacturing
Advantage: Why High-Performance Work Systems Pay Off. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Baron, Reuben M., and David A. Kenny. 1986. The moderator–mediator variable distinction
in social psychological research: Conceptual, strategic, and statistical considerations. Jour-
nal of Personality and Social Psychology 51(6): 1173–82.

Beach, Allyne, and L. Kaboolian. 2005. Working better together: A practical guide for union
leaders, elected officials and managers to improve public services. Ford Foundation, Pub-
lic Sector Labor Management Committee, HLS Labor & Worklife Program. Report.

Bluestone, Barry, and Thomas A. Kochan. 2011. Toward a New Grand Bargain: Collaborative
Approaches to Labor-Management Reform in Massachusetts. Boston: Boston Foundation.

Brass, Daniel J., Joseph Galaskiewicz, Henrich R. Greve, and Wenpin Tsai. 2004. Taking stock
of networks and organizations: A multilevel perspective. Academy of Management Journal
47(6): 795–817.

Commons, John R. 1913. Labor and Administration. New York: Macmillan.
Cooke, William N. 1992. Product quality improvement through employee participation: The

effects of unionization and joint union-management administration. Industrial and Labor
Relations Review 46(1): 119–34.

Cutcher-Gershenfeld, Joel. 1987. Xerox and the ACTWU: Tracing a transformation in indus-
trial relations. In Fred K. Foulkes and E. Robert Livernash (Eds.), Human Resources Man-
agement, 2nd ed. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall.

Dufour, Richard, and Robert Eaker. 1998. Professional Learning Communities at Work: Best Prac-
tices for Enhancing Student Achievement. Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree Press.

DuFour, Richard, Robert Eaker, and Rebecca DuFour. 2008. Revisiting Professional Learning
Communities at Work: New Insights for Improving Schools. Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree Press.

Eaton, Adrienne, and Paula Voos. 1994. Productivity enhancing innovations in work organi-
zation, compensation, and employee participation in the union vs. non-union sectors. In
David Lewin and Bruce Kaufman (Eds.), Advances in Industrial and Labor Relations, Vol. 6,
pp. 63–109. Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.

Eaton, Susan C., Saul A. Rubinstein, and Robert B. McKersie. 2004. Building and sustaining
labor-management partnerships: Recent experiences in the U.S. In David Lewin and
Bruce Kaufman (Eds.), Advances in Industrial and Labor Relations 13: 139–59.

Freeman, Richard B., and James L. Medoff. 1984. What Do Unions Do? New York: Basic Books.
Freeman, Richard B., and Joel Rogers. 1999. What Workers Want. Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univer-

sity Press.
Frost, Ann C. 2000. Explaining variation in workplace restructuring: The role of local union

capabilities. Industrial and Labor Relations Review 53(4): 559–78.
Gittell, Jody Hoffer. 2002. Coordinating mechanisms in care provider groups: Relational

coordination as a mediator and input uncertainty as a moderator of performance effects.
Management Science 48: 1408–26.

Goddard, Yvonne, Roger Goddard, and Meghan Tschannen-Moran. 2007. A theoretical and
empirical investigation of teacher collaboration for school improvement and student
achievement in public elementary schools. Teachers College Record 109(4): 877–96.

Golden, Clinton S., and Virginia Parker. 1949. Causes of Industrial Peace under Collective Bar-
gaining. New York: Harper & Bros.

Heckscher, Charles C. 1988. The New Unionism: Employee Involvement in the Changing Corpora-
tion. New York: Basic Books.

UNION–MANAGEMENT PARTNERSHIPS IN EDUCATION 17



Heckscher, Charles, Michael Maccoby, Rafael Ramirez, and Pierre-Eric Tixier. 2003. Agents of
Change: Crossing the Post-industrial Divide. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hoerr, John P. 1988. And the Wolf Finally Came: The Decline of the American Steel Industry. Pitts-
burgh: University of Pittsburgh Press.

Hoxby, Caroline M. 1996. How teachers’ unions affect education production. Quarterly Jour-
nal of Economics 111(3): 671–718.

Ichniowski, Casey, and Kathryn Shaw. 1999. The effects of human resource management on
economic performance: An international comparison of US and Japanese plants. Manage-
ment Science 45(5): 704–23.

Ichniowski, Casey, Thomas Kochan, D. Levine, C. Olson, and G. Strauss. 1996. What works at
work: Overview and assessment. Industrial Relations 35(3): 299–333.

Johnson, Susan Moore. 1984. Teacher Unions in Schools. Philadelphia: Temple University Press.
Kaufman, Bruce E., and David I. Levine. 2000. An economic analysis of employee representa-

tion. In Bruce E. Kaufman and Daphne Gottlieb Taras (Eds.), Nonunion Employee Represen-
tation: History, Contemporary Practice, and Policy, pp. 149–75. Armonk, NY: M. E. Sharpe.

Keen, P. 1991. Keynote address: Relevance and rigor in information systems research. In
H. Nissen, H. Klein, and R. Hirschheim (Eds.), Information Systems Research: Contemporary
Approaches and Emergent Traditions, pp. 27–49. Amsterdam: Elsevier (North Holland
Publishing).

Kerchner, Charles Taylor, Julia E. Koppich, and Joseph G. Weeres. 1997. United Mind Workers:
Unions and Teaching in the Knowledge Society. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Kochan, Thomas A., Adrienne E. Eaton, Robert B. McKersie, and Paul S. Adler. 2009. Healing
Together: The Labor-Management Partnership at Kaiser Permanente. Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univer-
sity Press.

Kochan, Thomas, Harry Katz, and Robert McKersie. 1986. The Transformation of American
Industrial Relations. New York: Basic Books.

Koppich, Julia. 2005. Addressing teacher quality through induction, professional compensa-
tion, and evaluation: The effects on labor-management relations. Educational Policy 19(1):
90–111.

Leana, Carrie R., and Frits K. Pil. 2006. Social capital and organizational performance: Evi-
dence from urban public schools. Organization Science 17(3): 353–66.

Levine, David, and Laura D’Andrea Tyson. 1990. Participation, productivity, and the firm’s
environment. In Alan S. Blinder (Ed.), Paying for Productivity. Washington, DC: Brookings
Institution.

Litwin, Adam Seth. 2011. Technological change at work: The impact of employee involve-
ment on the effectiveness of health information technology. Industrial and Labor Relations
Review 64(5): 863–88.

MacDuffie, John Paul. 1995. Human resource bundles and manufacturing performance:
Organizational logic and flexible production systems in the world auto industry. Industrial
and Labor Relations Review 48(2): 197–221.

MacDuffie, John Paul, and John Krafcik. 1992. Integrating technology and human resources
for high performance manufacturing: Evidence from the international auto industry. In
Thomas Kochan and Micheal Useem (Eds.), Transforming Organizations. New York: Oxford
University Press.

Mintzberg, Henry. 1983. Structure in Fives: Designing Effective Organizations. Englewood Cliffs,
NJ: Prentice-Hall.

Moolenaar, Nienke M., Alan J. Daly, and Peter J. C. Sleegers. 2011. Ties with potential: Social
network structure and innovative climate in Dutch schools. Teachers College Record 113(9):
1983–2017.

National Commission on Excellence in Education. 1983. A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for
Educational Reform. Report to the Nation and the Secretary of Education. U.S. Department
of Education. University of Michigan.

NY State Department of Education, Office of Cultural Education. 2009. Federal education
policy and the states, 1945–2009. The Clinton years: Education summit. Accessed at the
New York State Archives, http://www.archives.nysed.gov/edpolicy/altformats/ed_back
ground_overview_essay.pdf.

18 ILR REVIEW



Osterman, Paul. 2000. Work reorganization in an era of restructuring: Trends in diffusion
and effects on employee welfare. Industrial and Labor Relations Review 53(2): 179–96.

Pil, Frits K., and Carrie Leana. 2009. Applying organizational research to public school
reform: The effects of teacher human and social capital on student performance. Academy
of Management Journal ARCHIVE 52(6): 1101–24.

Preacher, Kristopher J., and Andrew F. Hayes. 2008. Asymptotic and resampling strategies
for assessing and comparing indirect effects in multiple mediator models. Behavior
Research Methods 40: 879–91.

Ravitch, Diane. 2011. The Death and Life of the Great American School System: How Testing and
Choice Are Undermining Education, Rev. ed. New York: Basic Books.

———. 2013. Reign of Error: The Hoax of the Privatization Movement and the Danger to America’s
Public Schools. New York: Knopf.

Rubinstein, Saul A. 2000. The impact of co-management on quality performance: The case
of the Saturn Corporation. Industrial and Labor Relations Review 53(2): 197–218.

———. 2001a. A different kind of company, a different kind of union: Balancing co-
management and representation. Industrial Relations 40(2): 163–201.

———. 2001b. Unions as value-adding networks: Possibilities for the future of U.S. unionism.
Journal of Labor Research 22(3): 581–98.

———. 2003. Partnerships of steel-forging high involvement work systems in the US steel
industry: A view from the local unions. In David Lewin and Bruce Kaufman (Eds.),
Advances in Industrial and Labor Relations, Vol. 12: 115–44. Emerald, Bingley, UK.

Rubinstein, Saul, Michael Bennett, and Thomas Kochan. 1993. The Saturn partnership:
Co-management and the reinvention of the local union. In Bruce Kaufman and Morris
Kleiner (Eds.), Employee Representation: Alternatives and Future Directions. Madison, WI: Indus-
trial Relations Research Association (IRRA) Press.

Rubinstein, Saul A., and Adrienne A. Eaton. 2009. The effects of high involvement work sys-
tems on employee and union-management communications networks. In David Lewin
and Bruce Kaufman (Eds.), Advances in Industrial and Labor Relations, Vol. 16: 109–35.
Bingley, UK: Emerald Group.

Rubinstein, Saul A., and Thomas A. Kochan 2001. Learning from Saturn: Possibilities for Corpo-
rate Governance and Employee Relations. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Rubinstein, Saul A., and John E. McCarthy. 2012. Public school reform through union-
management collaboration. Advances in Industrial and Labor Relations 20: 1–50.

Sackman, Harold, and Norman Nie (Eds.). 1970. The Information Utility and Social Change.
New York: American Federation of Information Processing Societies (AFIPS) Press.

Schurman, Susan, and Adrienne E. Eaton. 1996. Introduction to the special issue. Labor Stud-
ies Journal 21(2): 3–26.

Shimada, Haruo, and John Paul MacDuffie. 1986. Industrial relations and humanware. Work-
ing Paper. Sloan School of Management, MIT.

Slichter, Sumner. 1941. Union Policies and Industrial Management. Washington, DC: Brookings
Institution.

Slichter, Sumner, James J. Healy, and E. Robert Livernash. 1960. The Impact of Collective Bar-
gaining on Management. Washington, DC: Brookings Institution.

Taylor, James R., and Elizabeth J. Van Every. 1993. The Vulnerable Fortress: Bureaucratic Organi-
zation and Management in the Information Age. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.

Trist, Eric. 1981. The evolution of socio-technical systems: A conceptual framework. In Andy
Van de Ven and William Joyce (Eds.), Perspectives on Organizational Design and Behaviour.
New York: Wiley Interscience.

Tsai, Wenpin. 2002. Social structure of ‘‘coopetition’’ within a multiunit organization: Coor-
dination, competition, and intraorganizational knowledge sharing. Organization Science
13(2): 179–90.

Womack, James, Daniel Jones, and Daniel Roos. 1990. The Machine That Changed the World.
New York: Rawson.

UNION–MANAGEMENT PARTNERSHIPS IN EDUCATION 19




