
The Historic Chicago Teachers Strike of 1987:
A Saga of Labor Struggle, Social Justice, and
Educational Reform
In the annals of American labor history, the Chicago Teachers Strike of
1987 stands as a watershed moment. This protracted and contentious
struggle between the city's teachers and the Board of Education
transcended the realm of labor relations, becoming a potent symbol of
social justice and the fight for quality education. The strike's impact
resonated not only in Chicago but across the nation, sparking a wider
debate about the state of public education and the role of unions in
advocating for the rights of workers and students alike.

Background: A Brewing Storm of Discontent

The seeds of the Chicago Teachers Strike were sown in the years leading
up to the walkout. Decades of underfunding and neglect had taken a heavy
toll on the city's public schools, resulting in overcrowded classrooms,
dilapidated facilities, and a shortage of essential resources. Teachers,
burdened by low salaries and inadequate working conditions, grew
increasingly frustrated with the system's failure to meet the needs of their
students.
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Meanwhile, the political landscape in Chicago was undergoing a significant
shift. In 1983, Harold Washington, a charismatic and progressive
Democrat, was elected mayor, becoming the city's first African American
leader. Washington's administration initially raised hopes for educational
reform, but his efforts to address the system's deep-rooted problems were
met with resistance from the Board of Education, which remained largely
controlled by members of the city's white power structure.

As tensions mounted, the Chicago Teachers Union (CTU) emerged as a
powerful voice for teachers' concerns. Led by the outspoken and
determined Karen Lewis, the CTU demanded improvements in salaries,
working conditions, and educational resources. Negotiations between the
union and the Board of Education proved fruitless, with both sides unable
to reach a compromise.

The Strike: A Battle of Wills

On September 1, 1987, after months of failed negotiations, the Chicago
Teachers Union voted overwhelmingly to go on strike. Over 29,000
teachers walked off the job, leaving over 400,000 students without
teachers. The strike immediately drew national attention, as it was the
largest teachers' strike in American history.
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The strike quickly escalated into a bitter and protracted battle of wills
between the CTU and the Board of Education. The Board refused to
negotiate with the union until the teachers returned to work, while the CTU
remained resolute in its demands. Both sides engaged in aggressive public
relations campaigns, each accusing the other of putting the interests of
adults above those of students.

As the strike wore on, the lines between labor relations and social justice
became increasingly blurred. The CTU argued that the strike was not only
about improving the working conditions of teachers but also about fighting
for quality education for all students, especially those from disadvantaged
backgrounds. The union pointed to the glaring disparities in funding and
resources between predominantly white and affluent schools and schools
in low-income and minority communities.

Intervention and Resolution

After 19 days, the strike reached a critical juncture when a federal mediator
intervened. The mediator helped facilitate negotiations between the CTU
and the Board of Education, and on September 20th, a tentative agreement
was reached.

The agreement included significant concessions from both sides. The
Board of Education agreed to increase teachers' salaries and provide
additional funding for educational resources. The CTU agreed to end the
strike and return to work. The resolution of the strike was seen as a victory
for both teachers and students, as it addressed their concerns and paved
the way for improvements in the quality of education in Chicago's public
schools.



Legacy and Impact

The Chicago Teachers Strike of 1987 had a profound and lasting impact on
American society. The strike raised awareness about the challenges facing
public education and the importance of investing in our schools. It also
demonstrated the power of collective action and the ability of unions to
advocate for the rights of workers and students alike.

The strike also had a significant impact on the political landscape in
Chicago. Harold Washington's administration, which had initially struggled
to address the concerns of the city's teachers, emerged from the strike with
a renewed commitment to educational reform. Washington's progressive
agenda gained momentum in the years that followed, leading to increased
funding for schools and expanded programs for low-income students.

The Chicago Teachers Strike also left a lasting legacy in the labor
movement. The CTU's successful campaign against the Board of
Education inspired teachers' unions across the country to take a more
aggressive approach to advocating for their members. The strike also
helped to strengthen the bond between labor unions and civil rights
organizations, as both groups recognized the shared interest in fighting for
social justice and economic equality.

The Chicago Teachers Strike of 1987 was a pivotal moment in the history
of labor relations, social justice, and educational reform in the United
States. The strike highlighted the deep disparities in American education
and the importance of investing in our schools. It also demonstrated the
power of collective action and the ability of unions to advocate for the rights
of workers and students alike.



The legacy of the Chicago Teachers Strike continues to resonate today.
The strike inspired a wave of educational reform efforts across the country
and helped to strengthen the labor movement. It also serves as a reminder
of the importance of fighting for social justice and economic equality for all.
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