KEYNOTE  ADDRESS  BY  MR. ELSWORTH YOUNG AT

OPENING OF AGM OF BSTU AT HARRISON COLLEGE SCHOOL  HALL ON WEDNESDAY, APRIL 18, 2007
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Madame Chairperson,

Other members of the Executive of the Barbados Secondary Union of Teachers;

Representatives of the Ministry of Education, Youth Affairs and Sports;

Members of the Media, Ladies and Gentlemen:

It is a distinct honour to address this opening ceremony of the Annual General Meeting of the Barbados Secondary Teachers’ Union which has as its theme “Teacher Trade Unionism in Barbados: Threats and Challenges”.  

The identification of such a theme is a clear indication that this union takes very seriously its dual role as a representative of teachers and as a stakeholder in the education system of Barbados and is prepared to explore avenues of new thinking as it embarks on the process of charting an imaginative set of strategies for action in the immediate future and beyond.

It would be axiomatic to state that your union, by virtue of the composition of its membership, has an abiding commitment to the development of education in our country, notwithstanding its primary goal of protecting the rights of its membership. In such a context, what then are some of the main threats and challenges that confront the organisation as it pursues its simultaneous role as rights protector and purveyor of educational improvement?

Honouring such a task should of necessity require an examination of the various actors, institutions, processes, practices and other phenomena that bear on the practice of trade unionism in the educational sector and their effect on the operations of the Union.
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Threats and Challenges
A close look at the threats and challenges facing an organisation seems to suggest to me that you are really looking at similar factors for indeed threats refer to factors outside the control of the organisation which present challenges that must be confronted.  

For example, a competitor to a private enterprise is a threat that is external to that organisation.  Such a threat could properly be treated as a challenge.  To apply the elements of strategic organisational analysis, we can add weaknesses and opportunities to our exercise.  So we are really in a sense looking at entire range of issues that face your union in the conduct of its functions.  Threats can therefore be seen as challenges.

Time does not permit such an exhaustive examination of all the issues that impinge on the work of the BSTU and so I will share some ideas on issues that appear to be the most challenging ones from my perspective as student of employment relations and former staff member of the Ministry of Education.  

It is envisaged that these issues will entail further discussion within union circles and that their possible implementation, if found acceptable to the union, will take some time as is indeed the case with strategic matters.

Trade Union Structure

The first issue is the structure of organisation that represents government teachers.  Since a teacher is a professional and properly classified as such, why should teachers be represented by two organisations – the BUT and BSTU?  While one understands the historical factors that led to the existence of two separate bodies, surely the time has come to integrate the two entities.  

Such an arrangement would not only provide more power to teachers in the employment relationship with Government but command more respect and voice for teachers within CTUSAB, the national trade union organisation.  Such, an integrated teachers’ organisation could help in transforming CTUSAB into a more stable force in the conduct of collective negotiations with Government.
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The outcome of the last round of public sector wage negotiations caused me to wonder why CTUSAB was established in the first place.  Government as the employer concluded an agreement with the National Union of Public Workers that co-existed with alternate proposals from an entity called CTUSAB (of which the NUPW is a member).  Lest you ask me what is the relevance of this turn of events to the BSTU and my proposal for an integrated teachers’union, may I respectfully state that, given the vagaries of employment relations, we cannot predict when teachers may need the combined strength of a composite organisation in pursuit of an industrial relations objective.

I need say no more on this untidy situation which has serious implications for national trade union cohesiveness.  CTUSAB should conduct a soul-searching exercise to avert a recurrence of such an eventuality.  

Without prejudice to such action, it would be advisable for the BSTU and BUT to commence negotiations on developing a structure for collaboration on issues of mutual concern which will help pave the way for integration.

Employment Relations Reform

The recurring problems in education call for teacher human resource management reform. Over a decade ago, a Teaching Service Commission Act was passed by Parliament but not proclaimed.  This measure should be re-examined with a view to early implementation along with appropriate regulations governing industrial relations in the teaching sector.  

It is not sufficient to acknowledge the three thousand plus teachers as professionals without the supporting legislative framework that modernises management of the employment relations practices. Judicious and fair management of grievances is dear to the hearts of trade unions and yet there is no established procedure in the education sector to provide a proper means of ensuring this vital part organisational justice.  

Events at one of our older secondary schools late last year amply testify to the need for a proper grievance procedure.  Such a mechanism, properly managed, would have in my opinion helped to avert the industrial action taken by this union as well establish a mechanism for handling future complaints of staff.  The success of this system would necessitate training or retraining persons at all levels of the teaching structure in principles and practices of employment relations.

For its part, the BSTU will be challenged to ensure that its members, especially the shop stewards, are adequately trained in latest techniques of grievance management to permit expeditious filing and processing of complaints.  Such training is a responsibility the union cannot avoid apart from the need to ensure that shop stewards are carefully chosen to preserve the image of the union as a responsible partner in the school system and the wider national employment relations system.

Empirical studies in industrial relations have shown that by far the majority of employee complaints are resolved at first line supervisory level.  Therefore, the training of senior teachers, be they year heads or heads of department, should be given priority attention as a matter of policy.

Needless to say, both deputy principals and principals should be adequately equipped to handle any complaints that cannot be resolved by senior teachers at the lower levels.  The establishment of a proper grievance management system will call for commensurate improvements in other key practices in particular performance appraisal and promotion. 

In the former case, work on developing a system has been going on for so long that is difficult to put a date line on it.  Why have teachers’ unions permitted this state of affairs to persist in view of the clear implications for teachers’ effectiveness and their support for unions? 

Rank and file members will equally attach great store to transparency in first time appointments and promotional decisions. In this regard, the question of a proper procedure is vital and one could ask what method was employed in the recent decision to appoint personnel at the St. Leonard’s Boys’ School.  

Notwithstanding the possibility of there being special prevailing circumstances, should it be inferred that no one from amongst the many qualified persons was interested in filling the post of principal?  And if the answer is in the affirmative, what is the position of the union on the need for a policy to ensure that such a practice is not institutionalised?   I need not remind you of the consequences for trade union solidarity in cases of perceived negligence by union leadership in such matters.    

In addressing the need for a relevant employment relations legal framework for teachers, I must caution that time is not on your side.  As you are aware, teachers are currently classified as public officers and the Division of the Civil Service, Ministry of Labour and Civil Service, is pressing ahead with a Public Service Bill that provides no special status for teachers.

Leadership and Management of Schools

The school unit is a special kind of production unit whose output will depend on the quality of resources available especially in the areas of leadership/management, teaching, students and support materials. It follows that overall school output will vary across school units depending on the quality of leadership/management nurtured at the school and the peculiar idiosyncrasies that characterise its culture.

In a way, the principal is responsible for creating the ethos of the school and should be involved in the process of succession planning for the school to help ensure continuity of positive values and practices that he/she would have nurtured.  

The present system of choosing leadership from across the system to fill vacancies as they arise by advertising in the print media does not guarantee continuity of enlightened teaching system within a particular school.  On the contrary, it can have the opposite effect of causing a decline in the quality of education provided by the particular school.

Whilst recognising the general service nature of the teaching system and the rights of individuals, the BSTU should seek to have the system of choosing principals modified to help ensure that persons are chosen on merit on the strength of proper performance appraisal and succession planning.  Filling of vacancies within a prescribed time period should be built into the system.

The choice of an unsuitable principal, in other words, could trigger unhealthy staff relations within a particular school and the wider relationship with the union. The union should press for a review and update of training to prepare persons for top leadership positions in the school system to ensure that such persons are equipped with necessary leadership/management knowledge and skill suited to performance of their duties and responsibilities.

To this end, competence based training should be considered as the preferred method for providing such training not only for prospective school leaders 

but for all teachers within the entire system.  The imminent establishment of the University College of Barbados offers 
opportunity to revamp teacher training.  The competence based approach to learning should be considered as a more appropriate system of training as it seeks to provide persons with the core knowledge and skills for performing duties and responsibilities in accordance performance criteria.

Before leaving the question of school leadership/management, I take this opportunity of commenting on the implications of persons simultaneously holding top leadership positions in unions while serving in the capacity as principal. In the first place, a principal is a leader/manager of the school unit with overall responsibility for directing the operation of the school.  

Now if such a person is at the same time serving as leader of a teachers’ union, it means that sun an individual would be responsible for safeguarding the directing the affairs of that union to help protect the wellbeing of its members at the place of work and in the wider work community.

Exercise of the latter responsibility as union leader might necessitate taking decisions on employment relations issues that conflict with the exercise of leadership/management functions as principal. To take a practical example, if the members of the union democratically voted to take strike action on a matter of principle in support of a union position, the union leadership would be bound to support that proposed course of action that would, by implication, affect his/her own school. 

In the circumstances, the pertinent question must be asked as to which side that union leader would serve when the strike is called – the school management or the union?  One would expect the union leader to support the proposed action as failing to do so would be tantamount to what we classify in the language of industrial relations as “a refusal to cross the picket line”. 

Such a situation would put that person in an awkward position of possible conflict with fellow principals of schools that would be affected by the industrial action.  Let me make it clear that I have no intention of trying to scare persons away from exercising their constitutional right of freedom of association or a sincere desire to protect the interests of fellow professionals. 
At the same time, as the old adage says “you cannot serve God and Mammon”. The drive to achieve one’s career aspirations is a natural motivation impulse. But clear choices would have to be made when confronted with the implications of performing the dual functions as school principal and head of a teachers’ trade union.  Is there a conflict of interests?  

This is an issue which this union must discuss and formulate an appropriate policy to guide the actions of members.  Failure to confront this situation could lead to unnecessary tensions and impediments to effective union representation.

Finally, I could not allow this opportunity to pass without commenting on the vexed question of co-education and suggesting a role for your union in deciding whether such a policy is suited to the teaching of our secondary school students. 

The fact of male underachievement has now become a common topic of ongoing debate and concern in national discussions on education.  And rightly so too.  As a major actor in the education system, what is the position of the BSTU on this question?  And what research or information has the Union generated through the work of its members to clarify the issue and guide the policy makers in finding an answer to this thorny question?  There is enough evidence on the impact of the co-education policy to warrant its comprehensive review and making of required changes. Policy cannot be etched in stone.

On a related subject, what is the position of the union on the shortage of male teachers?  Again what proposals have you submitted to the Ministry of Education to help it to alleviate this situation? I am of the view that there a case for establishing a Gender Affairs Unit at the soon to be established UCB to research  such questions and provide advice on changes in the way our teachers are trained for the emerging workplace.   

I have sought to draw the attention of the BSTU and indeed the wider teacher trade union movement to what I consider to be vital issues that impinge on their operations and the education system. Some of these issues have been on the education agenda for a long time.  The time has come for teachers unions to play a more active role in finding solutions to them. The BSTU must become more assertive.  One would hate to think that we will only take positive action when some research is published by a prominent scholar in the industrialised world?  The BSTU must demonstrate its capacity to make a difference in the wider area of education management.  

And you must take great pains in utilising the mass media to highlight your broader  education initiatives in the national interests, bearing in mind that    the media normally give attention to industrial activities of unions and not other activities of national import. 

If I deviated from my assigned terms of reference, please accept my sincere apologies.  It is hope that the union will find the time to critique the ideas presented in its on going efforts at charting a future path for the organisation and its members.

Globalisation will have a profound impact on the practice of employment relations.  While there is a the tendency to limit the impact analysis to private sector unions, there is clear evidence that public sector unions will also be affected by the ongoing changes.  Your union must gird itself to cope with these challenges as it seeks to protect the welfare of its members whilst contributing to national education development.   You must make a difference in the evolution of changes in workplace relations and I trust that the ideas presented will help to stimulate thinking and action in that regard.

I wish the union every success in its forthcoming deliberations as well as in the future.

Thank you.
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