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Joint strikes of support staff and teachers, involving Uni-
son and National Union of Teachers (NUT) members, at
Central Foundation Girls School in East London, have
forced school management to back down on plans for
pay cuts and job losses, and have won victories on teach-
ers’ workload, observations, and sickness policy.
From the moment that both Unison and NUT began their

ballots, all meetings, bulletins and decisions were joint. No
single action took place unless both unions were in it together.
This ensured that, despite several attempts, management

could not drive a wedge between the two unions and divide
the staff.
Unison had a high return and a very high “yes” vote in an

indicative ballot which is organised in the workplace and is
accompanied by discussions in meetings. But the official ballot
from regional office had a very poor return.
If both unions had not been involved, Unison region would

probably not have sanctioned the action. This would have
been wrong. Despite the low ballot return, the strike was solid
on both days.
This affirmed for the activists in the school that official bal-

lots are not necessarily an indication of willingness to fight
and can be used by union leaders to undermine action.
The joint unions meeting agreed that strikers did not intend

to disrupt the GCSE examinations. They would, therefore, try
to hold strike days when no exams were on. But one or two
faculties also said that some of their revision classes badly
needed to go ahead.
It was agreed that those faculties should approach the strike

committee rather than school management for sanction to go
in on a strike day. They would sign in on the picket line in-
stead of in school, receive no pay, and rejoin the picket line
once their session was over.
Because the strike committee had shown this flexibility, both

Science and English faculties decided on the day that their re-
vision classes did not need to run after all.
From the first whole-staff meeting, when management at-

tempted to stamp their control on the process, the strike com-
mittee produced a joint unions strike bulletin.
It came out in particular before whole-staff meetings so that

members were armed with the union arguments before man-
agement got to speak. This was important, as management
had attempted to silence the unions.
A strike committee was set up at the first mass meeting on

the first strike day. It included people who had never organ-
ised or even been on strike before. It ensured that more people
than just the elected reps were involved in decision making,
and also ensured that messages spread around the school
more quickly. It gave the membership ownership of the dis-
pute.

UNITY
It was also agreed at the end of the dispute that it should
continue to exist as a joint unions committee, which would
meet once every half term. This will strengthen union or-
ganisation in the school and make sure that no-one is iso-
lated.
The cleaners and caretakers, though Unison members, were

not allowed to take part in the dispute as they worked for pri-
vate company G4S.
They were not happy with this and sent someone to all the

union meetings. They gave out tea to the pickets to show their
support. They also persuaded those cleaners not in the union
to join.
One cleaner said: “My Dad hates unions. That’s why I never

joined one. But I need to know that, if I get called on not to
cross the picket line, I will get the backing of the union.”
Humour was invaluable in this dispute, both as a weapon

against management’s stiff-lipped determination to get their
way but also to boost morale.
From early on in the dispute the head teacher received the

nickname “The Vogon”, the name of characters in The Hitch-
hiker’s Guide to the Galaxy whose catchphrase was ”resistance is
futile”.
Some members of staff began to hum the Specials’ song

“Too Much Too Young” when they looked back on all the
changes that had been going on in the run-up to the restruc-
ture. They reckoned that if the head had done it more slowly
she might have got away with it.
The lessons of Thatcher’s salami slice tactics were not

learned by a head who wanted to show who’s boss in a
very short space of time.

Workers’ Liberty is a revolutionary socialist organisation active in
the British labour movement fighting for an alternative to capital-
ism and Stalinism based on common ownership, democracy and
workers’ control. Class Struggle is produced by our members, sup-
porters and friends who work in education in Tower Hamlets. To
get involved with producing the bulletin, or to take copies for your
workplace, email awl@workersliberty.org with the subject line
‘Tower Hamlets Class Struggle’.
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Teachers: organise to win —
support 16 June conference!
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BByy  aa  TToowweerr  HHaammlleettss  tteeaacchheerr

A quick recap. A year ago it was announced that teachers
would need to work longer, and pay more, and when we
finally do retire, get less than the not-very-gold-plated
£10,000 pension we have been entitled to. 
In response to this attack, there have been two national

strike days in June and November 2011, followed by a re-
gional strike in London last month. Not surprisingly, many
members are feeling confused as to exactly what we are ex-
pecting to achieve with this strategy; one strike day every four
months doesn’t seem to be “fighting to win”. 

Following meetings attended by over 100 members at the
National Union of Teachers’ conference in April, activists in
the NUT are building a network of rank-and-file teachers,
under the banner of Local Associations for National Action.
The network is calling a conference to debate and propose an
alternative strategy to win the pensions dispute and build a
rank and file power within the union. 
Delegates from associations and observers from school

groups are invited to attend. 16 June, 11:30 - 15:30,
Quaker Meeting House, 22 School Lane, Liverpool L1 3BT

Fight for SEN provision!
By a teacher

One of the issues that became obvious when I started was
overwork. It stresses people out and gets in the way of teach-
ing. 
Everyone was very welcoming, but I felt thrown in to the job with-

out much support. Almost everything I know and do was picked
up on-the-fly through advice and support from my co-workers. Our
SEN provision feels stretched (and now the government is talking
about attacking already inadequate SEN provision) and the SEN co-
ordinator is overworked. 
The school is full of dedicated staff, but like everyone else we

suffer from a lack of provision from central government and
lack of time for training.

Democratic, fighting unions get the goods!
By a school support worker

The right-wing press is fond of laying into our unions for how
“undemocratic” they are. Our relationship with the Labour
Party is “undemocratic”, the way we conduct our strike bal-
lots is “undemocratic”, the fact that our leaders are paid large
salaries is “undemocratic”.
Of course, the right’s concern for democracy is entirely hypo-

critical and self-serving. Our unions are undemocratic, but radical
democratic reform of the union movement and greater member
control is very much not in the interests of the Daily Mail types
who lead the anti-union gallery. It is, however, entirely in ours.
Undemocratic unions mean unions that lose. Part of the reason

the labour movement has performed so poorly in the pensions
fight is because union members have not been able to control the
dispute. It has been run from above by unaccountable (and, very
often, unelected) officials, and the membership has been treated
as a stage army. Communication is so poor that union members
are frequently kept in the dark about the status of negotiations re-
lating to our pay, terms, conditions and pensions!
In Unison, the union which organises many non-teaching staff in

the education sector, the only senior official that must stand for
election is the General Secretary; other senior officials, the execu-
tive committee and all the regional officers are appointed by the
unelected leadership. Regional officers have the power to grant or
refuse strike ballots and intervene in branch activity when they be-
lieve it is in the union’s “best interest”.
The victory at Central Foundation was made possible because

the unions there operated democratically and because they were
led by the rank and file. Regular mass meetings were held to de-
cide union strategy and votes were taken every time a big deci-
sion needed to be made. This way, workers were able to maintain
control of their own strike. 
That sense of ownership gives confidence and resolve in a

way that being treated like a foot-soldier for some unelected
official whose lifestyle is closer to that of our bosses than it is
to ours never could.

Above: the picket line at Central Foundation Girls School on Friday 11
May. The CFGS strikers have beaten a management cuts plan. See over-
leaf, and www.workersliberty.org, for more. 


