
Did you know that despite 75% of teachers favoring additional pay for teachers who receive multiple 
outstanding evaluations, the current Chicago Teachers Union (CTU) contract does not do so?

This is just one example of the disconnect between what teachers want and the policies often contained 
in their contracts—sometimes called collective bargaining agreements, or CBAs. As the policy documents 
that govern the teaching profession—and, by extension, student learning environments—these contracts can 
serve as a powerful lever for change for K-12 teachers and students. But too often, they don’t, instead keeping 
schools stuck in the past while the rest of the world moves forward. So what’s typically covered in teacher 
contracts? And how can we leverage them to transform teaching and learning?

Unleashing the Potential of Your Teacher Contract 
to Make Positive Change for Yourself and Your Students in Chicago Public Schools (CPS)

Teacher contracts represent hard-fought improvements to 
teacher compensation and working conditions, and also 
touch upon the majority of what happens in classrooms. 
They are not only employment contracts, but also impact 
the conditions in which students learn.

Teacher contracts almost always set teacher salaries and 
benefits, class size caps, teacher placement and layoff 
policy, and a “grievance” process to follow if the contract is 
broken. They often, but not always, determine the length 
of the workday and teacher evaluation processes. 

What Teacher Contracts Cover
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Teacher contracts must follow state 
law. For example, Illinois law requires 
teachers to be paid at least $40,000 
annually. The CTU contract must follow 
this, but can set pay beyond that. States 
can also prohibit certain policies from 
being covered in teacher contracts. For 
example, Connecticut law prohibits 
the length of the school day from being 
covered in teacher contracts.

Teacher contracts hold the potential to enable dynamic, student-centered, modern classrooms designed for 
the learning of tomorrow. They can—and must—be flexible to answer calls for what teachers and students 
need now, and responsive to what they need as we learn something new. They can transform teaching and 
learning through rigorous teacher leadership pathways, flexibility for school-level decision-making, strategic 
compensation structures, and evaluation and professional learning systems that grow and reward highly 
effective teachers. Where We Agree provides a collection of modern contract ideas that can help do just that, 
along with case studies of school systems that have successfully implemented them. 

The Potential for Transformation in Teacher Contracts 

Given the potential of teacher contracts to transform teaching and learning, knowing how to find and 
understanding your contract are crucial to achieving change for yourself and your students. 

Finding Your Contract: Your contract is on CTU’s website, here. The webpage also includes charter school 
contracts, and an archive of expired contracts, so be sure to click the current CPS one.

Learning about Your Own Teacher Contract’s Policies

https://www.ctulocal1.org/rights/contract/
https://www.google.com/search?q=illinois+minimum+teacher+salary+state+law&rlz=1C5CHFA_enUS991US991&oq=illinois+minimum+teacher+salary+state+law&gs_lcrp=EgZjaHJvbWUyBggAEEUYOTIHCAEQIRigATIHCAIQIRigATIHCAMQIRigATIHCAQQIRigATIHCAUQIRigATIHCAYQIRirAjIHCAcQIRirAtIBCDYwOTVqMGo0qAIAsAIB&sourceid=chrome&ie=UTF-8
https://www.cga.ct.gov/current/pub/chap_166.htm#sec_10-153d
https://e4e.org/what-we-do/our-national-policy-agenda/
https://e4e.org/what-we-do/our-national-policy-agenda/
https://e4e.org/what-we-do/a-survey-of-americas-educators/voices-from-the-classroom-2024-a-survey-of-americas-educators/
https://whereweagree.org/
https://www.ctulocal1.org/rights/contract/


Teacher-inspired contract change IS possible! For example, in 2022, Minneapolis Public Schools teachers 
successfully advocated for modifications to their layoff policy to protect progress made in diversifying the 
teacher workforce. Follow these steps to make your voice heard in your own contract negotiation process:

Making Your Voice Heard in Your Contract Negotiation Process

Understanding Your Contract: While teacher contracts can be lengthy and challenging to read, reading 
them in full will give you the best understanding of them. Many policy issue areas intersect, so reading any 
given section may not give you a full understanding of the relevant policy. If reading the entire contract isn’t 
feasible, follow these steps to learn about your contract: 
1.	 Look for and read union-created resources that summarize your contract’s policies. Often, unions 

produce high-level summaries or FAQs about contracts, recent changes made to them, or the policies 
most frequently asked about. For example, CTU has a “Common Concerns” page with links to 
summaries of the policies most frequently asked about. 

2.	 Explore your contract’s contents on your own. Tips for doing so include:

•	 Use the table of contents or “CTRL + F” or “command + F” to find specific policies
•	 Don’t skip definitions sections—understanding the definition of relevant terms is essential for 

understanding policies.
•	 If the policy you’re reading refers to other sections of the contract, find those sections and read them 

too. Otherwise, you won’t fully understand the policy. 
•	 Always check your understanding of a policy with your union representative. 

3.	 Visit Where We Agree for resources to help you understand your contract and inspiration for 
changes to seek. Check back periodically, as new content will be added over time.

1.	 Find out the timeline for contract negotiation. Teacher contracts are “renegotiated” every few years. 
You can find the dates between which your contract is in effect on its first page, which will give you a 
sense of approximately when renegotiation will occur. The current CTU contract is in effect from 2019 
through 2024, and is being renegotiated in 2024. The next renegotiation will occur in 2029.

2.	 Read negotiation updates. CPS and CTU provide separate updates during negotiations. They contain 
helpful information, but are sometimes written in an adversarial tone that makes it hard to know what to 
believe. Read both sides closely and critically and form your own opinions. 

3.	 Watch or attend any public negotiations. CPS and CTU also hold some bargaining sessions publicly. 
Information about them is available in the updates above. 

4.	 Ask your union representative the best way to get involved in the negotiation process. Many unions 
conduct surveys of teachers or hold extra meetings around negotiation time to inform priorities. You can 
also visit CTU’s staff directory to find staff contact information and reach out to learn more about getting 
involved in the process and share your perspective. 

5.	 Visit Where We Agree to learn how other school systems have achieved contract change.

       Get in Touch with Educators for Excellence-Chicago

Reach out to Courtney Hrejsa, Executive Director of E4E-Chicago, at chrejsa@e4e.org to talk about 
policy change—in your contract or to state law or local policy—you’d like to see in CPS. 

https://soallstudentsthrive.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/How-Minneapolis-Teachers-Achieved-District-Level-Change-to-Layoff-Policy.pdf
https://www.ctulocal1.org/rights/concerns/
http://whereweagree.org
https://contract.ctulocal1.org/cps/title
https://www.cps.edu/about/labor-relations/labor-updates
https://www.ctulocal1.org/posts/category/news/
https://www.ctulocal1.org/union/member-information/staff-directory/
http://whereweagree.org
mailto:chrejsa@e4e.org

