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ABSTRACT 

TEACHERS CARE: 

BUILDING COMMUNITY UNIONISM THROUGH CARE WORK IN EDUCATION 

 

Joseph Carey Bazler, Ph. D. 

Cornell University 2019 

 

In this dissertation, I explore how and why teacher unions engage in building community 

coalitions, alliances, and community unionism. Through a study of teachers’ work in Buenos 

Aires, Argentina, I find that three important variables create the foundation for parent-union 

alliances. First, the care work teachers do on a daily basis forms the foundation for school 

communities. These school communities come to fruition through the relationship-building 

teachers do with their students and students’ parents. Second, the type of school influences the 

strength of these school communities, namely because the market relationship underlying 

private schools tends to limit parents’ interest in being involved in a school community. 

Third, the prevailing socioeconomic context affects the relationships between parents and the 

school, with parents in more precarious situations relying on the school as a problem-solving 

institution. I then compare community coalitions among three teacher organizations and show 

how the two unions engage in some of the first stages of community unionism yet do not 

evolve beyond ad hoc coalition building. In contrast, the third group is an example of a deeper 

form of community unionism. By engaging with the literature on care work and on 

community unionism, this research expands our conception of teachers’ work and identifies 

factors that limit or expand the potential for community unionism. I argue that teacher unions 

can better represent the broad spectrum of teachers’ work by adopting community unionism 

strategies.  



 

iv 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Joseph C. Bazler received his Ph.D. in International and Comparative Labor at Cornell 

University’s ILR School. His research examines the relationship between care work and 

community unionism, with a particular focus on teacher unions in Buenos Aires, Argentina. 

He has earned an MS from the ILR School, an MA in Social Sciences from the University of 

Chicago, and a BA in History and Economics from Bellarmine University.  



 

v 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For Elisa 



 

vi 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

It is fitting that this dissertation focuses on communities and community building, as it 

is itself a product of a large interconnected community. At Cornell, I found much institutional 

support for my research, including partial support from an Einaudi Center Tinker Grant and 

travel grants from the Cornell ILR School. I was also lucky enough to be a part of the Cornell 

Graduate Students United. I appreciate their struggle to have graduate workers at Cornell 

recognized as such, and am appreciative of their unflappable work for the health, safety, and 

sanity of graduate students at Cornell. 

First and foremost, I would like to thank my committee, including Maria Lorena Cook 

(my advisor), Ken Roberts, Lowell Turner, and Eli Friedman, for their invaluable help getting 

to the finish line of this long journey. Your fantastic questions, thoughts, ideas, and 

suggestions have made this research immeasurably better. Maria especially was an amazing 

guide and partner through the twists and turns of this dissertation (and more graduate work as 

a whole). Through so many drafts, discussions, false starts, and restarts, Maria’s advice, ideas, 

and tireless reviewing had an immeasurable impact on the success of this project. 

I found an amazing community of scholars, Spanish speakers, and good friends while 

at Cornell, including Omar Manky Bonilla, Paulo Ferreira de Souza Marzionna, Manfred 

Elfstrom, Mark Gough, Brad Weinberg, Josh Savala, Kyle Harvey, Melanie Mahoney, 

Christie McAlpine, Jinyoung Park, Hao Zhang, Joon Sohn, Jae Eun Lee, and so many others. 

Thank you all for the amazing academic discussions and, more importantly, the camaraderie, 

fun, and so many great nights at Chapterhouse. A special thank you as well to the unflappable 

High Noon Athletic Club. While our daily noon runs were an important break in the day and 

produced a few good races. But their lasting impact was a community of friends and runners 

that I will always cherish (and return to visit). 

Last and certainly not least, I thank my family. Thanks to Megan and Mike, for such 

wonderful visits, holidays, and three awesome kids. I can’t wait until they start their own 



 

vii 

PhDs! A mis suegros, Ady y Meme Avila, gracias por todas las conversaciones de trabajo 

docente; la paciencia y lecciones de español; y su amor y apoyo constante. To my parents, 

Claire and Dave, who instilled in me a love for education that has grown to astronomical 

proportions. Thank you so much for your love, advice, and kind words throughout this long 

journey, even when it took me far away! 

And to Elisa, my partner in all things. This dissertation is dedicated to you because it 

wouldn’t exist without you. Thanks for reading every word (so many times), for adventuring 

around South America with me, and for making sure I took the time to look at the birds along 

the way. 

  



 

viii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT .............................................................................................................................. iii 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH ..................................................................................................... iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ......................................................................................................... vi 

LIST OF TABLES ..................................................................................................................... x 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ................................................................................................... xi 

CHAPTER 1  INTRODUCTION: LINKING TEACHERS TO CARE, AND CARE TO 

COMMUNITY UNIONISM .................................................................................................... 12 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................... 12 

Stakeholders and Interests in the Education System ............................................................ 17 

Teacher Union Strategy: From Professionalism to Community Building ........................... 20 

Care Work as the Foundation for Community Unionism .................................................... 27 

Methodology ......................................................................................................................... 31 

Chapter Overview ................................................................................................................. 38 

CHAPTER 2  TEACHERS CARE: RECONCEPTUALIZING TEACHERS AS CARE 

WORKERS ............................................................................................................................... 42 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................... 42 

Teachers as Care Workers .................................................................................................... 44 

Teaching the Whole Student: Care Work Versus Professionalism ...................................... 45 

The Blurred Boundaries between School and Community .................................................. 53 

Extending Care: Engaging with Parents to Address the Whole Student .............................. 57 

The Emotional Labor of Care Work ..................................................................................... 67 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................ 72 

CHAPTER 3  From Apathetic Parents to Problem Solving Institutions: The Influence of 

Administrators and Socioeconomic Context on the Creation and Role of School Communities

 .................................................................................................................................................. 74 

Introduction .......................................................................................................................... 74 

The Dirección: Responsibility and Roles ............................................................................. 76 

The Influence of the Dirección’s Definition of the School Community .............................. 78 

Variations in School Context: The Influences of School Type and Socioeconomic Context

 .............................................................................................................................................. 88 

The Private School “Advantage”: Escaping Strikes, Precarity, and Community? ............... 89 

When the Neighborhood Barges In: “Ojalá tuvieramos una escuela sin padres.” ............... 94 

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... 101 



 

ix 

CHAPTER 4  Missed opportunities for Community Unionism among Teacher Unions in 

Buenos Aires .......................................................................................................................... 105 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 105 

“Todo es política”: The History and Politics of Teacher Unions in Buenos Aires ............ 106 

De-decentralizing: Teacher Unions’ Struggles, Losses, and Gains of the 1990s and 2000s

 ............................................................................................................................................ 112 

Union-Parent Coalitions: Momentary Cooperation, Missed Opportunities ....................... 119 

Conclusion: Matching Words with Deeds .......................................................................... 132 

CHAPTER 5  The Power of Community with Agrupación Simón Rodríguez ...................... 135 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 135 

La Simón: Fighting for a School that is Public and Popular .............................................. 136 

Pedagogy: Work in the Popular Classroom ........................................................................ 140 

Union: Demanding, Bargaining, and Mobilizing to Improve Schools ............................... 141 

Community: Work, Organize, and Mobilize Where You Live .......................................... 143 

Building Community to Win: A Case Study of the Struggle for the Escuela Fuentealba .. 147 

How Did They Do It? With Solidarity and Community .................................................... 152 

Conclusion .......................................................................................................................... 160 

CHAPTER 6  Conclusion: representing teachers and preparing for the future through 

community unionism .............................................................................................................. 162 

Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 162 

Teaching is Community Building through Care Work ...................................................... 163 

Connecting the Community to the Union ........................................................................... 167 

Unions as Community Builders: The Opportunity for Teacher Unions to Sow the Seeds of 

Parent Alliances .................................................................................................................. 169 

Conclusion: Why Go to All the Trouble? Evolving to Avoid Crisis ................................. 176 

Works Cited ............................................................................................................................ 178 

 



 

x 

LIST OF TABLES 

 

Table Page 

1. The Effects of School Type and Socioeconomic Stability on School Communities………...89 

 



 

xi 

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 

 

Ademys Asociación Docente de Ensenañza Media y Superior (formerly) 

CTERA Confederación de Trabajadores de la Educación de la República Argentina 

PJ Partido Justicialista 

SADOP Sindicato Argentino de Docentes Privados 

UMET Universidad Metropolitana para la Educación y el Trabajo 

UMP Union de Maestros Primarios 

UTE Unión de Trabajadores de Educación 

 

 



 

12 

CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION: LINKING TEACHERS TO CARE, AND CARE TO 

COMMUNITY UNIONISM 

 

Introduction 

In this dissertation, I examine teachers’ work and teacher unions to understand the 

conditions under which community unionism may develop. I argue that that teacher unions 

have a unique opportunity to build strong alliances with community groups based on the work 

teachers do daily. Through a study of teachers’ work in Buenos Aires, Argentina, I show that 

a key part of teachers’ work is building relationships with parents at the school level. Such 

grassroots relationship-building is what underlies strong community-union alliances. Other 

important influences included framing work done by school principals, the type of school 

(public or private), and the broad socioeconomic conditions of families at the school. In 

general, I found that teaching is a sector especially ripe for community unionism. 

Yet these conditions do not automatically result in community unionism among 

teacher unions. While some unions in Buenos Aires have engaged parent and community 

groups in alliances in recent years, for the most part these unions are only able to leverage 

these alliances superficially. In contrast, one group of teachers has organized around deep 

community connections, which in turn allowed them to maintain and eventually win their 

demands despite the fight lasting a few years. Using this case as an example, I argue that 

teacher unions are uniquely situated to engage in community unionism, through which they 

can garner important allies among parent and community groups. Going a step further, I also 
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suggest that teacher unions have the opportunity to be a helpful influence on the creation of 

school communities. By engaging more deeply with school communities and other groups, 

teacher unions will also come to better represent the broad range of teachers’ work interests. 

The foundation of community alliances can be found in the work teachers do on a 

daily basis. The argument begins at the school level with a reframing of teachers’ work using 

the concept of care work. Teaching work has been framed in many different ways, including 

ways that have gendered the occupation. More recently, these frames have tended toward 

highlighting the professional aspects of teaching work, specifically around the abilities and 

expectations for teachers to be able to transfer information and knowledge to their students. 

However, while these frames do highlight important aspects of teachers’ work, they also tend 

to oversimplify the actual work of teaching. Specifically, focusing on teacher professionalism 

tends to underemphasize the amount of care work teachers do. Yet teachers also frequently 

highlight the importance of building relationships with their students. I argue that it is more 

apt to regard teachers as professional care workers. Framing teachers’ work as care work 

helps us capture a more complete understanding of teaching work.  

Care work also helps us understand the motivations behind teachers’ relationships 

with parents. Much like other care workers, teachers engage with students socially and 

emotionally as an integral part of their work. Teachers build relationships with their students; 

they become interested and engaged in the broader development of the children. This 

relationship-building helps the students feel more supported at school, but also means that 

teachers are more attuned to the daily lives of their students. Through these care relationships 

with students, teachers seek to ensure that the student develops emotionally, socially, and 

intellectually. As much as teachers hope to make the school a safe, supportive place for 
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children, they know that children also have lives outside of school that necessarily affect their 

experience in school. Because parents are obviously key players in students’ childhood 

development, teachers maintain contact with parents (Hughes and Kwok 2007). It is this care 

relationship that inspires teachers to build relationships with their students’ parents (O’Connor 

2008, 117–18; Farkas, Johnson, and Foleno 2000, 32–35). 

Conceptualizing teachers as care workers helps us better understand the work and 

subsequent emotional labor of teaching (Duffy 2005). But it also highlights important aspects 

of the job that teacher unions could include as part of their platforms. Teachers are expected 

to build relationships with students and parents as part of their work. Yet according to 

respondents, teacher unions do not engage their members in training or education to manage 

these relationships. Unions tend to leave these issues up to teachers and school administrators, 

preferring not to “meddle” in school affairs. Yet in doing so, unions fail to fully represent the 

needs of teachers. As we shall see, teachers’ care work and relationship building also provide 

important opportunities for unions to garner allies among parents and school communities.  

Though teachers engage in care work and build relationships with parents, school 

administrators, and the outside community are important mediators in the formation of these 

relationships. School administrators are the most direct influence, as they tend to define and 

delimit who can be part of the school community. They tend to be the first line of reception 

when parents come to the school, frequently acting as a shield to protect teachers’ classroom 

time from interruptions. And if teachers wish to reach out to parents, they usually do so 

through the auspices of the school administration. 

The type of school and the situations facing students’ families also play a role in the 

construction of school communities. Parents who send their children to private schools tend to 
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have a different set of expectations around their role in the school. Namely, these parents tend 

to expect what administrators in this study called a market relationship. This concept had two 

major pillars; the first was that that the private schools were expected to be full-service 

providers, educating children with very little effort demanded from the parents. Second, 

administrators described an expectation akin to “the customer is always right”: when parents 

at these schools do want something changed, they expect the school to listen to them. 

In contrast, the community is frequently more present in schools located in areas 

experiencing greater economic and/or social insecurity. In these areas, parents seeking aid, 

counsel, or just a sympathetic ear frequently seek out the school. For these communities, the 

school is often the most direct connection they have with the state, and is perhaps less 

intimidating than the police or local outpost of the judicial system. In these areas, we see more 

active school communities, both because parents bring the community to school and because 

teachers and administrators seek solutions for the challenges facing their students. 

The extent to which teachers, parents, and administrators create a school community 

also influences the availability of parent allies for unions. Strong school communities can 

generate parent groups with whom unions can ally. Yet school communities face important 

collective action problems. Parents are already busy with jobs and children; even those who 

do have the time to engage with school communities may not engage in broader political 

action around issues facing the education system more generally. Buenos Aires is an 

important context for this study, as its teacher unions have joined with parent groups on 

occasion to protest and make demands of the state. Two unions, the Unión de Trabajadores de 

Educación (UTE) and Ademys (respectively the largest and most activist unions in Buenos 

Aires), talk about their work with parent groups and the importance of parent allies. Yet, as 
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we shall see, these parent-union alliances are frequently ad hoc and short-lived. While they 

generated headlines and action, these alliances were not able to win the demands they sought. 

In contrast to the experience of the UTE and Ademys, one group has found success 

with community allies. The Agrupación Simón Rodríguez (La Simón), a small group of leftist 

activists, engages in community building alongside their work as teachers. Their organization 

is based on three pillars: pedagogy, labor rights, and community building; they draw close 

connections between their rights as workers, the pedagogy they use to teach, and being active 

organizers and members of their community. They work in areas facing the greatest 

challenges, seeking to uplift children through education while also empowering parents and 

communities to demand greater support from the city. Through their work, they create 

communities around demands that will improve their schools and neighborhoods. Through 

this focus on community building as a part of their work, La Simón demanded and won the 

opening of a needed school in Buenos Aires. Even as this struggle stretched on over multiple 

years, the depth of the relationship between La Simón and the community allowed them to 

continue their struggle through delays and fears that the government was abandoning the 

project. 

The experience of La Simón points to an important opportunity for unions. Building 

off the findings above, I suggest that teacher unions are uniquely suited to gain community 

allies and support through community unionism. The care work done by teachers is an 

important aspect of their jobs, and one that can benefit unions in unexpected ways. Through 

their daily work, teachers are already laying the groundwork for school communities. Many 

teachers and administrators are also at the forefront of communities that are facing the 

greatest challenges, which can, in turn, deepen the relationship between the school and the 
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community. Unions can better support their members’ work through engaging in training and 

education around community-building.1 

Further, I argue that unions can become a part of the community building process. 

They can help parents overcome collective action challenges and provide an important 

measure of continuity for school communities. To do so, however, teacher unions need to do 

more to institutionalize support for teachers’ community-building work and as well as 

methods for authentically including parents in their organizations. Moreover, teacher unions 

have the opportunity to be a helpful influence on the creation of school communities. In doing 

so, they will not only gain important allies but also come to better represent the broader range 

of teachers’ work interests.  

Stakeholders and Interests in the Education System 

Education is an issue that affects all parts of society. In most places around the world, 

education is understood to be a public good: generalized educational achievement is 

something beneficial for the entirety of society, but also a good that is not produced to 

acceptable levels by the machinations of the open market(Grace 1989). Coupled with 

parenting, education in schools is the most common form of social reproduction (Duffy 2005). 

Research on teachers has often focused on the large role teachers can have in society as a key 

node for social reproduction. Teachers train and socialize children into the shared 

understanding upon which society is based. This socialization has been viewed from both the 

micro-level and the macro-level. Some scholars have focused more on the classroom-level 

influence teachers have on creating citizens, arguing the importance of moral and ethical 

                                                 
1 In contrast to other places, in Argentina any education worker at a school can join a union. Thus, unions have 

the opportunity to support teachers as well as school administrators (the equivalent of principals, vice principals, 

etc.) in their community building work. 
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education as part of school curriculum (Noddings 2013, 2006; Wrigley, Thomson, and 

Lingard 2011). Other scholars have taken a more macro-level approach, theorizing and 

studying the ways teachers’ work integrates children into capitalist society (Althusser 1972; 

Carlson 1987; Spring 1972). All these works agree that teachers and schools engage in work 

to instill in children the norms, values, and expectations of a society. It is in part because of 

this reproductive function that the whole of society frequently has opinions about how 

schooling should work, even those who don’t have children in the school system. 

Though this social reproductive function means an entire society has an interest in 

education, three groups have an especially direct stake: the state, teachers, and parents 

(Pagano et al., n.d.; Bitensky 1991; Harding and Farrell 2003).2 Society tasks the state with 

providing adequate education, and the state accepts this responsibility as the representative of 

society as a whole. To fulfill this responsibility, the governments train and hire teachers. 

Finally, because education is generally done during childhood, parents and families have an 

especially clear and strong interest in how education systems function (Poole 2000). 

Each of these three stakeholders has ideas about how the education system should 

function. The state desires an education system that effectively and efficiently educates its 

citizens. The state and teachers have an employment relationship, through which teachers 

have their work demands: most basically, they wish to do their work for fair compensation. 

                                                 
2 In this discussion, I define the state rather loosely as any level of government responsible for providing 

education. As we shall see more in later chapters, the responsibility for educating citizens in Argentina partially 

shifted in the 1990s, as the federal government transferred this responsibility to provincial governments. In the 

US, this responsibility has been decentralized even further, with local governments (either at the municipal or 

county level) are generally tasked with providing education to citizens. Buenos Aires has created a number of 

school districts (distrito escolar) that allow for more local administration of schools. In contrast to the US, 

however, the Buenos Aires school districts do not have elected administrators, nor do they control spending for 

the district. Instead, these local districts are designed to be a conduit between the schools and Ministry of 

Education, delivering and managing educational services while also keeping the Ministry informed of needs and 

issues that arise. 
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The relationship becomes more complicated, however, once one overlays the educational 

needs and demands of parents and children (Farkas, Johnson, and Foleno 2000).  

The relationship between parents and teachers is complex. Parents and teachers both 

desire the best education for a student, though how they define the best education may differ. 

The relationship between parents and the state is similar, if more abstract, since teachers are 

the people educating students daily, and the state provides this education through an 

employment relationship with teachers. On the one hand, parents and teachers could see each 

other as partners in education. They hope that one will support the other, that they will teach 

similar subjects in similar ways, and reinforce each other’s authority. 

On the other hand, tension can develop between teachers and parents. There may be 

disagreements over the amount of homework, the demands teachers make of parents (and vice 

versa), or the methods and subject of education. This tension between teachers and parents 

can be found both in the classroom (the micro-level) and at the level of the education system 

(the macro-level). When a debate over education arises, teachers and parents may ally to 

oppose a state policy, or we may find parents siding with the state against teachers.3 

                                                 
3 The collective action problem facing parents derives mainly from the lack of structures and organizations for 

parents to come together and undertake collective action. Even when parents share a desire for change to happen, 

organizing into groups (or a single group) is usually a great deal of work, especially for people who likely have 

jobs themselves, and have children for whom they must provide. There are supposed to be parent cooperatives 

for each public school, but these cooperatives are meant to function as oversight for the school’s budget. 

Moreover, interviewees revealed that recruiting parents to be a part of these cooperatives was frequently quite 

difficult. Further, these positions are volunteer positions; a paid position might allow these parent leaders to 

work at generating more collective action among other parents, but a volunteer position frequently does not free 

up enough time or energy for these parents to truly develop and organize these cooperatives into organized 

parent groups. Further, while teachers can expect to work for decades, and thus be interested in working for 

change in the education system, children change grades every year. Changing schools after a couple of years is 

common in Buenos Aires, thus there is a constant churn among parents who are part of a school. The resulting 

reality is that even in schools where parents are well-connected to one another and have organized a group, a 

significant number of those parents might have moved their children to a new school the following year (either 

by them graduating from the school, or because parents changed their children to a new school for any number 

of reasons, including finding a spot in a school with a better reputation, quality, that is more convenient, etc.). 
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The narrative of teacher, parent, and state interests is well an accepted part of public 

education in most countries around the world (see, e.g., Argentina and Australia) that it is 

taken almost as an underlying assumption for much research on teachers’ work and the 

politics of education. Less understood are the conditions through which we see these 

individual and group interests lead to the creation of teacher-parent coalitions, organization 

building, and political mobilization (Poole 2000; Tattersall 2009). Union organizations help 

drive collective action among teachers around work issues; in contrast, parents face large 

collective action problems.4 This collective action question contributes one of the research 

questions underlying this work: given the collective action problems facing parents, and 

unions’ tendency to focus on work issues, what are the mechanisms through which we see 

parent-teacher alliances built? Conversely, what conditions hinder or block the creation of 

parent-teacher coalitions? 

Teacher Union Strategy: From Professionalism to Community Building 

Like unions in many other sectors, teacher unions are frequently defined by the 

services they provide to their members. Unions represent teachers in collective bargaining, 

they support teachers going through disciplinary procedures, and they are a major political 

lobbying force for education workers in general. But teacher unions also play an important 

role in determining the work and career trajectory of teachers. Unions are often at the 

forefront of bargaining over how seniority is determined, as well as the extent to which 

                                                 
4 While one might expect the state may represent parents’ interests, most education ministries are not directly 

elected. There is a degree of separation between who constituents may elect and the people who will 

subsequently serve in the Education Ministry. And while politicians may claim to represent parents, they must 

also weigh many other interests in their administration of public education. Thus, politicians and officials are no 

substitute for collective organizing among parents themselves. Yet parents, like any group, face large collective 

action problems, not the least of which is having children. Thus, while institutionalized unions help teachers 

overcome collective action problems, politicians and officials do not do the same for parents, nor can they fully 

and consistently represent parents’ interests. 
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continuing education and professional development influence teachers’ careers. In Argentina, 

unions are also often one of the most accessible ways for teachers to access continuing 

education and professional training. In Argentina, just as in the US, professional development 

and credentials are some of the most important ways teachers can improve their salary. 

Unions in many countries, Argentina included, are also the organizations through which 

teachers access health insurance. Much of the literature tends to focus on the chief bargaining 

role of teacher unions, focusing on the work needs and demands of teachers (Murray, 

Lévesque, and Le Capitaine 2014; Singh 2015; Petersen 1997). 

Beyond services, however, teacher unions also play a role in how employers and 

society view teachers. Since the 1980s, teacher unions have engaged in strategies that have 

alternated between two different conceptions of teaching. One focuses on the professionalism 

of teaching, highlighting teachers’ ability to work autonomously, as well as their skill and 

ability to design and execute lesson plans and classroom management without constant 

oversight; the other conception, based on a more “industrial” understanding of teachers-as-

workers, highlights the responsibility of management (i.e., school administrations) and 

governments in helping teachers overcome the broad social issues that frequently influence 

their students’ lives (Weiner 2013, 268–69; Poole 2000). Both of these conceptions are 

helpful for understanding teaching work. Focusing on professionalism allows teacher unions 

to work against long-running pay disparities between teachers and other professionals, while 

the other conception ensures that governments and management do not simply force all 

responsibility for educational achievement onto teachers (Petersen 1997). 

In recent years we have seen a third type of union strategy among teacher unions: 

community unionism. Community unionism is a style of union strategy and structure in which 
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unions actively strive to build connections, relationships, and alliances with non-union groups 

and communities(Fine 2000; Tattersall 2008; Dibben and Nadin 2011; Krinsky and Reese 

2006; Lipsig-Mumme 2003). Community unionism is frequently identified as a path to union 

revitalization; as such, this strategy is frequently adopted by unions facing some form of crisis 

(Voss and Sherman 2000; Ibsen and Tapia 2017). One path to this sort of revitalization is 

through the expansion of union activity and interests; namely, unions look to become actors in 

broader political and social justice issues (Holgate 2015c; Seidman 2011). This expansion 

often comes when unions have lost their traditional bases of power, specifically their 

collective bargaining leverage; when faced with an inability to protect their members’ direct 

interests, unions engage in political work that focuses on the working class as a whole 

(Krinsky and Reese 2006; Ross 2011). 

When unions broaden their political goals, they often engage with other groups that 

represent related or similarly-marginalized groups. A fundamental aspect of these alliances is 

the broadening of union interests to address issues beyond the workplace (Banks 1991, 30; 

Fine 2005; Tattersall 2005, 2008). Unions of all types and in many different industries have 

sought such broadening as a way to find partners among other civil society groups. In the 

United States, Australia, and Great Britain, these coalitions have included faith/religious 

groups and neighborhood groups (Dobbie 2009, 109; Holgate 2015b; Ruiters 2014). In 

Argentina, there are examples of unions allying with unemployed groups, indigenous groups, 

and even local neighborhood groups (Elbert 2015; Serdar 2012, 409–10). 

In order to create community coalitions and engage in community unionism, the 

literature suggests that finding a common cause across organizations is paramount. Unions 

especially must be careful to seek coalitions through which they can work toward a goal that 
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is both self-interested and a public good (Tattersall 2011, 77). Yet the issue of self-interest is a 

crucial and difficult one facing unions. Without self-interest, unions and members may have 

little desire to invest in a coalition (see, for example, Holgate 2015a and Nissen 2004); yet 

acting merely on self-interest can also alienate other members of the coalition (Dobbie 2009). 

Acting in the public interest lends community unions and coalitions what Tattersall (2011) 

calls the “sword of justice”: a morally just position that has the power to rally support and 

fight injustice, one that is more than merely self-interested. Though this idea is certainly not 

new, it highlights a seemingly global phenomenon of assuming unions’ self-interest is 

somehow not morally defensible and/or will not generate public support on its own. Holgate 

(2015) takes this one step further, arguing that community coalitions need to seek a good “fit” 

between organizational ideologies of member groups and that they need to reinforce this fit 

through consistent and continuing training. 

There have been several studies of community unionism in the education sector 

(Cockfield et al. 2009; Bradbury et al. 2014; Holgate 2015c; Tattersall 2008, 2005). 

Community coalitions in the education sector tend to form under the banner of protecting and 

improving schools. Teachers’ work is well-positioned to claim this mantle, as improving 

working conditions can also have a positive effect on learning outcomes (Bradbury et al. 

2014; Cockfield et al. 2009). In fighting against increasing class sizes, teacher unions (and 

community coalitions) are simultaneously seeking to improve the load on teachers and ensure 

that students get more personalized attention (Tattersall 2008, 423–24). This is especially 

salient in so-called “low-achieving” school districts, where children often face educational 

gaps from the effects of poverty and social inequality. 
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But broadening interests and finding suitable allies is not sufficient for the creation of 

community unionism (Tattersall 2005; Holgate 2015c; Cockfield et al. 2009). In general, the 

ability of these coalitions to generate results depends greatly on the depth of the connections 

between the union and community partners. Tattersall (2005) describes a continuum of four 

possible types of coalitions: ad hoc, support, mutual support, and deep coalitions. At one end 

of this spectrum, there are community coalitions that form in an ad hoc fashion: focusing on 

one issue, usually planned quickly and/or on short notice, and involving very little real 

interaction between the constituent groups. These sorts of coalitions function mainly to 

mobilize bodies for protest or publish documents with a longer list of supporting 

organizations (Tattersall 2005, 99–101). Though some authors seem implicitly critical (Dean 

and Rathke 2008), and sometimes are openly critical (Nissen 2004), of these superficial 

coalitions, Tattersall (2005) is careful to point out that these coalitions should not be 

denigrated simply because they are superficial. Sometimes a superficial coalition is all that is 

needed or necessary in a given situation; other times, ad hoc coalitions can be stepping stones 

for creating deeper, more lasting alliances. Similarly, Black (2005, 25–26) describes 

community coalitions as a process, the underlying idea being that these coalitions cannot be 

created instantly, they need time and work to deepen and develop. Nevertheless, in general ad 

hoc coalitions are ineffective at generating real or meaningful change. 

Each subsequent type of coalition involves a deeper connection between the 

constituent groups. These coalitions can also be thought of as “stages” in a long-term 

coalition: they may begin as superficial meetings, deepen to become mutual support 

coalitions, and through continued collaboration and integration, they can evolve to become 

community unionism. The health of these coalitions is estimated on three variables: depth, 
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lifespan, and effectiveness (Tattersall 2008). But these attributes also tend to connect to each 

other and vary together. As these coalitions grow deeper, there is also the expectation that 

they will last longer. A longer-lasting, deeper coalition is expected to be more effective at 

winning its demands. The final stage of “deep coalition” is also described as community 

unionism, which is another ideal type of union strategy (Tattersall 2008). Community unions 

blur the lines between workplace and community, with union and coalition members 

essentially sharing decision-making and strategic responsibility across many (if not all) areas 

of the coalition (Black 2005). 

A key question in studying the depth of these coalitions is the extent to which unions 

are willing to include other groups in the planning and strategic side of any campaign. Even 

when unions and community groups engage in longer-term contact and more strategic action, 

there are still challenges to reach the community unionism model. In many coalitions, unions 

expect (or are expected) to take the lead in strategy and planning (Frege, Heery, and Turner 

2004; Tattersall 2005, 100–102). Often unions provide most of the resources for these 

coalitions (Banks 1991; Ruiters 2014, 438), as their membership structures and historical 

gains tend to provide them a larger supply of material resources. The fact that unions tend to 

provide the money, however, can reinforce the expectation unions may have regarding their 

leadership in the coalition, which in turn has led other “partners” in the coalition to feel 

exploited. These coalitions can function for a time, but the literature often points out that for 

any coalition to function more permanently, nonunion community groups should have 

organizational autonomy and some ownership in crafting campaign strategy (Banks 1991, 18–

19; Serdar 2012, 412–15). Achieving this sort of ownership is difficult, as it often demands 

that unions allow “outsiders” into their planning, strategy, and decision-making processes. 
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Nevertheless, coalition building and community unionism can be transformative to 

union strategy and structures (Lipsig-Mumme 2003; Ashbolt 2008; Black 2005; Holgate 

2015b, 2015a). Integrating strategies, ideals, and demands, can blur the lines between work 

issues and community issues, and even minimize differences in membership of the various 

constituent groups. One important question that the literature does not address is whether 

unions can be a part of the construction of the community itself. Frequently community allies 

are conceived to be external groups with no (or little) prior contact to the union (Reynolds 

1999). Moreover, as noted above many authors suggest that union-led coalitions can be a 

trap(Nissen 2004), in that it can be too easy for unions to expect too much power over the 

coalition (Nissen 2004) Will this trap affect unions that are involved in the initial creation of 

the community? Can a union be the core around which a larger community is built? 

Any form of community coalition is built on interactions between organizations, but 

there is debate as to the roles of leadership and rank-and-file membership in the creation and 

maintenance of these coalitions. Some scholars argue the importance of leaders is tantamount, 

suggesting that leadership is the key to deepening and strengthening these organizations 

(Dobbie 2009; Nissen 2004; Holgate 2015b; Tattersall 2011). Researchers note that the 

personal and other connections between community and union members create an important 

foundation for community coalitions (Ruiters 2014, 435; Serdar 2012, 410). In general, it 

seems that most community coalitions begin through the efforts of leadership, but these 

coalitions flourish most when rank and file members become involved (Tattersall 2011). Yet 

there are few examples where the union rank and file begin the process of community 

unionism or community coalitions before the leadership. The literature has not engaged with 

instances where members demand that leaders begin a new community coalition or change 
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strategy to engage in community unionism. How would union members go about demanding 

such change in strategy, and what might inspire them to do so? These questions are especially 

salient in the Argentine context, where bureaucratic unions tend to support leaders with very 

long tenures (Cató, Ventrici, and Bresnahan 2011, 42). 

Studies of community unions have often focused on the education sector, especially in 

Australia and the United States (Tattersall 2009; Weiner 2013; Bradbury et al. 2014). These 

studies relate the efforts unions undertook to create alliances with parents’ groups, though at 

times other community groups are also included. A key facet of community unionism in the 

education sector is that rank and file unionists (teachers) already have contact with nonunion 

community members (parents). In creating community coalitions, there is usually some 

thought that has to go into finding a place that can be the physical home for these coalitions. 

The union hall or a neighborhood community center could become the home for these 

coalitions, but in each of these cases, the place is the home of one of the constituent groups. In 

that sense, it can frequently seem like one group is always a visitor in the coalition. In 

contrast, groups in the education sector can draw on the fact that individual schools are 

communities in themselves; though sometimes school communities are latent groups, the 

school space serves as a place where unionized teachers and parents forge relationships daily 

(Bradbury et al. 2014). 

Care Work as the Foundation for Community Unionism 

Though much literature on community unionism has focused on the education sector, 

it is also this sector that continues to present interesting questions. Though we know that 

parents and teachers are in contact with one another, the literature has not studied how these 

connections are made. When parents do show up in the literature on teachers’ work, they are 
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described in turn as partners in education and meddlers in the education relationship, as 

people with whom teachers invariably have interactions (R. W. Connell 1985; Weiner 2012). 

Moreover, there is little explanation as to why the education sector has proven so ripe for 

building community coalitions. In part, this stems from the fact that interactions between 

teachers and parents have been understudied and undertheorized. I argue this is in part due to 

the impetus teachers feel for creating connections with parents derives from the care work that 

is part of teaching, but has been purposely avoided in hopes of escaping the gendered history 

of teaching work (England 2005; O’Connor 2008). The care work done by teachers lays the 

groundwork for their relationship with students and parents, which in turn becomes the 

foundation for community coalitions.  

Using care work to conceptualize teaching helps to highlight the fact that the work that 

teachers do is fundamentally relational. Care work fields are those where workers both 

provide physical care (in the form of health work), but frequently also do so through the 

creation of emotional relationships with clients. Since some of the earliest studies on care 

work, the literature has held a working understanding of the divide between feelings of care 

and the work of care (Ungerson 2005, 188–89). But care workers also report a close 

relationship between their work as “caring about” a person (feelings) from “caring for” a 

person (the work of care). Teachers care for their students in the full, complex meaning of the 

word: they literally care for their physical bodies, they provide support for their psychological 

and emotional development. But they are also invested in their students’ achievement; they 

care what happens to their students. Teachers cannot divorce the technical and care aspects of 

their work: the relationship-building, care aspect improves students’ willingness and ability to 

receive and learn the information being transmitted to them. 
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Care work is generally discussed in terms of a dyad, a relationship between the care 

provider and the care receiver. Though some have theorized that we can understand care work 

as extending beyond a two-person relationship (Robert and McEntarfer 2014), this question 

has not yet been taken up by scholars. We see differing levels of care and relationship 

building among teachers, yet there is little explanation for these variations. Scholars who have 

taken up this question in the past have studied differences in training, gender, and work 

culture; yet in each of these cases, the variation in care work done by teachers is only 

anecdotally explained. Individual differences in personality, teaching effort, and training may 

explain some of the differences in the level of care work and relationship work done by 

teachers. 

Yet during fieldwork, I often found that the care work of teachers, while focusing 

mainly on the student, also tends to ripple outward, leading teachers to build relationships 

with parents and the community. Indeed, relationships between parents and teachers are 

formed mainly surrounding the desire to provide for the educational and social needs of 

children. This study explores how a dyadic care relationship can inspire the creation of these 

secondary relationships. As we will see, the teacher-student relationship frequently ripples 

outward from the school, inspiring relationship-building between teachers and other groups 

(parents, communities, and social organizations) in the areas around the school. I suggest, 

alongside individual explanations, we should also explore the influence of institutions on the 

level of care provided by teachers. More specifically, I trace the ways some school 

administrations have supported teachers’ care work, and in doing so, influenced these teachers 

to continue and deepen the level of care and increase the relationship building they do. 
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The care relationship between teachers and students frequently results in relationship 

building between teachers and parents. Teachers do so because they aim to serve the “whole 

child.” Teachers’ relationships with their students lead them to be sensitive to the students’ 

experiences, including their home life. When students face challenges, either at school or at 

home, teachers work to engage the most important people in students’ lives to support the 

students. Thus, teachers consistently interact with parents, whether the relationship is positive 

or negative. Nevertheless, engaging with parents is a frequently ignored portion of the job 

description of teachers. 

Beyond simply crafting relationships with parents, we also see teachers building 

community in order to address larger social issues that influence their students. Through their 

work, teachers see firsthand the micro-level effects of broad issues like poverty, inequality, 

and discrimination. Students suffering the effect of these social ills frequently also see their 

school performance decrease. Worse, the literature on education reform frequently focuses in 

on teachers as the weakest link in the education system: student success is assumed to be a 

direct result of teacher performance, with little regard for the influence of overwhelming 

social issues, like poverty and declining school funding (R. Connell 2009; Noddings 2007). 

As the literature has described, these experiences can inspire teachers to act as agents of 

change and resistance to capitalism and racism (Carlson 1987; R. W. Connell 1993, 1994; 

Weiner 2013). 

This research explores the school communities created by teachers, administrators, 

and parents, with a specific look at how different actors (unions, school administrators) 

influence the creation of these communities. It is these relationships that, in turn, help us 

address the questions that arise from the community unionism literature. Through a study of 
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teachers’ work and teacher unions in Buenos Aires, we will see how the community unionism 

strategy is more effective at engaging and representing all the aspects of teachers’ work. From 

there, I will also explore the extent to which teacher unions can be involved in the creation of 

school communities. 

Methodology 

To engage with these questions, this investigation focused on teachers and unions in 

Buenos Aires, Argentina. This site was chosen in part because of the history of teacher 

unionism, general political activism, and instances of teacher-parent coalitions seen in the last 

decade. I traveled to Buenos Aires from July 2015 through August 2016. During this year, in 

addition to completing fieldwork, I took a couple of courses on the Spanish language. The 

courses helped me improve my Spanish, but also offered me a resource for understanding the 

idiosyncrasies of the local language.  

This study was constructed to understand teacher unionism at two levels: in the union 

and in the school. At the union level, I conducted a mix of in-depth interviews, short 

interviews at events, and participant observation with three unions in the city, as well as with 

a smaller constituent group within one union. I conducted interviews with leaders from the 

Unión de Trabajadores de Educación (UTE), Ademys, and the local chapter of the Sindicato 

Argentino de Docentes Privados (SADOP). In addition, I spoke to members of the 

Agrupación Simón Rodríguez, a political, labor, and community activist group whose 

members belong to the UTE and Ademys. These unions were chosen for several reasons. The 

UTE is by far the largest teacher union in Buenos Aires, representing nearly half of all 

unionized teachers in the city. Ademys is much smaller, but is a vibrant, active union that 

represents the most viable leftist union option for teachers in Buenos Aires. While SADOP is 
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not known for being particularly active or strong, it is the largest and most important union of 

private school teachers in the country. The UTE and Ademys also have a history of being 

involved in teacher-parent coalitions: union leaders, banners, and resources have been present 

during mobilizations of teacher-parent coalitions.  

Interviews with union officials ranged widely, including topics such as work history, 

their role in the union, the union’s relationship with teachers in schools, as well as how the 

organizations compile, create, and structure their demands and political action. Each union 

official interviewed had previous or current experience as a teacher, which allowed many to 

contribute stories and ideas about both schools and the union. I initially met one UTE leader 

at a small protest; after interviewing him, he connected me with other union officials. This 

snowballing allowed me to meet with seven officials at various levels of leadership in the 

UTE. Similarly, I initially met members and leaders from La Simón by attending an event 

they hosted. Through a subsequent interview, I was invited to join a construction project they 

were doing, renovating a building to create a cultural center and neighborhood meeting place. 

During work on this site, I was able to chat with other members of the group, learning small 

bits of information about their experiences in La Simón. I was connected to Ademys through 

La Simón, many of whose members are part of both Ademys and the UTE. Interviews with 

SADOP officials were attained more directly: I contacted members of the leadership, and they 

were willing to be interviewed. Overall, I conducted seven in-depth interviews with UTE 

officials, three with members of La Simón, two with leaders from Ademys, and two with 

leaders from SADOP. Interviewing leaders of these unions allow me to identify the barriers to 

community coalition building that exist within the unions, as well as understand the role 

unions have played in the creation of previous community coalitions. 
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In general, my interactions with union officials were cordial and straightforward. 

Many were very willing to give interviews and offered to introduce me to other people around 

the union without me asking. It was, however, made pretty clear that I would likely not be 

able to interview the Secretary General of the union, Eduardo López. In another instance, an 

attempt by one official to secure an interview for me with another leader was rebuffed quite 

directly. These were the only instances when I had even the slightest trouble getting 

interviews with union officials. Interviews with union officials occurred in various locations, 

mainly in neutral locations or private offices. Sometimes I met with officials in cafés that 

were convenient to both of us; other interviews occurred at the union headquarters, but always 

behind closed doors. In all these cases, the interviewees were relaxed and answered questions 

thoroughly; in more than one instance, I chatted with the interviewee for much longer than 

planned, even after I had asked all the questions I had, and even told them such.  

In addition to interviews with unions, I also engaged in participant observation of 

protests, pedagogy classes, and local union and parent meetings. Though most of these 

meetings were on topics unrelated to my research, they did offer chances to hear about the 

topics most pressing for teachers. I attended two pedagogy classes through the UTE and 

interviewed the dean of a union-funded teacher training center, the Universidad Metropolitana 

para la Educación y el Trabajo (UMET). In addition, I attended one union meeting for UTE 

teachers in the southern part of the city; though the topic was mainly around news from the 

union, these teachers also had a free form discussion of the issues they faced in their schools. 

Beyond these union meetings and classes, I attended marches and protests of local teacher 

unions and schools. The teacher unions of Buenos Aires engaged in a one-day strike during 

my time in the city; I joined mobilizations during this strike and a large number of other 
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protests. In addition, there was a wave of school-level mobilizations in 2016. These school 

“abrazos” (hugs) were planned by teachers and administrators to highlight the infrastructure 

needs of schools. I attended five of these abrazos. In all these cases, though I sometimes 

engaged participants in conversations, these conversations and protests mainly served as 

context to understand the situation in the city, as well as to generate general impressions as to 

the size of these protests and the extent to which non-union groups were involved. 

Beyond the union level, I was able to secure interviews5 with school administrators 

and teachers from ten primary/elementary schools across the City of Buenos Aires, seven 

public and three private schools. These schools varied in their geographic dispersion, 

including schools in the southeast, central, western, and northern portions of the city. Most 

schools came from the south and central portions of the city, as schools in the northern part of 

the city as a whole did not respond to requests for visits/interviews. Schools were recruited 

using a publicly available list of school names for all 839 primary schools in Buenos Aires, 

created by the city government. Using these school names, I looked up the general contact 

information through the city website, and also located school-created websites with 

(sometimes) current information on current school administrators. Given the size of the list 

and the steps necessary to find contact emails and names, schools were chosen to be contacted 

based on a twofold strategy. First, research was done to ensure that the contact list included at 

least one school from each public school district in the city; similarly, though private schools 

were not so clearly divided into school districts, private schools were sought from varying 

                                                 
5 My dissertation proposal also included plans to field a survey of teachers in the city. However, the low 

response rate of schools made this impossible. I contacted local officials to attempt to gain their help in my 

study, but never heard back from them. As such, I scrapped the survey in exchange for in-depth interviews when 

possible, and shorter interviews when teachers faced time constraints. 
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geographic areas. Once the schools on this list had been contacted, the second strategy was to 

continue to add to the list of contacted schools by oversampling areas from which no schools 

had yet responded. In this way, the strategy sought to maximize the number of geographic 

areas represented in the sample. Overall, 272 schools were contacted, 161 public schools and 

111 private schools. One of the major weaknesses of this approach was the fact that official 

school email addresses came back as no longer functioning. Moreover, some schools 

responded that they were unsure of their ability to participate and that I should contact district 

administrators to get permission. (Subsequently, district supervisors and staff in each district 

were contacted; none responded.) From this list, a total of eleven schools responded and were 

visited by the author.  

School visits began with interviews with school administrators. These interviews 

varied from 25 minutes to two and a half hours. Upon meeting the administrators, they would 

usually show me into their office to conduct the interview. The administrators varied in terms 

of their openness and willingness to talk. While all were initially a bit wary (understandably 

so) and warned they might get called away, most relaxed as they discussed their work history 

(which was always my initial question to administrators). Some of these interviews occurred 

in the privacy of their office with the doors closed; others left their doors open, or we 

conducted the interview in a more central location (e.g., the waiting room of the 

administration offices).  

Once interviews with the administrators were completed, the author requested 

interviews with teachers at the school. In every case, the administrators took me on a tour of 

the school, and all were willing to allow me to speak with teachers, excluding one. In each 

case, though, administrators were careful to say that I could only interview teachers who were 
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available and/or had time; this was very reasonable, as interviews occurred during school 

hours (the one director who did not allow me to speak to teachers gave this exact reason as an 

excuse). Usually, one or two teachers were available for short interviews (at most 30 minutes, 

usually about 15 minutes) on their work and relationships with parents. Interviews with 

administrators touched on a range of topics around community building, parent relationships, 

and the school. It is also traditional for administrators to have been teachers, and in this 

sample 100% of the administrators interviewed had previous experience as an in-classroom 

teacher. In this way, administrators were able to provide their own experience as teachers as 

well as their experience as school administrators. 

Through these school visits and interviews with primary school administrators and 

teachers, I gained valuable insight into teachers’ daily work. In their daily work, teachers 

provide much care and engage in a great deal of relationship building, both with students and 

with parents. This school-level information informed conclusions about the extent to which 

community coalitions were the result of rank-and-file level organizing. 

Why Argentina: A Specific Case with Broad Implications 

Fieldwork for this dissertation was completed in Buenos Aires, Argentina. Initially, 

this site was chosen because it seemed unique: teacher unions in Buenos Aires had engaged 

with parent and community groups, and also had a long history of framing their demands in 

terms of broader issues of social justice, public education, and educational equality. In many 

ways, Buenos Aires seemed like a place where teacher unions had already adopted the 

community unionism strategy. While the unions eventually proved to be less fruitful examples 

of community unions, the dynamics of teachers’ work, schools, unions, and community 

proved to make the case more generalizable. As we shall see, teacher unions in Buenos Aires 
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face many of the same struggles we see worldwide. In this way, while these cases were 

originally conceived of as an exploration of the ideal, they resulted in implications that were 

far more broadly applicable. 

Buenos Aires was also chosen because of its strong teacher unions. These unions 

became powerful and especially active beginning with democratization in the 1980s. They 

engaged in a particularly famous, long-running protest in the 1990s against decentralization, 

but framed the struggle as a battle over protecting public schools. This rhetoric continued 

through the 2000s, as the unions consistently framed their demands in terms of students’ right 

to quality public education. The unions gathered allies among different social movements and 

political groups, as well as other unions. In this way, Buenos Aires was a place where the 

unions seemed well on their way to engaging in more active forms of unionism (e.g., social 

movement unionism or community unionism). 

In addition to the strength of teacher unions, private schools in Buenos Aires offered 

an intriguing situation to study. While private schools tend to be non-union in the United 

States, labor and education laws in Argentina ensure that sector-wide collective bargaining 

agreements cover even private school teachers. Enrollment in private schools has climbed 

steadily since the 1990s, growing from roughly 23% in the late 1990s to nearly 50% of 

primary school students in 2007 (nationally the number is closer to 30%) (Narodowski, 

Moschetti, and Alegre 2013, 10). While there is a clear societal belief in a “private school 

advantage” (Fischman 2001), the private school sector is relatively understudied in Argentina. 

Further, because the state is both responsible for private schools, they have engaged in 

programs through which they subsidize some private school teacher salaries; as many as 64% 

of private schools receive at least a 40% subsidy for teacher salaries (Narodowski 2008, 136). 
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The result is that, unlike many other places, private school teachers have a national union and 

engage in the yearly collective bargaining process with the state. In this way, Buenos Aires 

was uniquely able to offer a comparison of unionism between private and public schools. 

In the end, much of what I found in Buenos Aires speaks to a universal set of 

circumstances facing teachers, teacher unions, and schools around the world. Education 

spending and teacher pay were consistent issues in Buenos Aires, as they are in many other 

places. Much like what we have seen in the USA (Moore Johnson 1984; Compton and Weiner 

2008), Australia (Cockfield et al. 2009), and what respondents noted in Argentina, teachers 

unions have important institutional power; but these unions also face real challenges to their 

ability to win demands around testing, working conditions, and student-teacher ratios; further, 

private schools are making inroads into education in ways that threaten the health of public 

schools. Teachers face many of the same struggles concerning classroom time, increased 

oversight, and crushing workloads, while unions similarly face struggles gathering 

community allies. In all these ways, though Buenos Aires was chosen as a unique case, the 

local challenges and opportunities facing teacher unions directly connect to those facing other 

teacher unions around the world. 

Chapter Overview 

Through a study of teacher unionism in Buenos Aires, this dissertation will analyze 

how teachers’ care work and community building provide an excellent foundation for 

community unionism. The second chapter argues in favor of conceptualizing teachers’ work 

as care workers. Care work helps us understand why teachers aim to teach the “whole 

student.” I also argue that it is this ethic of care that inspires teachers to develop relationships 

with students’ parents. This concept also helps us better integrate the emotional labor teachers 
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perform through their teaching and relationship-building work. This concept is still 

compatible with notions of teachers as professionals, as well as those that highlight the 

responsibility borne by school administrators and elected officials. Rather than replace these 

views of teaching work, adding care work to our understanding of teachers provides a fuller 

understanding of the broad spectrum of teachers’ work. 

The third chapter explores the community-building work done by teachers and 

administrators. School administrators are important arbiters of relationships between teachers, 

the school, parents, and the community. They set ground rules for the relationship between 

parents, the community, and the school, often doing so based on their own definition of who 

is part of the school communities. While teachers as a group certainly do an important amount 

of relationship-building with parents, school administrators are perhaps the single most 

important influence on the development of school communities. Yet school administrators do 

not set these limits in a vacuum. The type and location of a school also have an important 

intervening influence. Parents and the community have different expectations (and demands) 

at private schools than public schools, though there are also similarities between the two 

types. In addition, schools in poorer areas of the city also tend to have different relationships 

with parents than in other parts of the city. In this way, administrators sit at the nexus between 

teachers and the community. They have to balance the educational needs of the teachers and 

students, the needs of parents and families, and the desire of teachers to engage parents.  

Having explored teaching work from the school outward, I turn to investigate how 

unions navigate their strategic priorities, teachers’ work, and community building, and their 

strategic priorities. Chapter 4 studies the efforts of the UTE and Ademys to create coalitions 

with community groups. Both unions have experience creating such coalitions around specific 
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issues and are adept at framing their issues using a larger social justice lens. Nevertheless, 

neither group has been able to create deeper connections with community or parent groups. 

This is due, in part, to the fact that neither union has institutional paths or practices to ensure 

that these coalitions continue in the long term.  

Through an in-depth case study of a deep form of community coalition building, 

Chapter 5 addresses some of the questions brought up in the union comparison. The 

Agrupación Simón Rodríguez (La Simón), a hybrid union/political/community organization, 

provides a key case for understanding how a group of teachers can engage parents directly as 

members of a coalition. This group is organized around three pillars, championing best 

practices in pedagogy, community building, and unionism. Though a very small group, La 

Simón engages in a struggle with the state to open up a school in a place that lacked a 

kindergarten. When they identified the need for a school in a community, they worked 

directly with community members to contextualize, create, and push for the construction of 

this school. The unique combination of building a community around this demand, their focus 

on a singular goal, and their stalwart adhesion to the struggle resulted in an impressive 

victory. Through this example, we see how a group can create deep, lasting connections with 

a community, while also catalyzing the creation of this community.  

Chapter 6 concludes this dissertation with a discussion of the importance of 

community unionism as an organizing strategy for teacher unions. By combining the analysis 

of teachers’ work, teacher unionism, and community coalitions, I argue that the community 

unionism model allows teacher unions to more fully represent the work interests of teachers. 

This argument turns much of the community unionism literature on its head. While that 

literature tends to view coalitions and community unions as the result of two (or more) groups 
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coming together, I argue that community unionism in the education sector needs to focus on 

supporting the organic creation of school communities. From there, the natural extension of 

community unionism would be to integrate school communities (teachers, parents, students, 

and other school workers) into the union itself. Rather than having to look outside the union 

for allies, the union itself could help cultivate these allies and make them internal members of 

the union. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

TEACHERS CARE: RECONCEPTUALIZING TEACHERS AS CARE WORKERS 

Introduction 

It was the last week of a primary school before students were released to summer 

vacation. Their parents had been invited to the suburban Buenos Aires school for the students’ 

“muestras”: year-end school presentations of videos, art, songs, and performances showing 

the new skills and knowledge the students had gained over the previous year. The parents 

were invited to stay for lunch, with everyone sharing a meal in the school’s courtyard (which 

doubled as its warm-weather lunchroom and playground). In the midst of lining up their 

students for lunch, teachers chatted with parents while also fielding the excited questions and 

ideas from the energetic children. The students rushed to show their parents around their 

playground, but frequently ran back to show off for their teachers. After a year with their 

teachers, it was clear the students had developed important connections with their teachers. 

Just as the students were excited to show their parents their favorite places to play, so the 

students delighted in keeping their teachers informed of every great idea that came to their 

minds. 

The work of primary teachers is broad. At times teachers are expected to be “second 

mothers,” socializing children and nurturing their emotional development (Fielding and Moss 

2010; Noddings 2013; J. H. James 2010). Other times they are seen as idea workers, working 

to create, communicate, and disseminate knowledge (Weiner 2012). They also fill many roles 

in between: settling disagreements, challenging children to new academic heights, noticing 



 

43 

when a child is absent or needs help, and working to ensure children are accepted by their 

peers. 

Underlying all these roles is a consistent ethic of care. Yet scholars, unions, and 

governments have all moved away from understanding teachers as care workers. Instead, 

more recent work highlights teachers’ professionalism and autonomy (Weiner 2012). While 

this concept of teachers does capture important aspects of teachers’ work, downplaying care 

work has led all these actors to lose important conceptual and real-life understanding of the 

work that teachers do. Instead, we need to re-center teaching as a form of care work.  

It is only through the lens of care work that scholarship can account for the non-

academic, non-technical aspects of teaching work in which primary school teachers engage. 

This chapter will first show how teachers engage in care to help their students grow as whole 

individuals. The subsequent section will show how it is the holistic view of the student that 

leads teachers to be carefully attuned to the family and life experiences of their students. 

Though teaching work invites all teachers to engage emotionally and socially with their 

students, the following section will show how the community and neighborhood context 

influences teachers’ care work, suggesting that teachers who work in areas facing greater 

economic and/or social distress engage more deeply in students’ lives. Next, I will show how 

teachers’ care relationships with their students inspire the construction of relationships with 

students’ parents. Finally, this chapter will discuss how reconceptualizing teachers as care 

workers allows scholars a better grasp of the emotional labor that is an integral part of 

teaching work. 
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Teachers as Care Workers 

The concept of care work is important to understand how teachers approach their 

work. Through interviews and observations, it is immediately apparent that care work and 

nurturance underpin much of what teachers do. Respondents framed their work as focusing on 

the “whole” student. For them, this meant being in tune with the students’ background and 

experiences, understanding that what they lived outside of school would have a strong 

influence on what they did in school. It also meant being realistic and taking into account the 

neighborhood in which they taught, realizing that students are similarly influenced by their 

environment. 

Though viewing teaching as care work seems logical to many, teachers, unions, and 

governments have moved away from this understanding of teaching work. They did so 

because, historically, care work was associated as women’s work. As such, it was frequently 

(and unfairly) paid less and held in less esteem than “men’s work” (England 2005). Yet 

interviews showed how care functioned as the foundation for education in primary school 

classrooms. Viewing the student holistically is based on teachers’ implicit understanding of 

their role as care workers. It was only through building relationships with students that 

teachers could do their work. 

The work of teachers does not stop at in-classroom care and being sensitive to 

students’ life experiences. Rather, teachers’ care role also inspires them to engage in work 

beyond the classroom. The most important sort of this non-teaching work is building 

relationships with parents, which is done (or attempted) in almost all schools, regardless of 

the school's socioeconomic, geographic, and social context. For teachers and schools in more 
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impoverished areas, this non-teaching work also tends to include seeking social service 

groups to provide care for students and their families. 

Teaching the Whole Student: Care Work Versus Professionalism 

When discussing education policy and teachers’ work, it is easy to imagine the school 

as a place focused solely on the technical results of education. In the last half-century, there 

has been a move to refashion teachers as “rational professionals.” This conceptualization of 

teachers’ work has been adopted by many different groups and for many different reasons. 

Neoliberal governments preferred seeing teachers in a more technocratic light; in this way, 

teachers were expected to convey information to students in ways that were measurable, 

rational, and ultimately duplicable, without any notion of care (Dillabough 1999; R. Connell 

2009). In contrast, the professional label has also been used by some to highlight teachers as 

the true experts of education, and to subsequently decry the de-skilling of the teaching 

profession (Donaire 2012). Unions and teachers have also struggled to be seen as 

professionals in order to raise the societal status of their work (Weiner 2012; Bauch and 

Goldring 1998). 

Yet describing teachers as professionals is also a strategy through which unions and 

teachers especially have attempted to distance the teaching field from its roots as women’s 

work and care work. Historically, teaching work has been linked to care work, mainly through 

its definition as women’s work. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with the growth of 

public education in North and South America and Europe, the states and private employers 

frequently hired women to be teachers (Prentice and Theobald 1991). Friedrich Froebel, the 

famous pioneer of early learning methods, describes his ideas for kindergarten as a space 

halfway between the school and home; importantly, this meant that teachers would similarly 
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have to be halfway between teachers and mothers (Ailwood 2007, 156). It is from these roots 

that ideas about teachers’ role as a “second mother” begin (Fischman 2007). There was some 

debate as to which actor, teacher or mother, should be primarily responsible for children’s 

educational development. Nevertheless, the care underlying primary education led to a close 

connection between the roles of teacher and mother. This conflation of teacher, care worker, 

and mother was deeply ingrained by the early 20th century in both the US and Argentina 

(Ailwood 2007; Fischman 2007). 

For some, viewing teachers as professionals helps society move beyond the gendered 

understanding of teachers as second mothers. One study described how some male teachers 

carefully avoid the “mothering” role associated with teaching (Haase 2008). For these men 

and others, there is a negative connotation to the nexus of gender and care associated with 

teaching. Hauver James (2010) implicitly argues in favor of professionalizing teachers as she 

declares that teachers devalue student experience and identity when they assume a mothering 

role.6More objectively, scholars have argued that service and care work are frequently 

undervalued, underpaid, and underappreciated specifically because they are forms of labor 

traditionally performed by women (Robert 2017; England 2005). In response, scholars in 

many fields have used concepts of professionalism to demand society hold care workers in 

higher esteem (Goldstein 1998).  

Yet in highlighting teachers’ work as professional, scholars and unions have lost 

important aspects of teaching work. The replacement of the caring, mothering teacher with the 

                                                 
6 Hauver Jones’ study on teachers in the United States described how some teachers assumed a mothering role 

when they perceived that their students were not receiving adequate care at home (Hauver James 2010: 526). 

This latter assumption is key. She argues that teachers mainly take on a mothering role for those students whom 

they believe do not receive enough care at home because their home lives are too chaotic, precarious, and/or 

otherwise lacking. 
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rational, professional teacher creates a false dichotomy, as it suggests teachers who “mother” 

and/or “care” are unprofessional and irrational (Dillabough 1999). In the literature on 

teachers’ work, many passages display the care and in which teachers engage. Yet much of 

this literature does not employ the concept of care work to understand teaching, as the care 

work is one of the “hundred jobs” teachers do in any day (R. W. Connell 1993). For many of 

these authors, a strong challenge to their views comes from neoliberal educational policies, 

which have undermined schools’ ability to impart the types of social and emotional education 

that are best achieved through care (e.g., moral and ethical education, emotional development, 

etc.; see Ball 2009; Fielding and Moss 2010; Wrigley, Thomson, and Lingard 2011). 

When care does enter discussions of teaching work, the literature frequently focuses 

more on student outcomes in terms of ethical and moral training. Understandings of care are 

employed in these instances to re-imagine the student in a more human light. As Warin (2014, 

94) describes, academics frequently employ care in debates on the purposes of schooling, 

showing how “an educational ethic of caring for the ‘whole’ child, incorporating physical, 

emotional, and social needs, co-exists and often conflicts with an educational agenda that 

attends only to the child’s development of ‘knowledge.’” 

Other authors argue strongly for the inclusion of care as a part of pedagogy, or even as 

the foundation of education. Through their concept of “deep care,” Wrigley et al. (2012: 196) 

argue that care is central to “socially just” pedagogies. Using a similar line of thought, other 

theorists have argued in favor of greater inclusion of (and focus on) care in education work 

(Fielding and Moss 2011; Noddings 1984). In this view, education must be understood as 

greater than merely the technical distribution of knowledge; rather, they argue that education 

should be refocused to include moral, ethical, social, and emotional development as well. For 
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the most part, academics seem to focus on the importance and interdependence of care and 

education (Abbot et al. 1997, Anning and Edwards 1999). 

In these debates, we see how scholars have understood and explored the important 

point that students are not merely receptacles of information. During interviews, teachers and 

administrators discussed students in ways very similar to the scholars above, namely, that they 

aim to teach the “whole” student. For them, a key part of their work is relating to the student 

as a complete person. Though interviews did not seek broad definitions of what teachers 

meant when they described the whole student, it was clear a “whole student” was one who 

had their own personality, emotional and social needs, and life experiences that overlaid the 

fact that they were also students who were to be taught knowledge. This mimics the language 

used by the Ministry of Education, which declares that part of its mission is to guarantee that 

primary school students have “access to knowledge and relevant cultural experiences in order 

for them to realize their full potential as complete persons.” Teaching the whole student 

demands greater investment in building relationships with students and understanding their 

emotional needs. This work is much closer to care work than technocratic, “idea” work.  

However, many of the debates in the scholarship revolve around whether teachers 

should include care as part of their educational methods. Such an understanding of teachers 

suggests that there is a choice to care or not care. Though the concept of teachers as “second 

mothers” is problematic, it is at least indicative of the care involved in teaching. Teachers care 

for their students in the full, complex meaning of the word: they literally care for their 

physical bodies, and they provide support for their psychological and emotional development. 

For many children, primary education settings are the first place they go without their parents. 

Children may be fearful of such transitions, and as such, teachers must build trust and 



 

49 

relationships with their students to assuage these fears. Creating a personal relationship, an 

almost parental relationship with students is an effective way to get primary students engaged 

in school (R. W. Connell 1985; Fischman 2007; Haase 2008). 

Teaching the whole student also meant understanding the influences and effects of a 

student’s home life. Though children certainly differ greatly, they frequently share clues about 

tensions at home or describe outright challenges facing the family. But even when they do 

not, teachers and directors are attuned to students’ experiences outside of school. These 

teachers spend five days a week with their students; they develop relationships that allow 

them to know when a behavior is the result of something momentary by some longer-running 

undercurrent in their life. Teachers and administrators noted that children do not walk through 

the doors and become new people. More specifically, teachers know their students have lives 

outside of school, and that these lives influence their time during school. As a teacher aptly 

put it: “Here, the teacher works with children in school, but these children in some ways bring 

the weight of their families with them, for better or worse…”.7 As she spoke, she also 

mimicked a student packing and putting on a bookbag. This metaphor was striking in two 

ways. First, one can understand a students’ home life as much a part of the school as the 

books and supplies a child brought with them. Second, we see the life experience of a student 

as a load they must bear throughout their education. 

Through their relationship with students, teachers are frequently able to discern small 

changes in children’s behavior. I spoke with one director just after she had finished a meeting 

with a parent. She requested the meeting because the parent’s child had clearly been very 

                                                 
7 Sable, UTE pedagogy expert, interview with author, 5/13/2016. “Acá el maestro trabaja con los niños en la 

escuela, pero esos niños de alguna manera traen puesta a su familia, para bien o para mal…” 
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upset in class, and she knew from this information that there must be some challenging 

situation facing their family. “I told him that his daughter is very distressed and asked, ‘what 

happened at home?’”8 The father revealed that he had recently lost his job, and subsequently 

the family had sold their dog, both situations that could cause a student much anxiety. 

Similarly, teachers reported that they frequently sought out students who were absent without 

warning or for more than a day, calling home or asking neighbors about the family’s 

situation.9 

Situación Familiar 

In the discussions around some of the emotional, physical, and social issues students 

faced, many respondents employed the term situación familiar. This phrase arose in many 

interviews and seemed to cover a broad range of possible situations. Directors and teachers 

were willing to give examples of the things they have experienced in schools over the years, 

but frequently used this phrase when they were discussing more recent events, or when they 

were speaking very generally. In interviews, directors employed situación familiar to cover 

many different challenges facing a family, from the somewhat less-serious (a sick child, the 

loss of a pet, a lack of childcare) to the more serious (precarious employment, loss of 

employment, intimations of family violence, drug issues, incarceration). In this way, situación 

familiar maintains some confidentiality between the teacher and parents. 

Yet it was also clear that this phrase could protect teachers and directors themselves 

from some backlash. In the case of more serious issues, teachers in Argentina face the 

                                                 
8 Venus, private school director, interview with author, 6/24/2016. 
9 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016; Cay, teacher, interview with author, 

2/2/2016; Lulu, teacher, interview with author, 7/15/2016; Vana, public school vice director, interview with 

author, 6/13/2016. 
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dilemma of being mandatory reporters, meaning they are required by law to tell their 

superiors if they see signs of abuse in their students. A few directors and teachers discussed 

this dilemma: though they were strongly opposed to familial violence, they also worried about 

the scandal and hardship an incorrect accusation could cause. 

With children that have serious difficulties (in life) and the parents don’t help 

them, sometimes it is better to talk to the student and not with the parent, who 

doesn’t understand, and then the violence is transferred to the child. If you 

don’t study and you are a student from here, you know that your father is going 

to hit you, I talk with you, set you studying, I help you, and that’s it. I’m not 

going to say something to a violent father that will (lead to) him hitting the 

child. These parents we handle with a certain prudence, with caution, because 

we don’t want them to turn on the child, understand?10 

 

In addition to coming up in interviews, the issue of family violence was tangentially 

introduced during a class on pedagogy. I was able to hear teachers debate this issue directly. 

Though teachers’ opinions about the correct response to family violence varied greatly, the 

discussion highlighted the fact that teachers deal with ethical quandaries around reporting 

such violence. Some worried a report might escalate the violence faced by children, and they 

suggested going about solving the situation without involving the police. Others had little 

faith that the state would be able to stop the violence. At best, they feared, the state would 

only be able to separate the family and would not be able to rehabilitate any of the parents 

involved, thus replacing the physical violence with the emotional violence of separation. But 

many teachers also lamented the fact that any delay in reporting the violence would be worse 

                                                 
10 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016. "Con chicos que tienen serias dificultades y los 

padres no ayudan, a veces es mejor hablar con el chico y no con el padre, que por ahí no entiende o después la 

violencia se la traslada al hijo. Si vos no estudiás y sos alumno de acá y sé que tu papá te va a pegar, hablo con 

vos, ponete a estudiar, te ayudo y ya. No voy a decirle a un señor violento para que luego le pegue al chico. Esos 

padres uno trata de manejarlos con cierta prudencia, con cuidado, para que no se le vuelva en contra al chico, 

¿entendés?" 
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for the child in question. Given this dilemma, it is clearer why teachers are sometimes 

unwilling to share their experiences with students' challenges at home. 

In these situations, teachers also face the complicated reality of their legal 

responsibility to report abuse to school and district administrators. At one private school, a 

director described the angst many of her teachers faced. Most of them were younger teachers, 

having just graduated or been only a few years out of teaching school. These teachers worried 

about creating conflicts with students and their parents; that is to say, they worried about 

being faced with a situation in which they would feel compelled to act, even when it drew 

them into conflict. 

Interviews also occurred in a context of much debate around reporting requirements. 

Roughly a year before, two teachers in a public school had been fired by the government for 

their “negligence” in the case of a young student. In mid-2015, the student was killed by his 

stepfather. The government argued that the teachers should have seen (and reported) what 

they assumed were “obvious” signals of abuse; the teachers argued there were no signs of 

abuse. The Education Ministry was not swayed and fired the teachers for failing in their 

responsibility to the child. By the end of 2016, these teachers would be reinstated (see Dillon 

2015; Flores 2016; La Nación 2015). But at the time of these interviews there was much 

conflict over the issue of reporting and culpability among teachers. In light of this, the director 

from the previous quote went on to say: 

Of course, we denounce (report to the police) cases of violence, we report 

them. Obvious violence, that really injures or is abuse. Also, there are cases of 

sexual abuse and other types, the intervention of the police most times 

improves the lives of these children. And these children, mostly girls, when 

there is an issue of a partner or boyfriend of the mother who molests them, and 

the mothers already know that someone…I help them, or I intervene, they 

(both the mothers and children) come and confide in me personal things, I 
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know that because I help them. They have this space to talk and to look for 

help…with security and that it will be confidential and that I will look for 

some way to help them and not persecute them.11 

 

The Blurred Boundaries between School and Community 

Teachers in the poorer areas of Buenos Aires were the first to introduce the situación 

familiar in interviews. They served children from villas, neighborhoods that sprung up 

through land invasions by city residents, many of which began in the 1970s, but some of 

which are much older. Villa derives from the longer phrase “villa miseria,” or misery village; 

this term was used for many years, and still is in use, though many seem to prefer “villa” in 

order to move away from the negative connotation that they are full of misery. Though these 

areas have been settled for decades, they still tend to suffer from a lack of municipal support, 

specifically in terms of water, gas, and electrical infrastructure. Frequently settled by 

migrants, these areas also tend to be heavily policed due to the presence of illicit drug use and 

violence.12 Though drug use and violence certainly occur in these areas, there is also a strong 

political critique about the policing in these areas. One respondent described these areas not as 

the most “dangerous” or “precarious,” as many Argentine commentators might, but as areas 

that are the most “punished” and “ignored” by the government.13 These terms highlight the 

culpability of the state for the fact that these areas have not become fully accepted parts of the 

                                                 
11 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016."Igual nosotros denunciamos, los casos de 

violencia los denunciamos. Violencia manifiesta, que se lastimó, o que abusaron, también hay casos de abuso 

sexual y demás también, hay de todo, eso se denuncia. Y también, con esa intervención de la justicia a la larga a 

veces mejoran las vidas de esos chicos. Y estos chicos, sobre todo las nenas cuando tienen algún tema de que la 

pareja o el novio de la madre las molesta, las toca o lo que sea, como ellas ya sabe que alguien... yo las ayudé o 

intervine, vienen y confían cosas hasta personales, yo qué sé, para que las ayude. Tienen este espacio para hablar 

y para buscar ayuda. PREGUNTA: Con seguridad… RESPUESTA: Con seguridad de que va a ser confidencial 

y que vas a buscar la forma de ayudarla y que no le perjudique." 
12 During one visit to a villa, I noticed more than a few heavily armored police officers patrolling the streets; the 

only other times I saw such heavily armored police was to forcibly move protestors off roads or to create a 

perimeter around the Casa Rosada government house during large protests. 
13 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
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city, that the infrastructure needs of the area are ignored even as the policing of these areas is 

constant. 

In interviews, the influence of community and family on students’ educational 

experiences were both intertwined and distinct. As much as administrators worked to ensure 

the school was a place of safety, a haven for students, most described the clear impossibility 

of fully divorcing the school from its surrounding neighborhood. In part this is a result of 

enrollment trends in the city. Enrollment in schools is open, with parents allowed to enroll 

their students essentially anywhere in the city. Yet the city is large enough, and traversing it 

difficult enough, that parents frequently enroll their children in schools closer to home.14 One 

important caveat to this norm is the fact that many students travel into the city (from the 

surrounding province) to attend school. The city itself is essentially continuous well-beyond 

the border between it and the surrounding province. Students from the “conurbano,” as the 

neighborhoods just outside the city limits are called, sometimes travel surprisingly deeply into 

the city to attend school.15 In these instances, students are still certainly influenced by their 

community; it may simply not be the exact neighborhood that surrounds the school.  

In some situations, schools literally cannot draw boundaries between themselves and 

the community. One respondent spoke of her previous experience as a teacher in a poor 

                                                 
14 There are certain important corollaries to this rule. The first is that schools may offer different elective courses. 

Some schools have access to music and orchestra teachers, while other shave more intensive fine art offerings 

(sculpting, paint), still others have extra science courses, sports, tutors, or longer sessions in basic education 

tracks (language and reading, mathematics, social studies, etc.). Another is the fact that primary schools 

sometimes have different hours. Some schools have a half-day schedule (jornada simple) while others are full-

day schools (jornada doble or jornada completo). Many half-day schools offered programs and/or workshops to 

students for the second half of the day, in this way they essentially become a full-day school. For most parents 

this schedule is more convenient: to have their children at school for the entire workday. The result is that most 

primary school students go to school for a full day, though these schedule differences frequently mean that 

schools differ on the after-school courses available to students. 
15 This explains the fact that, though the official population size of the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires was 

just under 3 million in 2010, in 2015 the schools in the city served roughly 3 million students. 
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neighborhood.16 The school in which she taught was very humble, just 3-4 rooms, with no 

lunchroom or playground. During breaks, she said, the teachers would block off part of the 

street outside the school so that kids had a place to go outside and play. The school also had 

no bathrooms, and students would have to go to neighboring houses or businesses to use the 

bathroom. For this school, the lines between school and community were quite literally 

blurred. 

Similarly, teachers are often confronted with the effects of the neighborhoods 

surrounding the school. Teachers and students near one primary school in central Buenos 

Aires were victims of small thefts and crimes; the resulting fear among students prompted 

teachers to demand a response from authorities.17 Another respondent told a story about 

students in her classroom who frequently brought small knives and weapons to school. Rather 

than punishing or expelling these students, as such a transgression would normally warrant, 

the teachers in the school probed the students as to why they carried knives. They learned that 

the students felt compelled to carry the weapons for protection as they traveled to and from 

school. In response, the school negotiated a solution in which these students would turn in 

their knives when they arrived at school and would be allowed to retrieve them when they left 

for the day. As the respondent noted, they knew the dangers the students faced in the 

neighborhood.18  

Children in the villas and other poorer areas of the city are exposed to any number of 

hardships in their lives. Some might emanate from the family, like economic precarity, 

malnutrition, drug abuse (either parents or the students themselves), having a parent in jail, or 

                                                 
16 Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016. 
17 Field notes from protest in Boedo, City of Buenos Aires, Argentina, 4/28/2016. 
18 Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016. 
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experiencing abuse of one sort or another. Other hardships come from the very environment 

in which they live, including heavy metal poisoning from environmental pollution,19 gang 

violence, and the constant surveillance of the police. Many of the physical and emotional 

symptoms of these hardships manifest as issues in school. Issues of malnutrition, lead 

poisoning, drug abuse, and disease diminish a student’s ability to learn. But teachers also 

describe emotional “blocks” that negatively influence students’ work; even if students have 

not been physically abused themselves, the experience of living in a house with violence 

enters the school as vague “learning problems” in the classroom. The appearance of such 

learning issues is a clear indicator to teachers that students may have experienced something 

traumatic.20 

The director of a private school also made it clear that teachers are not only aware of 

the challenges they will face but accept them as part of the job: “…the teachers want to be 

here, in this situation [job]. It is not that this situation weighs on the teacher. Fine, if you 

really wish to work [as a teacher], you cannot run from these [challenging] situations.”21 In 

other words, teachers may worry about coming into conflict with parents and/or students, but 

they also chose to be teachers. According to this respondent, these teachers could have chosen 

another profession. And to be a teacher is to deal with students’ family situations alongside 

their educational situation. 

For some teachers, this idea rings true. These teachers specifically choose to work in 

the poorer areas of town. For a smaller subset of these teachers, their work in poor areas was 

                                                 
19 Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016, also see Auyero and Swistun (2009). 
20 Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016. 
21 Venus, private school director, interview with author, 6/24/2016. “Pero sí, sí, y además los maestros quieren 

estar ahí en esa situación. No es que pesa esta situación. Bueno, si a vos te importa el laburo es parte de, no 

podés correrte de esa situación.” 
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an extension of their political views.22 For others, they had been assigned to such 

neighborhoods when they started working and decided to stay in these more difficult 

situations.23 Yet some teachers avoided working in poorer areas of the city. The school district 

generally assigns new teachers in Buenos Aires to a school; teachers do not have much choice 

in the matter. But it is common for teachers to request a transfer to a new school after a year 

or two of teaching, especially if they are hoping to be in a different community context.24 

Other teachers began their careers in schools in middle-class areas and remained there.25 

Overall, there is some sense that (after a couple of years) teachers can move into or out 

of contexts in which they do not want to teach. Yet even those teachers who are in more 

economically stable areas mentioned the challenges their students faced from bullying and 

situaciones familiares. While those in poorer neighborhoods might face issues that are more 

troubling, deeper, and/or more contentious, teachers across social contexts dealt with the 

broader needs of students. For many, addressing the broader needs of students led them into 

contact with parents.  

Extending Care: Engaging with Parents to Address the Whole Student 

Clearly, the most important influence on a primary school student is their parent(s) or 

guardian(s). We saw above how teachers come to know their students’ community, 

neighborhood, and home contexts. More than simply knowing how parents influence their 

children, however, for many teachers in Buenos Aires, teaching the whole student means also 

                                                 
22 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016; Juan, member of La Simón and 

teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
23 Vana, public school vice director, interview with author, 6/13/2016; Via, public school director, interview with 

author, 6/7/2016; Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016. 
24 Gilda, public school director, interview with author, 7/7/2016. 
25 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. 
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engaging with parents. I argue the care relationship between teachers and students inspires 

teachers to also build relationships with parents. Teachers develop relationships with parents 

in hopes of better-supporting students’ educational and emotional development. 

Every teacher, administrator, and union official interviewed for this project noted the 

importance of parents and the necessity of a relationship between teachers and parents. When 

asked if having relationships with parents was part of their job, they responded using words 

like “fundamental,” “necessary,” “inherent,” and as one of the “most basic” and important 

parts of education work. When asked why working with parents was important, one director 

answered: “because children are their family, for better or worse, and this is why we have to 

work with [parents] ... for me, this is part of the school.”26 In the data, one can trace both the 

broader and more specific motivations driving teachers to build relationships with parents. 

Broadly, parents are a major arbiter of children’s life experiences. It is for this reason that, as 

we saw above, when a student begins behaving differently, teachers and/or directors tend to 

seek an explanation from the parents. More specifically, teachers and directors also pointed 

out the simple fact that they need parents as allies to support students’ education. 

Yet even as relationships with parents are seen as uniformly important by teachers, 

many factors influence the creation of these relationships. In describing the reasons parent 

relationships are necessary, teachers reveal much about the eventual relationship itself. In 

some instances, parents were seen as true partners in education and sometimes leveraged by 

teachers to share their knowledge and experiences with students. In other cases, respondents 

imagined parents more as people to be managed. Differences in these conceptions of parents 

                                                 
26 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. “Porque los niños son su familia, y para bien y 

para mal, es que hay que trabajar con ellos...Para mí es parte de la escuela.” 
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frequently depended on the teachers’ experiences and the school’s community. While teachers 

in schools serving children of lower socioeconomic class tended to desire more contact with 

parents, they were also less able to meet with parents, who frequently worked long hours at 

low-paying jobs. Conversely, while teachers at schools serving middle-class students had 

better access to parents, they more frequently felt like parents were more demanding of their 

time. 

Some described parents as equal contributors to the process of education,27 a few 

going so far as to try to involve parents during formal classroom time.28 These teachers sought 

to connect with parents after school, to highlight the different forms of knowledge parents 

could bring to their children’s education. Some invited parents into school to share their 

cultural history or some interesting experience.29 These teachers all worked in poorer areas of 

town; many of their students were migrants who, having come to Argentina during better 

economic times, were facing poverty as the economy slowed.30 

Other respondents were more instrumental in their desire to have contact with parents. 

These teachers identified academic achievement as a strong driver for the creation of parent 

relationships. Generally, respondents listed the importance of parents for ensuring that 

students completed their homework,31 got to school on time,32 were fed, had slept enough, etc. 

                                                 
27 Via, public school director , interview with author, 6/7/2016; Marcy, public school director, interview with 

author, 6/23/2016. 
28 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016; Cay, teacher, interview with author, 

2/2/2016. 
29 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016; Maria, public school director, interview with 

author, 5/20/2016; Cay, teacher, interview with author, 2/2/2016; teacher from La Boca #2, interview with 

author, 6/7/2016. 
30 Vana, public school vice director, interview with author, 6/13/2016. 
31 Marcy, public school director, interview with author, 6/23/2016; Brin, private school director, interview with 

author, 6/28/2016. 
32 Vana, public school vice director, interview with author, 6/13/2016; Alé. 
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One director described a time when she had to call the parents into school because the student 

was habitually late to school. For her, however, the problem was the parents not the student: 

I tend to ask for a meeting when it seems to me that a child is arriving late a 

lot, and this is bad, it is sad, the child loses a lot of work. And a child of six 

years does not arrive alone. They arrive with their parents. And what am I 

going to say to the kid? ‘You need to arrive earlier’? If the one who brings the 

child is the father or mother, or from some other place. Then I have a meeting 

with them [the parents], and I say to them it is important for the education of 

this child that he arrives at the correct time every morning. No? The people 

who arrive at whatever time, what is more transgressive? … One time they can 

pass, two times, but there are people who habitually, always have an excuse for 

what they don’t do … If [the parents] arrive late all the time, the student feels 

embarrassment when they enter after everyone else is already there…33 

 

In these cases, parents were imagined almost as external support/helpers that needed to be 

managed. In this case, teachers viewed parents’ place as outside the school, and believed 

parents’ role in education focused more on reinforcing what was taught in the classroom. 

When asked, these respondents were clear that parents did not volunteer as part of the school 

day.34 Part of managing parents was ensuring (or trying to ensure) that parents at home did not 

contradict what teachers taught in the classroom.35 Another director discussed the need for 

whole classes of parents to be brought together because the classroom was in such turmoil: 

[In our school we have] many parents who are psychologists, or education 

psychologists, who are more like friends to their children. There are a lot of 

‘psy’ parents, that’s how we say it, or who know a lot about education science 

and education, but make (educational) disasters in their homes. I should be 

                                                 
33 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. "Yo suelo citar cuando me parece que un niño 

está llegando tarde muchas veces, y eso lo pone mal, lo pone triste, se pierde trabajar un rato largo. Y un nene de 

seis años no viene solo, viene con sus papás. ¿Y qué le voy a decir al chico? ¿“Tenés que llegar más temprano”? 

Si el que lo trae es el papá o la mamá, o como fuera, entonces los cito y les digo que es importante para el 

aprendizaje de este niño, que él venga todas las mañanas a horario. Eso también es algo que sucede muy en la 

actualidad, ¿no? que la gente llega a cualquier hora, que es más transgresora? ... Una vez te puede pasar, dos 

veces, pero hay gente que es habitualmente siempre tiene una excusa para lo que no hace...Si llegan todo el 

tiempo tarde les da vergüenza entrar al aula cuando ya están todos..." 
34 Gilda, public school director, interview with author, 7/7/2016; Venus, private school director, interview with 

author, 6/24/2016. 
35 Luigi, public school director, interview with author, 5/23/2016; teacher from La Boca #1, interview with 

author, 6/7/2016. 
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one, in my house too it’s a mess. Because of this in the school year, it depends, 

there are grade levels that have a lot of generalized conflict (in the classroom). 

I set a reunion with the parents and I say to them: “Look, do you know what’s 

happening? This happened. In the school, this happened, and this, and this. Can 

you help us with this? What are you willing to do?36 

 

For this director, the parents were not keeping their houses in order; in turn, the students were 

not respectful of the teachers or the school context. 

But some teachers noted developing these relationships with parents was becoming 

more fraught. Three directors, two in private schools and on in a public school, noted a 

societal shift they felt had changed the teaching context. They described cases in which 

students had misbehaved or earned a low grade. In years past, they argued, the parent would 

have demanded an explanation from their child: why had they misbehaved, why hadn’t they 

studied enough. Now, these teachers argued, if the parents were contacted because of some 

issue with a student, the parents would castigate the teachers: why are you doing this to my 

child, why can’t you do a better job with them.37 Thus, while certain social contexts and 

neighborhoods present specific problems for some students, teachers also felt like the 

profession was getting more difficult in general.  

In another instance, upon arriving at the school, one director had been warned to be 

careful around the parents, that they were especially difficult (they were described to her as 

“crazy”). Yet she argued that “if you don’t respect the parents, you are not going to respect 

                                                 
36 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. “Mucho papá sí, psicólogo, psicopedagogo, 

demasiado amigo de sus hijos, que tenés que estudiar, sentate a estudiar. Hay mucho papá psi, nosotros le 

decimos así, en la escuela. O licenciados en ciencias de la educación, y como saben tanto de educación, en su 

casa hacen desastres. Yo debo ser una, que en mi casa hago lío...Después en el año depende, hay grados que si 

están pasando por un conflicto muy generalizado, hago una reunión de padres y les digo: “Miren, ¿saben qué? 

Pasa esto. En la escuela pasa esto, esto y esto. ¿Nos pueden ayudar con qué? ¿Qué están dispuestos ustedes a 

hacer?” 
37 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016; Vana, public school vice director, interview 

with author, 6/13/2016; Venus, private school director, interview with author, 6/24/2016. 
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the children…This lack of respect then becomes institutionalized, and at least since I arrived, 

I don’t permit it”.38 In this case, Vivi was also referencing the fact that she, as director, had to 

set a good example for the teachers in her school. In contrast, some directors are able to 

connect to parents enough that they leverage the parents to fix problems happening in the 

school. Brin shared this interesting story of a new student who was not being welcomed by 

other students. She gathered a large reunion of parents and embarrassed them for not being 

good examples for their children: 

Last year, I had a reunion with a grade level because we had a student who was 

super-excluded; none of the other students treated her with respect; they 

criticized her a lot. She had come as a new student. And here, where everyone 

describes themselves as so good and so progressive. We had a meeting with all 

the families, and we told them, “What’s happening? What welcome can we 

give to someone who arrives new from another place? Raise your hand if you 

invited her to your house?”39 

 

Communication Methods for Building Parent-Teacher Relationships 

Though directors and teachers discussed at length the need for relationships with 

parents and shared singular examples, building relationships with a whole classroom worth of 

parents (or, in the directors’ cases, a whole school) poses a challenge. There are two 

consistent forms of communication on which teachers rely to communicate (and create 

relationships) with parents. The Education Ministry in Buenos Aires institutionalized 

important forms of communication and encounters between parents and teachers, namely the 

cuaderno de comunicación and entregas de boletines. Teachers have the opportunity to 

communicate fairly consistently with parents through written notes in each student’s cuaderno 

                                                 
38 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016. “Bueno, a través de, obviamente, si no respetás 

a los papás, no vas a respetar a los chicos. La falta de respeto digamos está institucionalizada y por lo menos 

desde que yo estoy, no se la permito.” 
39 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. 
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de comunicación (literally “communication notebook”). Students carry this notebook back 

and forth between school and home. Teachers frequently use the cuaderno to convey 

instructions for homework, report on behavior (good and bad), and report on a students’ 

progress. Beyond the cuaderno, there is a long tradition of requiring parents to come to the 

school to pick up their children’s progress reports. Though timing varied slightly by school, 

usually between four and six entregas de boletines (literally “delivery of reports”) were 

scheduled throughout the school year. The entregas also frequently functioned like parent-

teacher conferences, where teachers had the opportunity to present class projects to groups of 

parents and have individual conferences with parents. Beyond these official meetings, schools 

also produced projects, plays, and other forms of presentations for parents on special days 

during the year. For example, parents were invited in on Flag Day to view patriotic projects 

done by students and to watch the students pledge allegiance to the flag. 

Yet these institutionalized forms of communication are frequently not enough for 

parents and teachers to develop relationships. The use of the cuaderno varies widely. Some 

teachers noted their consistent use of the tool to communicate with parents on a broad 

spectrum of topics (teacher from Boca, teacher from Once). Others declared the cuaderno all 

but useless, lamenting that some parents rarely read the notebook, as evidenced by how few 

wrote back to them. Parents at one middle-class school frequently complained that they 

“worked long hours, and when they get back home, they don’t have the desire to look at the 

cuaderno every night.”40 

                                                 
40 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. “Muchos papás que me cuentan: ‘Y bueno, yo 

trabajo muchas horas, llego a la casa y no tengo ganas todas las noches de mirar el cuaderno’.” 
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Similarly, some teachers noted they never saw parents, even when they were 

specifically asked to come into the school for some reason. Likewise, although the entregas 

were generally considered mandatory, attendance varies by school. At some schools, the 

entregas were the only time a teacher may actually meet a parent;41 in other cases, teachers 

lamented the fact that parents did not attend these events.42 Respondents admitted feeling that 

parents viewed the school as they would a bank: a place to deposit their treasure for 

safekeeping until they are ready to pick it back up again.43 Certainly this metaphor reflects 

some frustration among teachers, especially those who want parents to be more involved in 

their children’s education. Teachers were also acutely aware of the fact that some parents 

were only present in the school because their child had been misbehaving. These teachers 

wanted more out of the relationship with parents than simply “telling them about the bad 

things.” They worried that parents would assume any invitation to the school was the result of 

a disciplinary or academic issue. 

Despite teachers’ frustration, they were quite sensitive to the issues that frequently 

prevented parents from attending school functions; this was especially true in teachers who 

worked in schools that had students from working class and working poor backgrounds. The 

demands of parents’ workday tended to be the greatest barrier to their presence in schools. In 

these schools, teachers “never saw” most of these parents, alluding to the fact that parents 

were so busy they could not even physically bring their kids to school. One director noted 

most of the students arrived at school of their own accord, some having traveled up to an hour 

                                                 
41 teacher from La Boca #2, interview with author, 6/7/2016. 
42 teacher from Once, interview with author, 6/15/2016. 
43 Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016; Venus, private school directo, interview with 

author, 6/24/2016. 
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by bus and walking, with the oldest sibling or older neighborhood child taking charge to 

ensure everyone got to school (even though the “oldest” in this case was rarely more than 9 

years old).44 Yet these teachers also spoke with compassion about the strenuous workdays 

many of these parents faced. In one school, teachers noted that a large proportion of the 

parents worked in the nearby, large, informal markets45. The market occurred daily, 

surrounding one of the major train stations in Buenos Aires. Street vendors had to construct 

and remove their stands daily. Because of the vast size of the market, and the fact that many 

vendors sold the same (or very similar) items, the vendors frequently spent upwards of 16 

hours hawking their wares. The teachers knew parents worked these long hours and were 

sensitive to the daily struggle for survival these families faced. Yet there was also 

exasperation at the irony of knowing that parents were frequently working only a few blocks 

from the school but were never a part of the school. Indeed, when students were absent, it was 

assumed they were helping with the day’s selling and thus tantalizingly close to the school. 

The hardships of the street vendor livelihood were a nearly impenetrable barrier between the 

parents and school. Teachers hoped parents would be more involved, but also understood the 

challenges facing the working poor. For many schools, obstacles like this one were simply too 

large to overcome, and teachers gave up hope of incorporating some parents into the school. 

Others had the exact opposite view, believing it was these sorts of interactions with 

which the school must be involved, and that these interactions served as part of the foundation 

                                                 
44 Luigi, public school director, interview with author, 5/23/2016. 
45 teacher from Once, interview with author, 6/15/2016; Marcy, public school director, interview with author, 

6/23/2016; Via also described this, though her school was much further away from the market (personal 

interview, 6/7/2016). 
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for school-parent alliances.46 For these educations, the influence of family, neighborhood, and 

context was an inseparable part of the students themselves. One could not expect to teach and 

discount the needs of the community.47 These teachers frequently chose to work in schools 

that served families facing economic and social precarity. For some of these teachers, the 

project was a political one. They wanted to engage with students and families facing the 

greatest challenges, and they saw the school as a way to liberate entire families and 

neighborhoods.48 Still, others were less politically motivated but had similar ideas about the 

positive effect a school could have for children.49 For these teachers, their ideals demanded 

they go beyond the institutionalized forms of communication, to do as much as they could to 

get parents involved in their children’s education. 

Though there was much variation in terms of what teachers did and what motivated 

them to engage with parents, all teachers were clear about the necessity of building 

relationships with parents. Teachers encountered any number of difficulties trying to do so, 

often finding it difficult to find ways to stay connected with parents. Institutionalized methods 

of communication were helpful, but not always effective in cases where families faced 

economic and/or social precarity. Yet it was in these very cases where teachers were 

especially motivated to engage with parents. Engaging with parents is not part of the training 

or the professionalization of most teachers. Rather than a clear responsibility of the job, 

engaging with parents was an implicit role inspired by the care work teachers do. Parent-

                                                 
46 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016; Via, public school director, interview 

with author, 6/7/2016; Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016. 
47 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016; Lulu, teacher, interview with author, 

7/15/2016. 
48 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016. 
49 Lulu, teacher, interview with author, 7/15/2016; Maria, public school director, interview with author, 

5/20/2016. 
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teacher relationships are an extension of the care relationships teachers develop with their 

students; through these relationships, teachers work to create a support network to help 

students achieve academic success. Care relationships with students and parents are not easy 

work for teachers. Rather, it is teachers’ care work that also demands the greatest emotional 

labor from teachers. 

The Emotional Labor of Care Work 

In addition to providing a better conceptualization of the relationship-building work 

done by teachers, care work also helps highlight the emotional labor teachers perform. An 

important part of teachers’ work is producing affect, especially in primary school settings. In 

dealing with both children and their parents, teachers and administrators felt the pressure to 

always be prepared to deal with difficult issues, to always have the “right answer,” and to 

seem cool and collected. The care work teachers perform demands they control and manage 

their own emotions. This emotional labor links teachers to other care professions, in industries 

like service and healthcare. 

Producing affect has been increasingly studied over the last thirty years with the shift 

of Global North toward service economies (Hardt 1999). Care work is a specific type of 

affective labor, in which the work takes on a nurturing aspect (Duffy 2005; Ungerson 2005). 

In performing care work, especially the relational portion of the work, scholars have also 

developed a literature around the emotional labor that workers do to perform/create these 

relationships. Hochschild’s (1983) landmark work on flight attendants explored the ways that 

workers control their emotions in the performance of their work, sometimes going so far as to 

become alienated from their own feelings in the process. According to this work, workers 
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experienced classic forms of coercion through management control, yet the result was the 

production of affect and emotions the workers did not necessarily feel (Hochschild 1983).  

Though teachers almost universally discussed the importance of creating relationships 

with students and parents, building relationships can be emotionally difficult work. One 

respondent described her work as “intense” (Brin). She felt the pressure to know all of the 

students in the school, and to know a bit of everything that was going on int the school. 

In Buenos Aires, there is a word in fashion: intense … Everything is intense. 

The traffic, life, people. I think that [describes] the role of director, at least at 

this institution. Why? Because I want to be in everything, I like to know all of 

my students … It is very big, it is large [this job], and what’s more, I demand a 

lot of myself because I think being a director is knowing a bit of 

everything…50 

 

Brin’s feelings stemmed from the fact that she felt like she was the final authority in the 

school. A few directors described the feeling that they had to be ready for anything, to never 

show weakness, to be able to handle any situation. In Brin’s case, she felt she could only ask 

teachers what she was willing to do: 

…it seems to me, what’s more, that one [the director] is the example for the 

rest. If I have to ask a teacher to do something, I am the example. I cannot ask 

the teacher [to take] responsibility, [to do] all they can with great effort if I 

don’t do that [also], but that is my point of view…I don’t allow that of myself 

because I want to look at the teachers in the face and not feel lacking. Not to be 

perfect, but to not ask of them that which I am not able to do.51 

 

                                                 
50 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. “En Buenos Aires está de moda una palabra 

que se llama intenso. Todo es intenso. El tráfico, la vida, la gente. Yo creo que el rol de director, por lo menos en 

esta institución. ¿Por qué? Porque yo quiero estar en todo, me gusta conocer a todos mis alumnos...Es muy 

amplio, es muy grande, y además yo me exijo mucho porque creo que un director tiene que saber de todo, qué sé 

yo...” 
51 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. “…entonces me parece que además uno es 

ejemplo de los demás. Si yo tengo que pedirle algo a un maestro, yo soy ese ejemplo. Yo no le puedo pedir a un 

maestro responsabilidad o que cumpla o que haga las cosas con el mayor de los esfuerzos si yo no lo hago, pero 

este es mi punto de vista…No me lo permito yo porque creo que quiero mirar a los maestros a la cara y no sentir 

en falta. No por ser perfecta, pero no pedirle al otro lo que no estoy dispuesta a hacer yo.” 
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This feeling of needing to be almost perfect, or at least willing and able to do anything, 

demanded much of directors. Though directors saw their role as collaborative, and not 

authoritative, they also felt they had the most responsibility for the school. Another director 

mirrored Brin’s feelings as the person responsible for any issues that arose. For herself, she 

added that she had to maintain a careful emotional equilibrium. Though many moments 

weighed on her heavily, she always had to have an answer and to treat fairly all those 

involved. 

[Being a director] may be very self-serving what I am saying, but it is very 

difficult to not establish this [authoritarian] role because, in the end, you are 

the visible face and referent for all problems. You have to take it on and take it 

on, not leave it for another. Sometimes it weighs heavily on me, because it’s 

heavy, very heavy.52 But I also have to be in equilibrium, always have an 

answer, and at least attempt to create consensus, to bring all the parts/people 

into consensus, even though we aren’t always in agreement, I have to maintain 

equilibrium, but also indicate a goal (or destination).53 

 

Moreover, Vivi noted that she frequently felt anxious or unsettled (inquieta) that she always 

had to have all the answers. 

Teachers described a similar feeling, though for them the point was to appear 

unflappable in front of their students. One teacher described the difficulty she sometimes had 

staying hopeful with some of her students. They faced many problems, and many of them 

might not finish school, but you couldn’t treat them differently because of that.54 Though not 

directly referenced by this teacher, it was clear she was controlling her feelings regarding 

                                                 
52 Pesado directly translates as “heavy,” and is frequently used to denote emotional weight or literal, physical 

weight. 
53 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016. “Es muy personalista tal vez lo que te estoy 

diciendo pero es muy difícil no establecer ese rol porque terminás siendo la cabeza visible y el referente de todos 

los problemas. Entonces tenés que asumirlo y asumirlo, no te queda otra. A mí, por momentos me ha pesado y 

mucho, porque es pesado, es muy pesado. Siempre estar equilibrado, siempre tener una respuesta, o por lo menos 

tratar de consensuar, tratar de equilibrar las partes, que no siempre están de acuerdo, hay que mantener un 

equilibrio, pero marcar siempre un destino.” 
54 teacher from Once, interview with author, 6/15/2016. 
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certain students, that she had to remain positive for them even if she was not very personally 

hopeful about their opportunities in life. 

In all these situations, teachers and administrators did not seem coerced into their 

emotional labor, at least not in the classic sense of Hochschild’s ideas of managerial coercion. 

Instead, teachers aligned with more recent understandings of emotional labor which argue that 

managers do not necessarily have to coerce their employees to perform this emotional labor 

(Lopez 2006). Lopez’s (2006, 134-138) study looked at healthcare workers, finding that there 

are some employment situations in which the managers create environments that support 

employees’ emotional labor in ways that protect the employee, and thus strive to avoid 

alienating employees from their own emotions. That is to say, these care workers managed 

their own emotions and worked to create relationships with their clients, but they did so above 

and beyond what was demanded by managers. In Hochschild’s analysis, the emotional labor 

done by flight attendants was quite literally the repression of their own emotions and the 

production of new emotions that would satisfy their clients. Lopez engages more closely with 

the emotional labor of tempering one’s emotions, controlling anger or discontent, and 

grappling with the mixed emotions of healthcare work (disappointment, fear for patients, 

worry about prognoses, as well as hope for improvement, happiness when a person recovers, 

etc.). In many ways, teachers are more like the healthcare workers in Lopez’s analysis. School 

administrators are much more focused on supporting teachers’ work and the emotional labor 

they perform. Both school administrators and teachers adopt the expectation that their jobs go 

far beyond the technical expectations of education to include non-coerced emotional labor 

(Robert 2017; Yates 2011).  
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Nevertheless, in attempting to be perfect for students and parents, teachers frequently 

fail to take the necessary time to do self-care (J. H. James 2010). One respondent even 

measured her ability to be a teacher by judging the way she handles some of the most difficult 

situations. For her, an important part of being the director was being able to handle the 

emotional labor needed to be a resource to her students and her students’ families. The signal 

for her to either seek a promotion (out of the school and into the administration of the school 

district) when she could no longer emotionally handle the difficult situations in which her 

students lived: 

Because the truth is being director is a physical and mental wear on one, and 

especially here with all the problems the children face … look at this, you’re 

recording, but I’ll show you, see this big pile of papers here? They are all 

judicial cases of the children, a very complicated issue, about forty cases where 

children are in some manner under the watch of the police and courts [for 

criminal matters], or because of family violence, or because they were 

abandoned, or something, and this levies a very, very strong emotional wear. 

For now, I can [handle it], but when I feel I cannot manage this situation, I will 

run (or flee) upward…55 

 

For Via, there was a double meaning to the idea of “running upward.” The literal meaning 

was that she would seek a promotion that would take her out of the school, to work as an 

administrator in the school district or some other position in the Education Ministry, all jobs 

that would demand less interaction with these difficult situations. But it was also telling that 

she used the word “run,” which can similarly be translated as “to flee.” Via knew they might 

come a time when she would not be able to process the sometimes intense emotional 

                                                 
55 Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016. “…porque la verdad es un desgaste físico y 

mental muy grande ser directora de una escuela, y acá sobre todo, la problemática en los chicos… mirá, estás 

grabando pero te muestro, ves esa pila grande de ahí. Bueno, son todos casos judicializados de los chicos, muy, 

muy complejo ese tema, aproximadamente cuarenta casos que los chicos están de alguna manera bajo la justicia, 

o por violencia familiar o por abandono de persona o por algo, y esto se lleva un desgaste emocional muy fuerte, 

muy fuerte. Entonces… por ahora puedo, cuando sienta que no puedo manejar esta situación me correré para 

arriba…” 
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situations of her students. To protect her mental health, she imagined she might someday have 

to flee the school. 

Conclusion 

To say that teachers care, and that teachers are care workers, is in some ways not a 

surprise. Most people, parents and children alike, recognize the care aspects of teaching work 

and recognize the ways in which teachers create relationships with their students. As we have 

seen in this chapter, teachers in Buenos Aires aim to teach the “whole student.” While 

academic achievement is certainly an important goal, emotional and social development are 

equally important goals to many teachers. Even those teachers who do not necessarily ascribe 

to traditional, and frequently gendered, conceptions of care work do see the academic benefit 

of building social relationships with children. 

By teaching the whole student, teachers become attuned to the daily experiences of 

children. Teachers know when a child is facing trouble at home; they understand that subtle 

changes in behavior are often the result of emotional distress, or at least emotional unease. 

Once teachers and students have this sort of relationship, it is a natural extension for them to 

build a relationship with their students’ parents. 

Though teachers had very different views on the proper role of parents in their 

children’s education, it was clear that all teachers knew the key influence parents have on 

their children’s academic achievement and social development. The teachers who were more 

likely to engage parents were frequently found in schools that serve areas of the city 

experiencing economic or social precarity. While many of these teachers self-selected to work 

in these schools, these teachers also taught children facing some of the most difficult personal, 

familial, and social issues. As we shall see more in the next chapter, these grave 
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circumstances likely generate greater responses from teachers. Yet teachers in schools that 

served the middle classes also engaged in a great deal of care and relationship building with 

parents. Though their students arguably faced less difficult problems, they faced their own 

sets of challenges, many of which were met by teachers. 

One important result of this care work is the amount of emotional labor teachers do in 

their jobs. Creating relationships is difficult work. It demands that teachers and directors keep 

their calm and treat everyone with respect, even (and especially) when they disagree with a 

parent or student. This was especially true for teachers working in more dire contexts. They 

had to put on a brave face for students and parents, even as the teachers managed the stress 

and emotional expectations that came with their authority. 

In all these ways, it is clear that teachers are care workers. More importantly, 

employing this term helps us better understand the actual work that teachers do. While many 

actors across societies, including teachers themselves, have struggled to recast teachers as 

professionals, in doing so, they inadvertently made invisible some of the most fundamental 

work teachers do. That is not to say that teachers are not professionals. Rather, defining 

teachers as care workers helps us better combine the two spheres of teaching work: the 

technical/pedagogical and the emotional/social. As we shall see in the next chapter, re-

centering on these two aspects of teachers’ work allows a more holistic understanding of 

teachers’ work, as well as ways to explore the role of teachers in the creation of school 

communities.  
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CHAPTER 3 

 

FROM APATHETIC PARENTS TO PROBLEM SOLVING INSTITUTIONS: THE 

INFLUENCE OF ADMINISTRATORS AND SOCIOECONOMIC CONTEXT ON 

THE CREATION AND ROLE OF SCHOOL COMMUNITIES 

 

Introduction 

In the previous chapter, we saw how care work inspires both teachers and 

administrators to build relationships with the parents of students. These relationships initially 

focus on student outcomes. Teachers and administrators engage with parents primarily to 

support students’ educational achievement, mainly through activities that are integral to 

students’ education. But these initial parent-teacher relationships also serve as the foundation 

for what respondents called the “school community” (comunidad escolar). The school 

community is frequently leveraged to engage in activities that supplement support students’ 

classroom education, like fundraisers, maintenance, and events. 

But school communities do not simply exist or appear automatically. Much like 

parent-teacher relationships, school communities must be built and reinforced over time. 

Though creating school communities involves a great many factors, I argue two variables 

have the strongest influence on the shape of a school community: the Dirección (school 

administrators) and the socioeconomic context of the school.56 

                                                 
56 This means the socioeconomic context of the families who attend the school. But it is also frequently related to 

the neighborhood surrounding the school, as most children attend schools in or near their immediate 

neighborhood. 
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Members of a school’s Dirección are the most important arbiters of community-school 

relations and in creating school communities. They are a nexus between the school and 

community, controlling both the extent to which the community is involved with the school 

and to which teachers engage with the community. School administrators face the dual 

demands of protecting classroom instruction time from disruptions and also leveraging 

community members to financially and socially support the school. The ways that the 

Dirección defines the school community plays a major role in the people and groups to whom 

the school reaches out to engage. In this way, the definition of the school community helps us 

understand who the school proactively seeks to include in the workings of the school. 

The second important variable is the school context. This chapter will explore two 

significant contexts: a) private schools, which mainly serve those in more stable 

socioeconomic positions, and b) public schools that serve those who experience less stable 

socioeconomic conditions. As will be explored below, while private schooling and the 

socioeconomic context of families are not necessarily mutually exclusive, they do tend to fall 

into one of three possible combinations. In private school settings, parents and administrators 

tend to have very different expectations than they do in public school. The service provision 

or “market relationship” parents expect tends to lead to weaker, less active school 

communities, even in schools where the Dirección wants to create a more active school 

community. 

In contrast, schools that serve those with less-stable socioeconomic positions are more 

likely to see parents and community members “barge in” to the school community. In these 

communities, the common practice among Dirección of welcoming parents into the school 

can lead parents to rely on the school s a problem-solving institution. This transformation 
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from educational space to problem-solving space is a complex process involving the school’s 

place in society as a well-known institution and the economic and social needs of families. 

Below we will see how these two variables, the definition of the school community by 

the Dirección and the school context, influence the creation of school communities. First, I 

will describe the roles of the school Dirección. From there, the chapter will turn to explore the 

first variable, the definition of the school community by the Dirección. The definition put out 

by the Dirección shows which groups the school proactively attempts to include in the school 

community. From there, I will turn to explore the ways the school’s context influences the 

creation of school communities. This context is divided into two scenarios: type of school 

(public versus private) and socioeconomic context of the families at the school (stable versus 

precarious). Though this creates four possible school contexts, only two polar examples are 

explored in this chapter. First, the apathy around school communities in the private school 

context will be analyzed. After that, I turn to schools that serve families in precarious 

economic conditions, where the neighborhood barges in and frequently expands the shape and 

work of the school community. In the conclusion, I will briefly discuss the community 

coalition possibilities that strong school communities make available to unions. In many 

ways, school communities can help partially solve the sorts of collective action problems that 

can otherwise limit the creation of parent groups. In this way, school communities can be a 

key place for unions to find allies. 

The Dirección: Responsibility and Roles 

The Dirección (“Direction”) is the administration in a specific school in Buenos Aires. 

This team typically includes a Director (director or directora), Vice-Director (vice director or 

vice directora), and Secretary (secretaria). The Dirección can have more positions than these 
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three, as the size of the Dirección tends to vary based on the size and educational offerings of 

the school. For example, some schools (mainly private ones) have Vice Directors of 

Pedagogy; others have multiple Secretaries; and schools with combined kindergarten, 

primary, and/or middle schools might have Vice Directors for each of these levels. 

Nevertheless, every school has at least the three positions of Director, Vice Director, and 

Secretary. 

The Dirección are those with the most direct legal responsibility for everything that 

happens in a school. This team is responsible for anything and anyone that enters the school 

building. Conversely, when classes or groups leave the school on official field trips, the 

administrator is responsible for the safe return of the students. Teachers also partially share in 

this responsibility, as one would expect. What happens in the classroom is first the 

responsibility of the teacher, and secondarily the responsibility of the administrators. Thus, 

while teachers are focused on instruction during school hours, administrators are frequently 

focused on managing the relationship between the school and the rest of the community. 

For many administrators, this responsibility presents them with an important choice: 

figuring out how much the school engages with the community outside the school. This 

challenge delves into both areas of school philosophy as well as practical concerns. As we 

saw in Chapter 2, one of the roles of a teacher is to involve parents in students’ education and 

build relationships with them. Yet there are practical reasons for limiting campus access, 

namely to ensure the safety of the school. Further, some directors are interested in 

collaborating with other groups in the community. For example, a school may partner with 

local community centers to provide workshops and after-school opportunities for students. 

Yet liability concerns also tend to men that directors do not offer the school building as a site 
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for these workshops/services if it outside school hours.57 Similarly, teachers who want to have 

an after-school or weekend festival need to have the support of their administrator, as it is the 

Dirección who will bear ultimate responsibility for anything that happens to the students or a 

building during a festival, regardless of when it happens.58 

The Influence of the Dirección’s Definition of the School Community 

As we saw in the last chapter, one of the important roles of both teachers and directors 

is the creation and maintenance of relationships with parents. Through these relationships, 

respondents also referenced the creation of a school community (comunidad escolar). The 

goal of school communities is still to support students’ learning and educational experiences, 

but frequently the school community does this through activities that promote the general 

health of the school. For example, the school community is called upon to provide food for 

school fundraising events or to help do minor repairs and/or maintenance for the school (e.g., 

paint classrooms). Both of these activities support education, but both are also distinct from 

the sorts of direct academic help parents and teachers do daily. As we shall see below, it is 

through defining the school community that directors decide who is allowed to be a part of the 

school. 

Throughout my fieldwork, in discussions with respondents as well as academics and 

others, there was some sense that school communities are inherent, that they merely exist 

because there are parents, students, and teachers who all congregate at a school. Yet 

respondents also noted the strength of school communities varies greatly; it is through activity 

and strength that we can truly differentiate school communities. Among all respondents, there 

                                                 
57 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016; Gabi, UTE referente, interview with 

author, 4/30/2016. 
58 Gabi, UTE referente, interview with author, 4/30/2016. 



 

79 

was a clear default understanding that everyone in the school was part of a passive school 

community, but that a school community could also be developed so that its members had 

close, engaged, active relationships with each other and the school. 

The creation of strong, active school communities depended greatly on the actions of 

the Dirección of the school. While teachers certainly have many interactions with members of 

the school community, their relationships are frequently focused at the classroom level; 

teachers first build classroom communities. Conversely, members of the Dirección have the 

most frequent interactions with a larger proportion of a school community. Moreover, it is the 

Dirección that has the prerogative to define the extent to which people outside the school can 

be part of the school community. Directors often had different conceptions of who belonged 

to the school community, distinctions that translated directly into the position the school takes 

up in the community. 

When asked how they defined their community, members of the Dirección59 

frequently made clear distinctions between people inside the school and people outside the 

school. Even among directors who had very inclusive views of who was part of the school’s 

community listed teachers, parents, and students first.60 Directors were also careful to include 

those who worked in the school but weren’t teachers: cleaning staff, food preparation staff, 

psychologists, and counselors; a couple of Directors also included members of the school 

district staff who would come to the school regularly as pedagogical resources.61 

                                                 
59 For this project, Directors and Vice-Directors were interviewed. The majority of respondents from the 

Dirección were Directors, but a few were Vice-Directors. None were Secretaries.  
60 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016; Marcy, public school director, interview with 

author, 6/23/2016; Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. 
61 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016; Marcy, public school director, interview with 

author, 6/23/2016. 
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In naming these people, members of the Dirección were imagining a distinction 

between those inside the school and those outside the school. It was not necessary for a person 

to regularly be at the school to be considered part of the school community, but it was 

considered necessary for these individuals to have some role or reason for being at the school. 

For some directors, the definition of the school community ended at the school’s doors. For 

Marcela, the school community was those “inside” the building: 

The community is the parents, children, teachers, auxiliary (teachers), 

education/pedagogy team. (They) form the community, those who are here, 

those who are here inside, this is the community.62 

 

Inside the School: Welcome Parents 

Parents were almost always included as one of the “insider” members of the school 

community. Each director felt it very important that parents and children felt welcomed into 

the school. A few directors discussed very small but important symbols they employed to 

welcome families (and children) to the school at the beginning of the day. Maria described 

how she greets students at the door of the school while playing her guitar and singing. This 

practice was a way to welcome students (and parents) to the school with something pleasant, a 

moment to set the tone for the day (though she also mentioned the added bonus of waking the 

kids up a bit when they arrive!): “…as well I play my guitar, like when (pause)…at the 

beginning of the day, to say hello while singing…every day, we receive (the students) every 

                                                 
62 Marcy, public school director, interview with author, 6/23/2016. “La comunidad son los padres, los chicos, los 

docentes, los auxiliares, el equipo de orientación escolar, forma parte de la comunidad, los que estamos acá 

adentro, los que estamos, los agentes que estamos acá adentro, esa es la comunidad.” 
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day (in this way), because when they arrive, it should be a nice thing, an interesting moment, 

not a moment of ‘oh, I’ve arrived, I’m (still) sleepy…’”.63 

For another director, the literal act of welcoming children and families to the school 

was an important way for him to prove he was approachable. Every day, Luigi opens the door 

of the school and welcomes every student and parents alike with a kiss on the cheek. Though 

this sort of greeting is common among friends, families, and even new acquaintances, the fact 

that he greeted each of his roughly 200 students and their parents in this way shows a 

particular amount of effort. This greeting at school is not considered necessary (given the size 

of the school) and shows important respect and interest in the students and parents. For Luigi, 

this simple act was an important symbol to reassure parents that the school would take care of 

the person most precious to parents, and that the school would be open and welcoming to 

them: 

I, for example, every morning I stand in the door of the school, I open the door 

and say hello to everyone, with a kiss for every one of the kids who enter, 

every day. This, I think, apart from being something I like to do, creates a 

distinct picture for parents. Because the parents are those that come and deposit 

their most precious thing, their children. And you, because you have to see a 

person that has the power to offer a place, a comfortable moment for a parent. 

[It shows that] whatever need [a parent] might have, whatever it might 

be…they can feel confident to come [to the school].64 

 

                                                 
63 Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016. “…también toco mi guitarra, como para que… 

a la entrada, para que nos saludemos cantando … Cada día, recibiendo el día, porque venir a la escuela tiene que 

ser una cosa agradable y tiene que ser un momento interesante, no una cosa de ‘oh, ya llegué, estoy dormido…’” 
64 Luigi, public school director, interview with author, 5/23/2016. “Yo por ejemplo todas las mañanas me paro en 

la escuela, en la puerta, abro la puerta de la escuela y saludo con un beso a cada uno de los chicos que entran, 

todos los días, y eso me parece, que aparte es algo que a mí me gusta, genera una mirada distinta de los padres 

hacia vos, porque los papás son los que llegan hasta la escuela y depositan lo más preciado que tienen, que son 

sus hijos, en vos, por lo que tienen que ver una persona que tenga… el poder brindar un lugar, un momento 

confortable para que el papá, ante cualquier necesidad que tenga, que pueda llegar a ser… se sienta en confianza 

para venir.” 
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These traditions were also employed when parents came to school for a meeting. Within the 

context of a school day, school administrators engage in the frequent work of meeting with 

parents. According to respondents, a key part of an administrator’s job is to meet and chat 

with parents when they come to school. Small meetings between parents and directors (or 

teachers) are the most common way parents are included in the school community. A 

common tradition was sharing a coffee or maté with any parent who came to the school for a 

meeting.65 A few directors acted out how they receive parents, highlighting openness and 

friendliness, and receiving the imaginary parent as one might expect to welcome a friend or 

neighbor into one’s house. Directors learned parents’ names, sought out those whose names 

they didn’t know, and were careful to invite parents to the school for “whatever they 

needed.”66 

Inside the School: Institutionalizing Parents in the School Community through the 

Cooperadora (Parent Cooperative) 

One “insider” group in school communities is the school cooperadora (parents’ 

cooperative). This institution plays an important role in organizing extracurricular school 

activities and funding. The cooperadora is made up of parent volunteers who work with the 

director; while the cooperadora and the director are both moderately independent of each 

other, interviews revealed that frequently each had checks on the other.67 The cooperadora 

received a large amount of a school’s funding and was responsible for disbursing it. This was 

the result of federal government policies during the Kirchner presidencies (2003-2015). While 

                                                 
65 Alé, public school director, interview with author, 6/13/2016; Luigi, public school director, interview with 

author, 5/23/2016; Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016. 
66 Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016. 
67 Gilda, public school director, interview with author, 7/7/2016. 
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these governments increased school funding, a key portion of these funds was directed to 

school cooperadoras. The goal of this national policy was to create an incentive for schools to 

ensure that they had an active cooperadora. An active cooperadora, it was believed, meant 

more parents would be involved in the school, strengthening the bonds of school 

communities.68 Directors would have to petition the cooperadoras to fund various school 

functions. While this was seen as a balance on the director’s power at a school, the 

cooperadora couldn’t spend the money on whatever it wanted; directors also had the ability to 

limit how the cooperadora spent the money.69 

School cooperadoras are voluntary organizations. They work to invigorate parent 

participation in the school. They also serve as a fundraising institution for the school. To be a 

member of the coop, parents must pay a fee.70 Though this fee is usually marginal for more 

affluent families, it can be difficult for poorer families to afford. From there, leaders are 

elected to represent the coop at the school. The coop leaders have more frequent meetings 

with the Dirección, while the full coop may be convened to discuss, vote on, and/or plan large 

projects.71 

School cooperadoras can be one of the most important links between a school and its 

parent community. In some schools, the cooperadora organizes events when parents can 

come in and help refurbish or maintain the building. Cooperadoras are also very involved in 

the fundraisers and public events held by schools. In Marcy’s school, for example, the 

cooperadora was very active (which she attributed to the fact that parents at her school were 

                                                 
68 Marcy, public school director, interview with author, 6/23/2016. 
69 Marcy, public school director, interview with author, 6/23/2016. 
70 Cay, teacher, interview with author, 2/2/2016; Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016. 
71 Gilda, public school director, interview with author, 7/7/2016. 
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mainly young professionals and politically active). These parents were keen to be involved in 

the daily needs of the school. In addition to maintenance days, parents at Marcy’s school got 

their workplaces to donate science equipment to the school, including microscopes.72 These 

parents also came to the school to make sure all of this equipment was in working order. 

In contrast to public schools, private schools are not required to have cooperadoras, 

with the result being that many do not have them. Though one private school director noted 

that some private schools have set up coops, in general she felt that having parents participate 

in this way (i.e., through an organization that demanded dues) was not popular among private 

school families.73 The fact that parents at private schools already pay tuition is one major 

reason why coops are less popular in private schools. Brin found a few parents who were 

excited and willing to help plan a party celebrating a new library; however, when she needed 

help raising funds for the library, she was met with indifference.74 

Outside the School: Including the Neighborhood as Part of the School Community 

For some directors, however, the definition of the school community was broader than 

merely those inside the building. Most frequently, these broader communities were focused 

on the geographic areas immediately surrounding the schools. For example, Luigi included 

neighbors near the school as part of the school community. He described a story in which 

neighbors had complaints about the noise the children were making once they left school. For 

him, maintaining civil relations with these neighbors was important, and he took the 

opportunity to remind the students in the school to be respectful of their neighbors and 

                                                 
72 Marcy, public school director, interview with author, 6/23/2016. 
73 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. 
74 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. 
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surroundings.75 Though this seems a rather mundane example for connections between the 

school and the neighborhood, it is significant that these neighbors felt able to come to the 

school and approach the director about these issues. Schools are regularly locked, and a 

school employee usually guards the door. It would be very easy to direct the door person to 

not allow neighbors inside to speak to the director. It is significant that the neighbors felt the 

school would be willing to hear them, and that they were welcomed by Luigi when they did 

arrive at the school. 

Some directors took a very expansive view of the school community. Local cultural 

and social centers were included in some definitions of the school community.76 These 

include places where students can find after-school activities, from help with homework to 

workshops in art, music, writing, sports, and many others. Venus, who was the director of a 

school that was a cooperative (e.g., it was owned by the teachers themselves), described how 

her school worked hard to create relationships with other cooperatives in the neighborhood, as 

well as with neighbors and social institutions in the area. For her, she felt it was quite natural 

for a cooperative school to engage in community outreach and community inclusion. The 

cooperative was designed to include teachers and parents in the decision-making processes of 

the school; the school thought of itself as a community, with leaders certainly, but without 

much of the hierarchical structure seen in other schools (both private and public).77 Moreover, 

Buenos Aires (and to some extent Argentina as a whole) has a strong (if somewhat brief) 

history of cooperatives, in which cooperatives banded together, creating communities and 

                                                 
75 Luigi, public school director, interview with author, 5/23/2016. 
76 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016; Venus, private school director, interview with 

author, 6/24/2016. 
77 Venus, private school director, interview with author, 6/24/2016.  
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supporting each other’s efforts. Thus, in becoming a cooperative themselves, Venus’s school 

was specifically opting into a culture of community and network building. 

In contrast to this positive, outreach-focused type of community relationships, other 

directors described their relationships with neighbors and the community as a result of the 

realities of their neighborhoods. Vivi stated clearly: “The neighborhood too is part of the 

school…”78 In expanding on this view, Vivi highlighted issues that represented a sort of 

encroachment of the neighborhood into the school. Her school was located near a 

marketplace, but also in an area that (according to her) faced issues of substance abuse. She 

described the area as “heavy” and “complicated” (complicado), signaling the issues of crime 

and danger that were part of the neighborhood.79 Part of her work was to negotiate an 

“equilibrium” between the school and the neighborhood. She worked with locals, vendors and 

neighbors, to make sure the front door of the school was “respected.” For example, when 

vendors encroached on the physical space of the school, they were asked to move out of the 

way. 

                                                 
78 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016. “El barrio también es parte de la escuela…” 
79 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016. The issue of safety in schools and in 

neighborhoods in Buenos Aires is a lively and consistent theme in popular discussion. It is also frequently a 

contentious discussion. For the purposes of this study, I will trust respondents when they describe danger and or 

issues of physical safety in areas with which they are familiar. There are certainly dangers of stereotyping when 

doing this. Poverty, crime, drug abuse, and physical danger are often intertwined in these discussions, and are 

heavily influenced by stereotypes, assumptions, and fear. For example, much like other countries around the 

world, obvious drug use in poor areas is a signal of danger, whereas drug use in more affluent areas is simply a 

signal of youthful experimentation. There were many areas of Buenos Aires about which people warned me, 

either to be careful or simply to avoid them altogether. Though I experienced no issues with crime in my time in 

the city, I would not suggest that my experience is generalizable. Nevertheless, my experience does highlight the 

fact that fear of crime and “heavy” elements of an area influence an area’s reputation as much as actual issues 

with crime. Nevertheless, for these respondents, dealing with fears can influence a school as much as dealing 

with actual crime. For this reason, this study will accept and present the judgments of respondents regarding 

safety; any critique of these judgments will be done only to provide greater context, not to refute respondent’s 

sentiments. 
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Similarly, Vivi described shooing away drug users from the area surrounding the 

school. In neither case did Vivi engage with the local police, a strong reaction that would have 

been well within her rights as director of the school.80 Rather than alienating or separating 

herself from the vendors, they were described as part of the school. In this way, the director 

managed this equilibrium with the neighborhood through engagement, showing she would not 

resort to legal recourse as long as those around the school left the school in peace. 

Though descriptions of the school community varied, schools consistently welcomed 

the entire neighborhood into their walls for traditional holiday meals, the most popular one 

being Independence Day, the 9th of July.81 On these days, schools typically hold fundraisers, 

during which they serve locro, a traditional Argentine dish. In this way, even in the most-

closed schools there are at least a few occasions when the school prepares to and invites the 

larger community into their walls. Parents or the parent cooperative usually donate the 

ingredients to prepare this fundraising meal, but in some instances, schools receive donations 

from local businesses or vendors, even when these people don’t necessarily have children in 

the school.82 

Through their definition of the school community, members of the Dirección greatly 

influence the structure of makeup of school communities. Directors frequently had a clear 

sense of who could and should be involved in the school community, though their specific 

definitions differed. For some, the school community was simply parents, teachers, and other 

                                                 
80 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016. 
81 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016; Luigi, public school director, interview with 

author, 5/23/2016; Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016; Marcy, public school 

director, interview with author, 6/23/2016. 
82 Vivi, public school director, interview with author, 6/15/2016. 
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education workers. While these directors did not seek to build connections with other groups 

in the neighborhood, preferring to keep focused on those “inside” the school. 

In contrast, other directors cultivated relationships with community groups, 

cooperatives, and neighbors, seeking to integrate the school more deeply in the neighborhood. 

In this way, the Dirección had much control over the shape and strength of the school 

community. Though the Dirección may have key desires about who to include the school, the 

school context also has an important influence on the creation of school communities.  

Variations in School Context: The Influences of School Type and Socioeconomic Context 

The school context is a second important variable that influences the creation of 

school communities. This variable encompasses two sorts of effects: the type of school 

(public versus private) and the socioeconomic position of families served by the school (see 

Table 1 below). Schools in this study fell into one of two categories: private schools that serve 

more socioeconomically stable families, and public schools that serve families in more 

precarious socioeconomic positions. While there are presumably two other possible context 

categories that schools could fall into, the two contexts found in this study reflect the two ends 

of a context spectrum. Respondents noted that the private school context could generate 

apathy among families to engaging with the school community. As we shall see further 

below, this apathy derives from an expectation that private schools should be “full-service 

providers,” demanding nothing of parents besides payment for tuition. In contrast, the 

subsequent section will show that public schools with families that have more precarious 

socioeconomic positions often find themselves having to contend with more active school 

communities. The needs of the families in these areas, the prominence of schools in the 
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community, and the welcome parents receive at this school often combine to transform the 

school into a problem-solving institution. 

Table 1: The Effects of School Type and Socioeconomic Stability on School Communities 

  
Socioeconomic Context 

  
Stable Precarious 

School 

Type 

Private Community Apathy 
Active Community in 

Need83 

Public 
Unknown, likely Hybrid 

between Apathy and Need84 
Active Community in Need 

 

The Private School “Advantage”: Escaping Strikes, Precarity, and Community? 

While many of the issues discussed above are not limited to public schools, the private 

school context creates its own set of complications around community-building. Private 

school growth has been steady since the 1990s. Parents in Buenos Aires choose to send their 

children to private schools for many reasons, but most frequently they cite better educational 

experiences, insulation from teachers’ strikes, and better safety. Studies have been 

inconclusive about a private school “advantage,” noting noted that much of the differences in 

                                                 
83 Thanks to subsidies from the federal government, there could be private schools that charge low enough (or 

no) tuition, meaning they could serve populations in more economically unstable areas of the city. While I was 

not able to recruit (or even clearly identify) schools like this, it seems logical that these sorts of schools would 

end up functioning much the way a public school serving that population would. These schools will be discussed 

later in the chapter. 
84 Though I did not encounter this type of school context during my fieldwork, it is one that undoubtedly exists 

in Buenos Aires. Despite no direct experience with these schools, some indirect experiences shed light on 

possible ways this context affects the school community. First, I connected with a couple of cooperadoras at 

these sorts of schools through social media. These cooperadoras were quite active, and were clearly  financially 

well-supported by their members. They engaged in school maintenance and beautification projects three to four 

times per semester, which is much higher than I saw at most of the schools in this study. These cooperadoras 

also only one or two fundraisers per year, which is about average for a cooperadora. Families at these schools 

may expect a market/servicing model (explained more below) like private school. But given the example of the 

cooperadoras above, it is also possible that these families may take a more active role in the school community. 

Families with more stable socioeconomic position may have the leisure time and/or financial security to be more 

active in their children’s school and education. We can also likely assume that these more stable families would 

not have need to rely on the school as a problem-solving institution.  
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outcomes are driven by the socioeconomic characteristics of the students themselves 

(Fischman 2001; Narodowski and Moschetti 2015; McEwan 2002). Nevertheless, this subject 

is still the topic of much discussion among teachers, parents, and society more broadly 

(Lucesole 2014a; Bentancur 2008). Yet in choosing private schools, parents clearly have 

different expectations as to what their relationship with the school will be. These parents 

frequently assume private education to be more transactional, service-delivery relationships. 

Thus, directors and teachers in private schools frequently have a much different relationship 

with parents. The result is apathy among parents regarding school communities, as they 

expect the school to deliver education to their children. 

Despite having grown steadily since the 1990s, private schools are relatively 

understudied in Argentina. Scholars have probed the popular understanding of the “private 

school advantage” (Narodowski and Moschetti 2015; Fischman 2001). Teachers’ salaries in 

Argentina tend to fall below the levels of similarly-trained workers (Donaire 2012, 47–49, 

147–48). These comparatively low salaries in public schools have resulted in teacher 

militancy, including strikes, since the 1990s (Chiappe 2012; Narodowski, Moschetti, and 

Alegre 2013). Though teachers in private and public schools are both subject to the same 

minimum wage, and thus will sometimes mobilize together, when public school teachers have 

attempted to extend salary gains to include infrastructure spending or hiring, private school 

teachers have remained in or returned to their classrooms (Narodowski, Moschetti, and Alegre 

2013, 8–9). Because strikes tend to only affect public schools, private schools are increasingly 

preferred because, as public schools are increasingly given the pejorative title of “closed 

schools” (Narodowski, Moschetti, and Alegre 2013, 16; Página 12 2015e). A study from 

2006 found that 33% of parents with a child in public school said they would switch their 
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child into a private school if they had the means (Scialabba 2006, cited in Narodowski, 

Moschetti, and Alegre 2013, 10; Fischman 2001; La Nación 2014). Though evidence of any 

actual educational advantage is thin, the growth in private school enrollment in Argentina 

shows that portions of the population prefer private schools (Narodowski and Moschetti 2015, 

65; Fischman 2001). 

As scholars and respondents noted, private schools are still technically public 

institutions, as the state still oversees and regulates important parts of curriculum and training 

in all schools. The Argentine Constitution specifies that every citizen of the country has a 

right to education; this means that the state is officially responsible for ensuring that all 

citizens have access to a basic level of education. As a result, the state regulates the basic 

curriculum that is taught in all schools, both public and private. Though the state 

organizational structure of education oversight varies between public and private schools, the 

roles and duties of officials are the same for both types of schools.85 

In addition to state oversight, the right to education in Argentina has resulted in an 

intricate system of public financial support for private schools. Namely, the government will 

subsidize the salaries of private school teachers based on the level of fees and tuition the 

school charges. Private schools that charge no (or extremely low) tuition can receive subsidies 

for up to 100% of their teachers’ salaries (McEwan 2002, 190–91; Narodowski 2008, 135–

36). When a school does charge tuition, there is a sliding scale of subsidies; one respondent in 

a school of about 200 kids and 25 teachers noted that they only received state subsidies for 

                                                 
85 For example, public schools have a director of pedagogy in their district from whom Directors must get 

approval for their schools’ pedagogical projects; private schools must similarly present their pedagogical projects 

for approval from the Education Ministry. 
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four employees.86 Most private schools charge some amount of tuition. Private schools are not 

trying to become/replace public schools as no-charge education. Moreover, private schools 

are financially responsible for the upkeep of their buildings, provision of supplies, etc. 

Nevertheless, there is much discussion (and among some, consternation) around the fact that 

private schools can both charge tuition and receive funding from the government. 

One consistent idea that arose from respondents was the theory that the relationship 

between parents and a private school was more of a “market relationship” or “of the market” 

than in public schools. This theory relies on a view of private school education as an 

economic exchange, with the parents as the clients and the school as the firm. The parent pays 

to enroll their child, and after that the parents expect the teachers and school to “deliver” the 

education to the child without further investment from the parent.87 Public schools can also 

suffer from expectations that schools provide full service to parents. Though few would 

describe public school parents as “consumers” or “clients” in the same way that they are 

sometimes described in private school settings, respondents noted that many public school 

parents expect their relationship with the school will not extend past “depositing” their 

children at school and “retrieving” them after school.88 

Though some similarities can be drawn, private school directors also noted that paying 

tuition frequently also gives parents the idea that they have a right to influence how the school 

functions (if only in small ways). The directors at private schools push back on this a lot, 

reiterating their role and power as a director. Nevertheless, when parents come to the private 

                                                 
86 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. 
87 Francis, UTE delegado and teacher, interview with author, 5/17/2016; Maria, public school director, interview 

with author, 5/20/2016; Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. 
88 Luigi, public school director, interview with author, 5/23/2016; Maria, public school director, interview with 

author, 5/20/2016. 



 

93 

school with a grievance, or to follow up with the director about some previous issue, these 

parents frequently expect the school to resolve the situation to their liking. As one director 

described: 

This as well is something that you hear a lot, about private school as a place 

where parents come and demand and say, “since I’m paying, … I want you…” 

almost like a service! And in the school, I fight against this a lot. For now 

things are going well for me, but it requires work. [I invite parents] “sit with 

me, meet with me, listen and debate” … But I hear about private schools from 

friends or colleagues, they tell me all kinds of things. I could not work in a 

place like that, where parents sit down and tell me “you know what? Since I 

pay so much, it would be better if you do what I say.”89 

 

In this way, we see many directors (and teachers) had difficulties creating a strong 

school community. Directors who sought to create a strong, private school community were 

frequently met with apathy.90 Some of the most common community-building activities seen 

in public schools, namely fundraising and/or maintenance days, were unavailable to private 

schools. If such events were suggested to parents, their response was to question where their 

tuition money was being spent, if not on maintenance, or why they were being asked to 

donate to the school for which they already paid. Indeed, for private school directors, the 

expectation of their school as a full-service provider limited their ability to create strong 

school communities. 

Yet the socioeconomic class served by the school also clearly had an important effect 

on how much connection there was between a school. Many private schools served middle- 

                                                 
89 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. “Eso también es algo que capaz que lo 

escuchaste mucho, de la escuela privada, como el lugar donde los papás van y piden y tienen eso. Como yo pago, 

¿no? quiero que vos [haces eso], casi como un servicio. Y en la escuela yo me peleo bastante con eso. Por ahora 

me va bien. Eso requiere trabajo, sentarse, reunirse, escuchar y argumentar y qué sé yo, pero hay escuelas 

privadas que yo escucho de amigos o colegas de directores que cuentan cada cosa. Yo no podría trabajar en un 

lugar así donde los papás se sientan y me dicen: “¿Sabés qué pasa? Que como yo pago tanto, mejor que hagas lo 

que yo digo.” 
90 Venus, private school director, interview with author, 6/24/2016. 
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and upper-class students. Indeed, as one director noted, there was a growing expectation that 

private schools were safer: “…in the last few years, private schools have been focusing more 

inward, mainly because of security fears.”91 Brin made it clear this was essentially a veiled 

reference to the idea that private schools are more likely to exist in stable neighborhoods, 

whereas public schools exist in all neighborhoods, even those facing dire economic and social 

issues. While the idea that schools in more economically depressed areas were less safe is 

debatable, there were different relationships between schools and communities in these areas. 

When the Neighborhood Barges In: “Ojalá tuvieramos una escuela sin padres.”92 

Despite consistent refrains about the importance of parents, there was also a clear 

sense that parents were often another complication to an already complicated school day. 

While directors worked to welcome children and parents to school every day, many also 

spoke clearly of the need to manage and filter the needs and demands of parents. We have 

seen the ways that directors influence the connections between the school, parents, and the 

community. But frequently the families face deep issues and comes to the school seeking aid 

or counsel in dealing with these problems. In this case, socioeconomic class influences the 

likelihood that parents will seek meetings with directors at a school. Further, class also 

influences the sort of issues parents bring to the school. As we shall see below, parents with 

more precarious economic status are more likely to come to schools, and the issues they bring 

to the school’s attention are more likely to influence a director to be open to the community. 

When families face such challenges, they are very likely to come to the school to seek help. 

                                                 
91 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. “…pero me parece que los últimos años las 

escuelas privadas se metieron como para adentro, ¿no? o porque todo el mundo hincha con la inseguridad y qué 

sé yo, entonces todo acá adentro.” 
92 “God-willing we would have a school without parents.” 
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When parents seek meetings and aid through the school, I argue, they are pressuring the 

school itself to be more open to the community. 

The previous chapter included many instances of teachers and administrators reaching 

out to parents when a student seems to be having some problem. As we shall see below, there 

are also more than a few examples of parents communicating with the school when their child 

is having some difficulty, everything from a lost pencil, to a minor illness, to the family losing 

their housing. I suggest that that the former, done in hopes of checking in and supporting 

students’ needs, helps create an expectation that parents need to (or should) report issues to 

the school. Just as parents learn they need to tell the school about minor issues affecting the 

student, so they also are trained to report chronic issues facing their families. 

The Dirección as Problem-Solver 

In contrast to the filtering role, members of the Dirección also frequently became assets to 

parents and families. One of the major drivers of community-building in the school is the 

situaciones puntuales (“one-off situations” or “problems of the moment”) facing some 

families. Variations of this phrase came up frequently in interviews, all of which served to 

describe issues or problems facing families that were unplanned and unforeseen. For school 

directors in Buenos Aires, however, it encapsulates one of the most important interactions 

between a school and a family: receiving parents who have a pressing issue. These are not 

problems a school can necessarily predict, nor can they know who might come with an issue, 

but they are issues that weigh heavily on the family in question. Poorer families, and those 

with the most precarious economic standing, are more likely to face a situación puntual. As 

such, they are also more likely to seek aid at the school. And schools rarely turn away parents 

without trying to help them in some way. Subsequently, the school becomes more known 
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and/or trusted as a place where parents can receive aid, even if directors may lament this 

development. 

Parents came to schools when they faced any manner of social or personal challenges. 

Directors told many stories of the great variety of discussions they had with parents. 

Sometimes the meetings were focused quite clearly on issues dealing with education. Parents 

came to explain a child’s absence, or to relate some issue facing the family that may be 

affecting the child’s behavior or attendance. Parents may come to the school with questions 

about an assignment or an upcoming event. Others came to school hoping for advice on 

school registration and to ask where they should send their children to school.93 For some 

parents, teachers and schools were a resource for helping them learn and/or figure out how to 

raise their children. One director noted that she has had many meetings in which the parents 

essentially want to be taught how to be parents, to help them to manage their children: 

…many times, the school is a space of, I don’t know, not exactly “formation” 

but a consultation on parenting… [kids tell their parents] “no I don’t want to 

do my homework.” I explain “you are the parent. You have to compel 

them”…I explain these sorts of things to parents all the time.94 

 

Directors theorized that parents came to school because it was one of the most “known” 

institutions in society. The school was one of the few places where parents could come and 

find a sympathetic ear for their problems.95 One respondent noted specifically that the school 

was the only representative of the state that many families knew (and, presumably, trusted) to 

help: “It’s not bad, it’s nice to think we are [for most people] the most direct relation with the 

                                                 
93 Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016. 
94 Venus, private school director, interview with author, 6/24/2016. 
95 Vana, public school vice director, interview with author, 6/13/2016; Maria, public school director, interview 

with author, 5/20/2016; Luigi, public school director, interview with author, 5/23/2016. 



 

97 

state...”.96 The significance of the school as a state relationship is key. During the 2000s, the 

Peronist/Kirchnerist government worked to rebuild the image of the Argentine state as a 

guarantor of the livelihood, health, and wellbeing of everyone in Argentina. The practical 

results of this work were the creation and refurbishment of many different state-run or state-

supported agencies in neighborhoods of Buenos Aires. Beyond police stations, hospitals, and 

government buildings, the city and national government worked to increase the number of 

health clinics, treating both physical and mental health; they created new outposts for the 

family justice system to aid those facing family violence; community centers that provided 

meals to those in need were started; the government founded cultural centers to increase the 

populations access to the arts; and youth centers were opened up to improve academic 

performance, as well as to ensure kids had somewhere to go after school. The sheer number of 

these outposts was astonishing: there seemed to be some sort of government outpost every 

five blocks. Indeed, some parents probably passed two or three government outposts on the 

way to the school. Yet for many parents, when they had a problem they came to the school. 

More than just being known, however, through the project it became clear that some 

parents see schools as “problem-solving” institutions.97 Scholars, especially the sociologist 

Javier Auyero, have employed the term “problem solving networks” to describe political 

clientelism in Argentina. One of the goals of this term is to highlight the ways that political 

clientelism can be a positive experience for the clients themselves. This is in contrast to much 

                                                 
96 Vana, public school vice director, interview with author, 6/13/2016. “No está malo, está bueno pensar que 

somos la relación más directa con el Estado o con el gobierno, lo que se imagina la gente que es el Estado.” 
97 This general term (which I borrow from Argentine sociologist Javier Auyero) denotes a place where people 

facing a crisis go to seek aid for that crisis. It is specifically vague to capture the idea that people come to know 

certain social aid institutions, and subsequently when they face a challenge they go to those institutions/places 

they know, as opposed to finding a place that has a more specific relation to the problem. For example, a woman 

having trouble with a violent husband might go to a food kitchen or school first, rather than a place that serves 

women in these situations, because the former is more known to the women. 
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of the classic literature that views clientelism as a form of domination of the popular classes 

(Auyero 1999). In his conception, these problem-solving networks are still aimed at capturing 

votes for one party or another, but political operatives do so by helping people (especially 

poor people) overcome situaciones puntuales in their lives, be it a lack of food, a need for 

home supplies, etc. Building on this work, other scholars have noted the fact that “political” 

clients can diversify their networks, operating within networks from different (even 

competing) parties, and receiving benefits from both (Szwarcberg 2012). Together, this vein 

of work shows how Argentines facing crises have learned to find places, people, and 

institutions that can help them overcome material problems. 

Directors described how some parents came to the school to seek direct aid or help to 

find and access available social programs. When a family at one school lost their home to a 

fire, the school undertook a collection to help them replace some of their lost belongings.98 

More than one director discussed receiving mothers who had been recently physically abused, 

offering to help them file a police report.99 In one of these cases the woman already had filed 

a report, but also came to the school to speak with the director about the situation. In another 

case, a mother came to school after her husband had died, in mourning and at a loss for what 

to do next.100 Some come to report minor struggles: a sick child, a lost notebook or school 

supplies. Other times more tragic reports come in: a parent is in jail, a child has been using 

drugs, a child has gone missing. 

                                                 
98 Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016. 
99 Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016; Alé, public school director, interview with author, 

6/13/2016; Vana, public school vice director, interview with author, 6/13/2016. 
100 Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016. 
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While it may be hard to track down when and why the school became the most known 

state institution in Argentina, it is clear why the school remains a place where so many feel 

welcome. I suggest that the efforts of school administrators and teachers to involve parents in 

the school creates a system through which parents come to feel like the school is there to 

support their families as much as it is there to educate their children. As school directors and 

teachers engaged the community, first to support students’ education, and subsequently to 

support the school itself, these administrators increasingly train parents to communicate and 

be connected to the school.  

One way that administrators do this is signaled by their desire to ensure that parents 

feel comfortable coming to the school whenever they needed. This was true across differences 

in a school’s dominant socioeconomic class. Luigi summed up the peculiar characteristics of 

schools, namely that the school is one of the few places that is open to parents all day: “I 

always tell parents … the school is the only place that has its doors open from 8 in the 

morning to 5 in the evening … even churches of whatever religion have their hours and close. 

We are permanently open…”101 Other directors made similar statements, describing the 

school not only as one of the few places where parents could go during the day, but where 

they would be received.102 That is, parents would have a chance to talk and be heard: 

                                                 
101 Luigi, public school director, interview with author, 5/23/2016. “Yo siempre le digo a los papás de acá, yo 

tengo muy buen vínculo con los papás, y siempre les digo que la escuela es el único lugar que desde las 8 de la 

mañana hasta las 5 de la tarde tiene sus puertas abiertas, que cuando uno camina por la cuidado por donde esté, 

hasta los templos de cualquier religión tienen horario y cierran, nosotros permanentemente abiertos…” 
102 Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016; Vana, public school vice director, interview with 

author, 6/13/2016; Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016. 
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Parents know that here we will listen to them…some say the school is the only 

place where the people go because no one else with listen, the 

politicians/government officials don’t listen, no one “gives you the ball” (e.g. 

the chance to speak), and thus some use the school as a place where they can 

go and say what they want…103 

 

Thus, while directors are working to make the school feel like a place where parents feel 

welcome, they are also creating structures where they expect parents to report their families’ 

challenges to the school. 

This expectation to report is complicated by the fact that a number of directors worked 

to find ways to offer more basic services to kids, specifically in areas where families are more 

economically disadvantaged. These directors described their efforts to build relationships to 

serve the non-education needs of their students and families. Directors in La Boca and 

Lugano, two neighborhoods whose residents faced much economic strife, described the 

contacts they made with the University of Buenos Aires for dentistry students to come and 

give free clinics.104 Similarly, Maria connected with nutritionists, doctors, and local NGOs to 

hold a health fair, where parents and children could receive minor medical care and undergo 

routine health screenings. Teachers would also take on these sorts of projects. In the face of 

community with basic needs, teachers could frequently talk their administrators into engaging 

in community work: “Sometimes a person in school leadership promotes this sort of work 

with the community. But sometimes the leadership is more closed (to these sorts of things). It 

has never happened that someone told me ‘no, don’t do that.’ But in general, when they see a 

                                                 
103 Brin, private school director, interview with author, 6/28/2016. “Padres saben que acá te escuchan...algunos 

dicen que la escuela es el único lugar donde la gente tiene para ir a que lo escuchen porque nadie más te escucha, 

los políticos no escuchan, nadie te da bolilla, y entonces algunos usan la escuela como el lugar a donde yo puedo 

ir a decir lo que opino…” 
104 Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016; Via, public school director, interview with 

author, 6/7/2016. 
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teacher is committed and the projects help the school, it’s rare that they (the leadership) say 

no or puts obstacles in your way.”105 Directors in more affluent areas described no such 

events, though they described bringing in presenters on science, history, and other topics. In 

this way, the connections sought by directors are frequently influenced by the needs of the 

community itself. Or rather, in poorer communities where basic needs are not met, directors 

tend to find themselves doing much more work to help families meet these needs. 

Yet in filling these needs, schools also become a node in the problem-solving 

networks. If a family receives medical care, or food, or a helpful connection from a school 

director, they will likely see this as a place where they could seek aid again in the future. In 

this way, schools that offer such services may be inadvertently expanding their own work. Yet 

schools differ from the classic understandings of a problem-solving institution, most of which 

are assumed to come with political strings attached. In contrast, by offering help without such 

strings, schools may be reinforcing their reputation as a key and reliable community resource.  

Conclusion 

Flowing from the care work teachers do in the classroom, school communities are 

built around the needs of a school. Two key variables influence how school communities 

form. The first variable is the definition of the school community, adopted by members of the 

Dirección. As gatekeepers of the school, the Dirección plays a pivotal role in the cultivation 

of a school community. Directors differ on which people and groups are natural members of a 

school community. Some directors were more focused, limiting the school community to 

                                                 
105 Gabi, UTE referente, interview with author, 4/30/2016. “A veces podés tener un personal de conducción que 

promueve este tipo de trabajo de trabajar con la comunidad. A veces por ahí tenés un equipo de conducción que 

es más cerrado. Pero nunca me pasó que me hayan dicho: “No, no hagas esto”. Pero en general porque cuando 

ven que el docente está comprometido y que los proyectos ayudan a la convivencia diaria de la escuela, es raro 

que te digan que no o que te pongan palos en la rueda.” 
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those inside the school (teachers, education works, students), even to the point of only 

offhandedly including parents in the community. Others took a more expansive approach, 

allowing their view to include families, neighbors, the physical community around the school, 

and even those who only infrequently had any contact with the school. These definitions serve 

as an important frame for directors’ work, as they delineate the people and groups to whom 

the school proactively builds relationships. 

But the definition of the school community is not the only important variable. The 

school context also plays an important role in determining the shape and scope of the school 

community. In this study, the school context took one of two forms: private schools serving 

economically stable families and public schools serving economically precarious families. 

The private school context included very different expectations than the public school context. 

In private schools, the “market” relationship between the Dirección and families meant 

parents were frequently more demanding of the school, while also being apathetic toward 

engaging the school community. The result was a less active school community. This market 

relationship, combined with the fact that private schools did not receive funding for 

cooperadoras, meant that school communities were weaker and less active. 

In contrast, public schools serving more economically precarious families faced 

almost the opposite issues: parents were frequently present at the schools. Directors attempted 

to manage a careful equilibrium between ensuring that visitors were welcomed and protecting 

the classroom from too many disruptions from visitors. I have argued that the economic 

precarity facing these families, combined with the welcome they frequently received at 

school, transformed the school for many into a problem solving institution.  
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The school context does have a tendency to influence directors’ definition of the 

school community, or at least how the school can serve its own school community. By 

welcoming parents into the school, directors can inadvertently create and/or reinforce the 

image of the school as a problem-solving institution. As schools worked to keep track of 

students, they created an expectation that parents should report issues facing their families to 

the school. Subsequently, school administrators seem to be implicitly inviting parents to come 

to the school when they face situaciones puntuales. For many school administrators, who 

came up through the ranks of teaching, their care and empathy for their school community 

lead them to help however they can. 

Yet, when schools work to help address some of these issues, they open themselves up 

to be a resource for the community. In more affluent areas and at private schools, directors 

worked hard to maintain their agency and resisted the efforts of overly-demanding parents. In 

poorer areas, parents came to schools seeking help or counsel when their family faced a crisis. 

In many ways, the needs of parents and families in poorer areas influenced the openness of 

schools: where the community had greater needs, the school was more open to the 

community. Even those directors who anguished over the expansion of the role of the school, 

who decried the fact that it had become a place for everyone to bring all their problems, still 

worked to bring in opportunities for medical care and connected parents in need to places to 

find resources. 

As one directly aptly put it: “But this is the role [of the director]: attend to everything, 

absolutely everything, so that [the school] can continue...”106 

                                                 
106 Luigi, public school director, interview with author, 5/23/2016. 
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As I will begin to explore in the next chapters, the school community also offers 

opportunities for unions. Directors, families, and others create school communities to meet the 

more general needs of a school, such as issues of maintenance, financing and chaperoning 

extracurricular activities, creating funds to help address situaciones puntuales, and others. By 

engaging in work that takes a broader view of the school, parents also being to understand the 

greater issues facing schools and the education system in Buenos Aires. It is from these 

school communities and cooperadoras that I saw some nascent mobilization among school 

communities around systemic issues affecting schools across Buenos Aires. In this way, the 

school community can be seen as a place where parents begin a sort of political formation 

around educational issues. At the very least, more active school communities present 

important possible-allies for teacher unions. However, as we shall see in the next chapter, the 

most important unions in Buenos Aires have yet to successfully engage parents’ groups like 

these in long-term coalition building.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

MISSED OPPORTUNITIES FOR COMMUNITY UNIONISM AMONG TEACHER 

UNIONS IN BUENOS AIRES 

Introduction 

Previous chapters have discussed the ways in which teachers’ care work includes 

community building. As care workers, an integral part of teachers’ work is creating 

relationships with parents. Under the auspices of the school Dirección, these relationships can 

evolve into a school community, a group that serves the needs of the school while also 

making the school a problem-solving institution for families. Moving away from the school 

itself, this chapter evaluates how unions connect to parents and communities as they represent 

the diverse work needs of teachers. 

In this chapter, I will analyze how two important unions in the city of Buenos Aires 

are involved in building community coalitions. To varying levels, all the unions in Buenos 

Aires have adopted slogans that frame their demands in terms of community issues. Most 

specifically, unions describe their desire to protect and improve public schools, and in doing 

so protect students’ right to education. Yet even as these unions have adopted broader 

language and frames for their demands, scholars have not explored the extent to which they 

also build broader movements around these demands. While any teacher union can be said to 

build community among teachers, I will explore the ways these unions address, connect to, 

and collaborate with parents and parent groups.  

By looking at two unions, the UTE and Ademys, I will argue that unions have only 

superficially engaged with parents as allies in the struggle to protect public schools. Though 
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these unions differ from each other politically and structurally, we will see that they both fail 

to engage deeply and systematically with parents and parent groups. Exploring the long-

running, related issues of online school enrollment and infrastructure needs, we will see 

examples of how both of these unions have engaged with the community and community 

groups in the past. Yet we will also see that in both these instances, the unions failed to create 

lasting relationships. 

After reviewing the politics surrounding unions, and especially teacher unions, in 

Argentina, I will turn to an overview of the recent history of the UTE and Ademys. As we 

shall see, by necessity this discussion will be interwoven with the political struggles around 

public education and unionism. The subsequent section will discuss two recent struggles 

through which unions have engaged with parent groups, albeit superficially. In the conclusion, 

I will return to the political nature of unionism in Argentina to argue that unions need to 

refocus their labors on garnering deeper, more stable parent allies. 

“Todo es política”: The History and Politics of Teacher Unions in Buenos Aires 

While lamenting an infrastructure problem at her school, one teacher sighed: 

“everything is politics” (todo es política). Though not spelled out so clearly, living in Buenos 

Aires one quickly understands how politicized the city is: political posters and graffiti 

constantly cover the walls, there is a march or protest almost every week, and the newspapers 

work overtime to map the twists and turns of the Argentine political scene. Like any other part 

of life in Buenos Aires, the arena of teachers’ work and unionism is similarly intertwined with 

politics. 
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Unions in Argentina: the importance of political incorporation 

Scholars have written much on the history of unionism in Argentina, as it is a classic 

case for studying the incorporation of the popular classes into politics. Before the advent of 

Juan Perón and Peronism, unions were rejected by most elite leaders. They frequently faced 

repression at the hands of both employers and the political elite (Alexander 2003). Yet the 

historical alliance between the working class, unions, and the Peronist Partido Justicialista 

(PJ) has left an indelible legacy on Argentinian politics. Through his time as Minister of 

Labor (1943-45), then during his first presidential term (1946-1955), Juan Perón cultivated 

the support of the labor unions in a way that brought the working class to the center of 

Argentinian society (D. James 1988). This initial incorporation moment shaped the political 

system in Argentina such that unions would remain an important player in politics (Collier 

and Collier 2002), even in the face of repressive authoritarian governments (D. James 1988) 

and aggressive neoliberal reforms (McGuire 1996). The corporatist, “union-party hub” 

relationship between labor and Perón’s governments meant that unions became the main 

political representative of popular sector demands, while unions’ close integration with the 

ruling party meant that the government delivered important material and legal benefits to the 

unions (Alexander 2003; Collier and Collier 1979, 2002; Collier and Handlin 2009). Though 

the Peronist unions were to become much more bureaucratic and pragmatic during subsequent 

dictatorships and the return of Perón himself, unions would continue to be the most powerful 

group within Peronism, as well as the most powerful organization of popular sector interests, 

from the 1940s up through the 1983 return to democracy and beyond (Alexander 2003; D. 

James 1988; Levitsky 2003a, 2003b). 
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While the historical trajectory of unionism in Argentina is enough to make teacher 

unionism highly political, this politicization is doubled because the teachers’ employer is the 

government. This employment relationship had a clear influence on the political incorporation 

of teacher unions. Perón dramatically increased spending on education in Argentina as 

president, and oversaw policies that increased enrollment among different social groups (Ren 

1998; Tedesco 2003; both cited by Gvirtz and Beech 2008, 16–17). But the first Perón 

government also engaged in a great deal of politicization of education, as it rather obtrusively 

inserted Peronist doctrine into the official curriculum; when teachers resisted this control, the 

government resorted to cooptation and repression (Gvirtz and Beech 2008, 17). 

Due to this and other conflicts with the government, teachers remained relatively 

unorganized during Perón’s first administration, having only formed some local or regional 

level unions. Perón undertook a top-down project to create a stronger, more centralized 

national teachers’ union, but this process was interrupted by the coup in 1955 (Gindin 2011, 

128). These conflicts and Perón’s inability to centralize teachers’ unions meant teachers were 

generally left out of the initial incorporation moment in Argentina; rather Perón relied on 

more authoritarian measures to “rule” the teachers when it was politically expedient (Gindín 

2008, 370–71). Some argue that these experiences led teachers’ unions, specifically the 

Confederación de Trabajadores de la Educación de la República Argentina (CTERA), to 

develop practices and internal organizing traditions that have resulted in a more politically 

autonomous union (Gindin 2011). 

The UTE and Ademys: The Largest and Loudest Teacher Unions in Buenos Aires 

This chapter focuses on two unions specifically, the Unión Trabajadores de Educación 

(UTE) and Ademys (formerly the Asociación Docente de Ensenañza Media y Superior). 
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There are currently 23 organizations that are registered as teacher unions in the City of 

Buenos Aires. While only 9 of them have personeria gremial (the legal authority to compel 

the government to bargain), the city government has regularly included all of the unions 

during yearly bargaining. The UTE is the most important teacher union in the City of Buenos 

Aires. Representatives of the UTE are quick to suggest the government only includes the 

other 22 unions in bargaining as a sort-of public relations stunt. Specifically, they argue, while 

the UTE holds out for better conditions and wages for teachers, many of these smaller unions 

capitulate early to gain political favor; this results in headlines that describe a “majority” of 

unions agreeing to government demands, while the UTE “greedily” holds out.107 Such 

headlines are especially misleading because UTE is the largest teacher union in Buenos Aires. 

It is notoriously difficult to get accurate measures of unionization rates in Argentina; 

while UTE representatives declared that the union represents nearly half of the organized 

teachers,108 one author suggested the total number in 2008 was closer to 10,000 teachers (De 

Vedia 2008). The reality is probably somewhere in between: while there are roughly 75,000 

teachers in Buenos Aires, many don’t necessarily join a union (they are still covered by the 

same collective contract regardless of membership status). For others, union membership is 

frequently determined by the extraneous benefits available to teachers. For some, union 

membership was merely a method of gaining discounts on local stores, or travel and vacation 

opportunities, or access to easier training courses to advance their certifications (and increase 

their paychecks). In this way, argued some, a union can have members but be utterly unable to 

                                                 
107 Francis, referente of the UTE, teacher for 15 years, personal interview, May 17, 2016; Ari, secretary of the 

UTE, teacher for 5 years, personal interview, April 19, 2016. 
108 Francis, referente of the UTE, teacher for 15 years, personal interview, May 17, 2016. 
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mobilize these members.109 Members of the UTE and Ademys also enjoy these sorts of 

benefits, but they are both understood to have some mobilizational capacity as well. In the 

end, due mainly to its size, most in Buenos Aires generally accept UTE as the strongest 

teacher union. 

The UTE was originally formed as the Union de Maestros Primarios (UMP) in 1957; 

the UMP organized primary teachers in the City of Buenos Aires. In 1992, after a national 

education reform transferred most teachers from federal employment to provincial 

employment, the UMP changed its name to the UTE.110 In doing so, the union also opened up 

its membership to include teachers in secondary schools; this process of engaging with more 

diverse types of teachers is part of the reason the union has grown and continues to grow. 

According to respondents from the union, the UTE currently aims to organize all teachers; the 

union has sections for almost every type of teacher (below the university level), including 

primary and secondary (middle and high school); educators from technical/trade schools; 

teachers in special education; as well as less stable forms of teacher employment, like tutors, 

music and art teachers, and many others.111 Moreover, unlike other education systems, 

members of the Dirección (the equivalent of school principals) are also allowed to be 

members of unions. Of the members of the Dirección interviewed for this project, roughly 

three quarters had previous experience with unions, and though essentially all had since let 

their activity and membership lapse. 

                                                 
109 Francis, referente of the UTE, teacher for 15 years, personal interview, May 17, 2016; Mark, UTE referente, 

teacher for 13 years, personal interview, April 22, 2016. 
110 See https://ute.org.ar/institucional/historia-de-ute/. 
111 Ari, secretary of the UTE, teacher for 5 years, personal interview, April 19, 2016; Francis, referente of the 

UTE, teacher for 15 years, personal interview, May 17, 2016. 
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While the UTE might be largest, Ademys is arguably the most militant teacher unions 

in Buenos Aires. The union was founded in 1983 and initially organized secondary school 

teachers in Buenos Aires. That same year Ademys joined CTERA, the national confederation 

of teacher unions, after a more “extreme” leftist union of secondary school teachers had been 

expelled from CTERA (Frecha, Colli, and Guidice 2008, 5–6). By 1987, however, Ademys 

lost its membership to CTERA by virtue of a complicated political crisis within CTERA. One 

result of this crisis was the implementation of a statute within CTERA that demanded the 

confederation have only one union affiliate in every province. The Union de Maestros 

Primarios (the antecedent to the UTE) was chosen as the single CTERA member union for the 

City of Buenos Aires, and Ademys joined a smaller, rival national confederation (Frecha, 

Colli, and Guidice 2008, 8–9). In the intervening years, Ademys opened up to organize and 

include primary teachers. 

Ademys is currently aligned with political parties and movement of the left, though it 

also professes its independence from these groups.112 Ademys is much smaller than the UTE 

and has a history of being more vocal and oppositional. While CTERA and other teachers’ 

unions were especially combative during the 1990s, CTERA’s militancy waned once their 

political allies gained power in 1997. In contrast, Ademys continued to vocally oppose city 

and federal governments, even when those governments were relatively friendlier to unions 

                                                 
112 Professing this sort of independence is a consistent part of union and social movements in Argentina. 

Historically (and recently), social and worker movements have allied with political parties in ways that 

frequently result in a decrease in militance; movements would gain benefits (frequently financial) from allied 

parties/governments in exchange for supporting the party/government by limiting strikes and disruptions. This 

political exchange (famously described by Collier and Collier [1979]) is ubiquitous in analyses of social and 

political movements in Argentina. This classic political exchange gave rise to the profession of political 

independence, especially among unions. Of course, all unions claim this independence, even those that are 

generally understood to be beholden to political parties. For the most part, understanding which unions are truly 

independent and which aren’t is impossible. Yet, it is generally safe to assume that a union is relatively 

independent if it is consistently militant, or continues militance even when its political allies are in power. 



 

112 

and workers. The current leadership, made of representatives from several different leftist 

groups within the union, gained power in 2013. Since that time, Ademys has engaged in more 

grassroots organizing and mobilization, organizing strikes even when the UTE and other 

unions balked at such militancy.113 

Education unions in Buenos Aires tend to be slightly more politically independent 

than other unions, due in part to the fact that they missed the incorporation period under 

Perón. In spite of their different historical trajectories, both were buffeted by the massive 

changes to the education system that occurred in the 1990s, Argentina’s neoliberal decade.  

De-decentralizing: Teacher Unions’ Struggles, Losses, and Gains of the 1990s and 2000s  

Teacher employment and collective bargaining in Argentina has undergone many 

changes in the past thirty years. In the 1990s, employment and bargaining were decentralized, 

then partially re-centralized in the 2000s, only to be reversed again in 2015. Though strong 

labor laws protect the existence of teacher unions, these changes have greatly altered the 

structural power of unions. Collective bargaining remains one of the most important methods 

through which teachers can make demands and win improvements in their own working 

conditions. As such, bargaining is also a key site for unions to champion broader, community-

based demands as well. Yet in the face of opposition governments, unions are finding it 

increasingly difficult to make real gains through these structures. 

The Neoliberal ‘90s and Decentralization 

The 1990s were a time of rapid, stark change for Argentina. Under the “bait and 

switch” policies of Carlos Menem (1989-1999), unions faced marginalization in the Peronist 

                                                 
113 Herb, Ademys secretary, teacher for 4 years, personal interview, May 29, 2016; Juan, member of La Simón 

and Ademys, teacher for 5 years, personal interview, July 26, 2016. 
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party, and politics more generally. Labor unions were left to decide whether they would 

maintain their political alliance with the PJ or face the prospect of being in opposition to their 

traditional allies; many decided to stay with the PJ (Cook 2007; Etchemendy 2005; Silva 

2009).114 Teacher unions faced their own sort of marginalization under Menem, as the 

administration implemented a number of important educational reforms in an effort to 

improve the delivery of education. The most fundamental of these was the decentralization of 

the education system. 

Through this decentralization, the federal government transferred all education 

functions to the provinces (Acedo, Gorostiaga, and Senén-González 2007, 129–30; Astiz 

2006, 205; Gorostiaga and Ferreira 1990, 367–69; Murillo 2001; Dupre 2001, 19–20).115 

Teachers became employees of provincial governments, and bargaining would now be done at 

the provincial level. This was a blow to teacher unions, who had a much more difficult time 

maintaining a united front in negotiations across provinces.  

These reforms sparked opposition from the start. CTERA, the largest confederation of 

teachers’ unions in Argentina, changed course in 1988 and unified under the cause of 

opposing Menem (Fischman 2007, 359; Gindín 2008, 367–68; Tello 2013, 162).116 Teachers 

from every union opposed these reforms, in large part due to concerns that education sending 

                                                 
114 The result of result of this transition was that all the political parties, especially the PJ, opted for fewer 

programmatic linkages with the popular sectors (Roberts 2007). The PJ replaced its programmatic links with the 

popular sector with patronage resources; this action, combined with the absence of viable parties to the left of the 

PJ, allowed the party to maintain an important voting bloc among the popular sectors (Burgess and Levitsky 

2003, 895). This decision also formed the foundation for a shift among larger confederations away from broader, 

popular sector interests, and toward focusing on holding on to its privileged place in Argentinian politics (Cook 

2007; Murillo 2001). This transition would be key leading up to, during, and after the 2001 political crisis. 
115 This decentralization process had actually begun in the 1970s under the military dictatorships, but Menem 

pushed the reform to its conclusion, decentralizing the remaining 2/3 of national schools. 
116 In 1992 the CTERA bolstered its opposition status by being a founding member of the Central de 

Trabajadores de la Argentina (CTA), a new national union confederation that declared its autonomy from the PJ 

(Gindín 2008, 368). 
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would fall and that collective bargaining would also suffer (Murillo 2001, 164–65). This 

opposition resulted in the famous Carpa Blanca: a nearly three-year protest (1997-1999) that 

included a hunger strike and many large-scale mobilizations during which teachers protested 

changes to the education system and demanded higher education spending. The reforms also 

attacked many of the old traditions of labor unions, and the fact that these reforms in 

Argentina (as with many of them around Latin America) were done without consultation with 

the groups that would be most affected, namely the workers, resulting in a lot of conflicts 

(Gentili et al. 2004, 1253, 1256–12577, 1269–70). 

But the teachers’ unions were unable to effectively halt these reforms, and the 

education system was decentralized in 1993. In large part this failure can be traced to the 

fragmentation among teachers’ unions in Argentina: while many had power in individual 

provinces, no single confederation was able to centralize its strength enough to be a national 

power in the lead-up to the fight over education reforms (Murillo 1999: 45). CTERA had 

placed itself firmly in opposition to Menem, meaning any negotiated deal between the two 

was unlikely. Moreover, the non-CTERA unions suffered from the fact that they commanded 

less than half of the unionized workers in the education sector, meaning they could not 

promise Menem the labor restraint he would have needed to compromise his decentralization 

plan (Murillo 1999, 2001: 165-166). 

 

The Right to Education: A Tool for Teacher Unions 

Through much of the 1990s, teacher unions worked to recentralize bargaining, while 

maintaining solidarity across province borders. Despite their failures during the Menem 

administration, they did have an important tool at their disposal: Argentina’s right to 
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education. This right proved helpful to re-centralization arguments, though a friendly 

government had to be elected first. 

The Argentine Constitution includes specific protections of the “right to education” for 

all citizens of the country. That this right is enshrined in the federal constitution creates 

important responsibilities for both parents and the state, as well as an added weight to the 

consequences of failing in this responsibility. Parents are not merely responsible for ensuring 

their children go to school; failing to do so can be construed as violating the rights of their 

children. Similarly, the state must provide adequate education opportunities for children and 

young adults. Failing to do so is not merely considered an abdication of responsibility, but a 

violation of the individual rights of the children.  

The discursive weight of “violating children’s right to education” is a powerful tool 

for both unions and the state. Unions decry lack of education spending, insufficient staffing 

and availability of schools, and any number of other issues as the state’s failure to abide by 

this right; similarly, the state and union opponents suggest that teachers’ right to strike is also 

a violation of children’s right to education. 

The right to education is not merely discursive ammunition, however. This right is 

also partially the foundation for the employment relationship for all teachers. The fact that the 

responsibility for education had passed to individual provinces meant that these were now in 

charge of educating their citizens, with provincial education laws becoming the foundation of 

teachers’ employment relationship. 

The Paritaria: Federal-Level Bargaining (When there are Friends in Power) 

The right to education was also an important tool for more friendly governments to 

use to partially re-centralize bargaining after 2001. After the economic crisis, the collapse of 
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the neoliberal project and the subsequent rise of populist and left political projects resulted in 

the initiation of more stable bargaining at the provincial level. In 2008, during the 

administration of President Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner, the federal Ministry of Education 

re-initiated national-level bargaining of wages and conditions with five major teacher 

confederations through federal paritarias (Abrevaya 2008). These national-level paritarias set 

minimum wages, career trajectories, working hours, and promotion, as well as working 

conditions, teachers’ health, and the prevention of unsafe working environments. This was, in 

part, a political move by presidents and politicians friendly to the major national teacher union 

confederation, CTERA. Yet the federal government did not re-centralize the education 

system. Rather, they left the previous system in place and added this layer of bargaining on 

top. In doing so, the federal government essentially took the power to create teacher minimum 

wages away from the provincial governments. The federal government was able to do so in 

part because they reasserted their role in the responsibility to fulfill children’s right to 

education.  

From 2008 to 2015, the friendlier relationship between the Fernandez de Kirchner 

governments and teacher unions allowed for incremental, but important, wage gains across 

the country. Wage floors set at the national level were used as a starting place for provincial-

level bargaining.117 Subsequent paritarias at the provincial level resulted in the final wages 

and conditions for teachers. The various paritarias function as the prime forum for teachers to 

                                                 
117 Due to wide variation in the size, population, and wealth of the provinces in Argentina, the national minimum 

was frequently much lower than what unions wanted in certain provinces, the most specifically in the Provinces 

of Buenos Aires and the Autonomous City of Buenos Aires, while much higher than other provinces could 

afford. The federal government subsidized teachers’ wages in provinces that faced fiscal shortfalls caused by 

these wages. Meanwhile, the unions in the greater Buenos Aires area almost always demanded (and won) 

minimum wages higher than those in the national-level agreement. 
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make demands of the federal and provincial governments. At the national level, the five 

largest teachers’ unions come together to bargain with the federal government. Since 2016, 

however, the more conservative federal government under Mauricio Macri has all-but ended 

the practice of national-level paritarias. Bargaining still occurs at the province level, while 

teacher unions continue to demand the national forums be re-opened. 

Initially, the paritarias were billed as a place to discuss almost every aspect of 

teachers’ work. Yet very quickly these bargaining sessions became mostly focused on the 

contentious issue of salary increases. Almost immediately, discussion of working conditions 

and teachers’ health lost out to efforts of increasing wages and improving other paid aspects 

of the work. The paritaria at the federal level is focused almost exclusively on setting the 

minimum salary for teachers, as the federal government is responsible for paying this salary to 

teachers nationwide in both the private and public sectors (Cardoso and Gindin 2009). In 2015 

the most pressing issue was clearly setting minimum salary, as teachers’ income over the past 

few years had been eroded by the effects of growing inflation in Argentina. At the provincial 

level as well, most of the discussion focuses on percentages of raises and when these raises 

will occur, to the detriment of almost all other work issues. 

Yet federal level paritarias had two shortcomings. First, they were done at such a high 

level that provincial-level education spending simply could not be a part of the discussion. 

Though the paritarias do re-centralize important parts of bargaining, the system still demands 

bargaining at the province level occur once the federal paritarias conclude. It is perhaps more 

fitting for provincial-level bargaining to undertake the fine-grained negotiation of individual 

working conditions and infrastructure investment. Yet because the federal government is the 

primary funder of schools nationwide, it does seem like a place where teachers’ unions could 
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bargain on issues of curriculum changes, working conditions, and possibly overall funding 

levels. By not engaging in these topics, the federal government left these issues up to the 

provinces, many of which are governed by opposition parties. Buenos Aires is a key example 

of this, as an opposition leader has been mayor of the city since the post became an elected 

position in 1996.118 As we shall see below, during the administration of then-mayor Mauricio 

Macri (2007-2015), unions and the mayor fought bitterly over education spending, resulting 

in multiple strikes, without appreciable change in the priorities of the local government. 

The second weakness is that these federal-level structures were only helpful when a 

government was willing to use them. In 2015, for the first time in nearly 14 years, a president 

was elected from a party other than the PJ. Mauricio Macri was elected on a platform of fiscal 

conservatism. Sworn into office in December 2015, the new president was very slow to set 

dates for that year’s bargaining. After the government dragged its feet for months, the 

paritaria finally met in late January 2016, mere weeks before the start of the school year. 

Worse, this bargaining did not even yield a result until the weekend before school was 

supposed to start, leaving provincial level negotiators scrambling to finish their own 

bargaining in time. As a result, the 2015 paritaria focused mainly on the salary gains by 

teachers, making no mention of other issues discussed (Balinotti 2015c, 2015a, 2015b; 

Lucesole 2014b; Docente 2017; Vales 2015; Página 12 2015a; Página 12 2015b)119. After 

2016, the federal government has not convened a paritaria, preferring to have the provinces 

take the lead on negotiations. In this way, Macri’s government has successfully, if informally, 

turned back to the clock to the 1990s on teacher collective bargaining. 

                                                 
118 Before then, the mayor was appointed by the president. 
119 Information on province level paritarias seems to suggest a similar trend, with salary demands dominating the 

talks (Soto 2015). 
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This swing from federal to provincial-level bargaining, and back again, is key because 

it determines where and when teachers can make demands about teaching conditions. While 

salary has proven the most pressing issue in many of these bargaining sessions, it is in these 

sessions that teacher unions also have a chance to bargain over all types of issues around 

working conditions. Moreover, it is through bargaining over working conditions that teachers 

have the most opportunity for building community alliances.  

Union-Parent Coalitions: Momentary Cooperation, Missed Opportunities 

In interviews and public appearances, leaders of both the UTE and Ademys describe 

their unions as organizations that strive to protect the workers’ rights of teachers and the 

students’ rights to quality education. As we shall see, in the first case, teachers’ unions and 

parents worked together to demand the government rescind the online inscription process, and 

in the second case they demanded increased infrastructure spending. In these two cases, 

teachers’ unions and parent groups found a common cause to unite them, yet interactions 

between the organizations were limited, and the alliances dwindled rather quickly. In part this 

is due to the difficulty of finding stable community allies in the education sector, where 

children are inexorably aging out of schools. But the unions’ lack of formal institutional 

structures to engage parents was also a key reason contributing to the short lives of these 

coalitions. As much as these unions may have been interested in community partners, they did 

not do enough to fully cultivate the opportunities presented by these community groups. 

With Strong Labor Laws and Unions, Who Needs Allies? 

When unions seek allies, they frequently do so because they are facing some crisis 

and/or loss of traditional power (Voss and Sherman 2000; Ibsen and Tapia 2017). In contrast, 

the education arena is unique because parents occupy a peculiar place in the sector. The 
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government is the employer and has responsibility for ensuring that education is delivered to 

the population (namely parents and children). Teachers are the employees, represented by 

unions. In Argentina, as in many other places, elected officials appoint those who oversee the 

education system. This means that parents do not have a representative in collective 

bargaining sessions. While both the government and teacher unions can claim to be 

representing the interests of the education system as a whole, convincing others they are doing 

so may be challenging. 

With all the tumult in bargaining structures, teacher unions are constantly finding 

themselves with different levels of associational power (Wright 2000, 962–63). When they 

had allies in the federal government, they enjoyed centralized bargaining and wage gains. 

When their allies lost power, the unions subsequently found themselves needing to rely on 

their mobilizational power. Yet in doing so, the unions faced a daunting choice. Standing firm 

on their demands surely meant strikes, and teacher strikes in Buenos Aires are frequently 

unpopular. While these strikes may have the support of some, they are also frequently a 

chance for others to demonize teachers for “abandoning” their students (Fischman 2001, 23–

24, 2007, 362; Lucesole 2014a; Narodowski, Moschetti, and Alegre 2013, 16; Vallejos 2017). 

While political allies will always be necessary, especially in Argentina, some unions have also 

started to cultivate community allies among neighborhood and parent groups. 

Cultivating parent-allies infuses teachers’ unions with a strong stance in favor of the 

public good. Both the government and teachers’ unions have the opportunity to win the 

support of parents, and the group that does win this support garners an important symbol of 

legitimacy for their vision of schools. If negotiations between teachers and their employer 

break down, and a strike occurs, parents (along with their children) are the most affected 
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group. If parents support the teachers, then the government faces a struggle with their 

employees and their constituents (Bradbury et al. 2014, 148–51). Conversely, if parents side 

with the government, teachers have lost the public relations battle, and continued strikes may 

make them increasingly unpopular. 

Case 1 – The Fight against Inscripción Online 

One of the most prominent struggles in the past decade was the resistance to the new 

web-based system of enrollment. Rolled out in November and December 2013,120 the system 

was designed to replace the previous method of enrolling children in school, which demanded 

parents bring their children to schools to be enrolled. Having an online system, argued the 

city’s Education Ministry, would allow students and families easier access to enrollment. 

Moreover, with the data from the system the government would have a better idea which 

neighborhoods needed more schools (La Nación 2013b). 

Almost immediately reports of issues with the system began to spring up. By 

December of 2013, the government had already logged 3,500 complaints, and though they 

admitted there were some small errors in the system, they also suggested many of the 

problems were issues caused by parents using the system incorrectly (La Nación 2013f; La 

Nación 2013e).121 One of the most common complaints was a lack of vacant seats 

(“vacantes”) for children in schools. In response, officials promised that there were still plenty 

of spots available for children, but that parents might not be able to get their children into 

their first choice of schools (La Nación 2013d). Parents had trouble finding schools that were 

                                                 
120 The school year in Argentina runs roughly from the end of February to the end of November, though it can 

also shift a few days depending on the year. 
121 Examples included parents not entering their children’s information correctly, thus making the system unable 

to recognize siblings, or that parents were only choosing one school to apply to, thus leaving the system no 

possible alternative assignments if that school was already full (La Nación 2013f). 
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close to their home or work, and when they called the Ministry they were offered options that 

were very far away from both (Premat 2014b). Many examples involved teachers themselves 

having trouble getting their kids to be enrolled in their schools, or schools near their 

workplaces (Premat 2014b). 

By January 2014 problems remained, and the Education Ministry opened up schools 

across the city to handle complaints and issues that arose from the inscription process (La 

Nación 2014a). Families were invited to come to these schools in person if they had not yet 

received a spot in school, were missing paperwork, or wanted to change schools (La Nación 

2014a). At the time the Ministry reported they had received 69,000 student inscriptions and 

found seats for 52,000. The UTE argued these numbers showed 17,000 children still did not 

have a place in a school, while the Ministry cited the much smaller number of 4,800 

complaints they had received. The Ministry also stated that 4,100 of the received complaints 

had been resolved, implicitly suggesting that all students would eventually be assigned a 

school (La Nación 2014a). By February, merely three weeks before school was scheduled to 

being, the government system had yet to assign places to 4,000 students; this group included 

many students who had actually been assigned a spot in December then inexplicably lost that 

spot due to an error in the system (La Nación 2014b). Though the government touted the fact 

that inscription in the most vulnerable areas of the city rose 20% (Polack 2013), it also 

realized that more than 7,000 children from ages 0-3 would not be able to attend public school 

in 2013 due to a lack of schools in the city (La Nación 2014b). Throughout this long process, 

the government admitted the system experienced many errors, but vowed to stand by the 

online method (La Nación 2013e). The Education Minister described the new system as a 
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“violent” cultural change, but a necessary one to ensure a more modern and efficient 

education system (Polack 2013). 

Resistance to this new inscription process arose almost immediately. As more and 

more parents struggled with the system, they began to mobilize in protest (Premat 2014b). 

Parents gathered to block important streets in their neighborhoods, and began organizing 

themselves through school connections and on social media; multiple parents’ groups cropped 

up in social media (Premat 2014a, 2014 b). 

The largest and most prominent of these parent groups was Familias por la Escuela 

Pública.122 Familias por la Escuela Pública traces its roots to diffuse gatherings in 2009 of 

groups of parents preoccupied by “the situation of public education” in the City of Buenos 

Aires123. One of the group's earliest gatherings occurred in 2009, when 400 parents came 

together in a park to protest, holding signs say “Yo amo a mi escuela pública” (Rodríguez 

2009). During the online inscription struggle, this group popped up again, organizing a large 

gathering of both parents and teachers to demand changes to the system (La Nación 2013e; La 

Nación 2013c). To this fight these parents also brought previous demands of reopening closed 

classrooms,124 as well as an increase in the construction of preschools (Familias por la Escuela 

Publica 2013). The parents in this organization believed they had a role to play in the 

“education conflict;” their demands included increasing teachers’ wages, but they also argued 

                                                 
122 This group was initially named “Madres y Padres por la Escuela Pública,” and is distinct from “Familias por 

La Defensa de la Educación Pública”, though eventually all these groups united under the banner of “Familias x 

la Escuela Pública.” 
123 In 2009 the group held a large festival in Parque Patricios to denounce the deterioration of public schools 

under the administration of then-mayor Mauricio Macri. 
124 In the preceding years, the city government had shuttered a number of classrooms if they were less than half 

full, reassigning teachers to other schools. 
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their role went beyond union/work issues (Rodríguez 2009). The group eventually grew to 

include parents from 23 schools in 12 school districts in the city.125  

The UTE, Ademys, and other unions were also strongly against inscripción online. 

The UTE specifically argued that the online process was an attack on the traditional 

relationship between the family and the school. They filed an ultimately unsuccessful motion 

to stop the system, arguing that it violated the education rights of children (La Nación 2013a) 

and mobilized protests at the city legislature building (Premat 2014c). By December 2013, 

UTE had linked up with Familias por la Escuela Pública, and the two groups began protests 

together (La Nación 2013f; La Nación 2013e). At the start of the 2014 school year, the UTE 

and Ademys even went on strike, despite accepting the government’s salary offer, to continue 

their demand that the city end online inscription (La Nación 2014c). However, the strike 

seemed more like a symbolic one, as teachers resumed work normally after only one day off 

the job. With the new school year having begun, mobilization essentially stopped, with 

teachers and parents focusing on the work education. This hiatus would prove detrimental to 

the alliance, as the two groups never reached the same level of collaboration again.126 

Case 2 – Infrastructure: Parents Stepping Up when the Government Steps Back 

In the past decade, schools in Buenos Aires have faced increasing problems with 

infrastructure. The issue of infrastructure spending affects both teachers’ working conditions 

and students’ learning conditions. Newspapers have been filled with horror stories about 

school conditions, as well as critiques directed at the Buenos Aires city government for their 

                                                 
125 Buenos Aires has 21 “Distritos Escolares” of roughly equal size. 
126 Ari, UTE secretary, interview with author, 4/19/2016. 



 

125 

cuts to education spending.127 During the winter of 2009 49 schools went without heat 

(Infobae.com 2010; see also Molina 2010); in 2015 a school in La Boca had to be closed 

because the water system failed (Página 12 2015e); during one weekend in 2016 the roof in a 

classroom caved in, having not been fixed despite three years of complaints from school 

administrators (Munita 2016). In addition to the physical decay of buildings, one consistent 

issue that plagued the city was the lack of schools for children 0-3 years old. In 2015 the UTE 

declared that 5000 students were left without a seat in school, and that this issue was mainly 

centered in the poorest districts in the city (Página 12 2015c). 

Infrastructure is a natural issue around which both parents and teachers tend to be 

active. However, it is unclear the extent to which the unions and parents work together on 

these issues. There are myriad examples of parents engaging in demand-making around 

infrastructure. In 2015 students at 14 secondary schools in the city took over their schools to 

protest the grave infrastructure conditions, and parents from these schools formed their own 

group to organize support for these takeovers (Schoj 2015). The parents went in front of the 

city legislature to decry the fact that 150 school buildings in the city were experiencing 

serious problems (Schoj 2015). In another instance in 2016, parents, school representatives, 

and union representatives visited the city legislature to demand the city address their schools’ 

maintenance issues, including problems with the water and heating systems that had plagued 

the school for three years (Unión de Trabajadores de Educación 2016). 

In response to infrastructure issues, parents have held small protests at their schools. In 

the winter of 2015, many schools and parents organized “abrazos” of their schools to 

                                                 
127 Between 2013 and 2014 investment in school spending in the city decreased 10 percentage points, from 

roughly 28% of the city’s budget to 20% (Página 12 2015a; Pertot 2014). 
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highlight issues of infrastructure, funding cuts, and cuts to education programs.128 I was able 

to attend a number of these protests, which usually occurred near the end of the school day, 

and involved parents, teachers, and students. For the most part these protests were organized 

by parents from school cooperadoras, and publicized on school Facebook pages. Though a 

couple of newspapers gathered together and published the plans for these protests, in general 

the announcements were directed only toward parents at the school in question.129 Sometimes 

schools in an area would collaborate on a mobilization, but generally the abrazos occurred on 

different days, and without much apparent coordination across schools. Similarly, in 2010 and 

2014 parents at three schools organized special workdays to attend to some smaller 

maintenance jobs; they did so as a form of protest and to increase the visibility of the 

problems of infrastructure at these schools (Molina 2010; Polack 2014). These parents were 

careful to note their ability only to do some superficial work, and that the city could not 

continue to shirk its responsibility (Molina 2010). 

Along these lines, the unions’ previous ally, Familias por la Escuela Pública, invited 

parents to email their website to report issues of infrastructure in their children’s schools;130 

the UTE also created a map of all the infrastructure problems in the city, and invited the 

public to send word of any schools that may have been missed.131 Yet there have been few 

examples of the unions and parents collaborating strongly on these issues. In a poor area of 

                                                 
128 This also occurred at the school whose roof fell in 2016 (Munita 2016). 
129 For example, I only found out about many these abrazos by searching through Facebook using the term 

“abrazo”, or because I had connected with a school’s page. 
130 This page, previously at http://www.familiasxlaescuela.org.ar/denuncias.html, has since disappeared. An 

archived version can be seen here: 

http://web.archive.org/web/20161129080047/http://www.familiasxlaescuela.org.ar/denuncias.html.  
131 Though this announcement was made mainly on their website, and has since become somewhat difficult to 

find. See http://ute.org.ar/relevamiento-de-problemas-de-infraestructura-escolar-en-la-ciudad-autonoma-de-

buenos-aires/ .  

http://www.familiasxlaescuela.org.ar/denuncias.html
http://web.archive.org/web/20161129080047/http:/www.familiasxlaescuela.org.ar/denuncias.html
http://ute.org.ar/relevamiento-de-problemas-de-infraestructura-escolar-en-la-ciudad-autonoma-de-buenos-aires/
http://ute.org.ar/relevamiento-de-problemas-de-infraestructura-escolar-en-la-ciudad-autonoma-de-buenos-aires/
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the city (a villa) near Retiro, neighbors, social groups, and the UTE gathered together to 

demand school infrastructure be improved (“Documento de La Mesa de Trabajo Por El Polo 

Educativo de Retiro” 2016). At the abrazos in 2015, I encountered many people wearing 

union shirts or waving flags, and even one where teachers played musical instruments bearing 

union logos. Yet beyond these token symbols there seemed to be little real contribution from 

the unions. In 2010, Familias por la Escuela Pública said the only good thing about Macri’s 

policies was that they served to unite parents with teachers and students (Videla 2010). Yet by 

2016 the connections between teachers’ unions and parents still seemed tenuous. 

Common Issues, Cooperation, But Without Consistency 

These struggles are intriguing examples of union-community coalitions. In each case, 

the unions engaged in issues that went beyond debates over wages. Though a clear argument 

can be made that improving infrastructure would improve teachers’ working conditions, 

understanding teachers’ opposition to Inscripción Online is not so clear. And in both cases, 

unions framed the issues in broader terms, using language about protecting public schools and 

the right to education. Moreover, these struggles generated discontent and action among 

communities and parents as well. This discontent led to a pool of willing allies in the struggle, 

not the least of which was Familias por la Escuela Pública. The UTE and Familias por la 

Escuela Pública collaborated on a number of events and aligned their rhetoric; interviewees 

consistently cited this struggle as a great example of the UTE working with parents.132 

This is a clear example of a common interest coalition (Tattersall 2005), yet also a 

missed opportunity. The fight against Inscripción Online was unsuccessful and infrastructure 

                                                 
132 Francis, referente of the UTE, teacher for 15 years, personal interview, May 17, 2016; Ari, secretary of the 

UTE, teacher for 5 years, personal interview, April 19, 2016; Simona, referente of the UTE, personal interview, 

July 7, 2016. 
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issues continue to plague schools in the city. Though unions and parent groups held 

mobilizations, there were also more than a few abrazos without union representation. 

Throughout these struggles, the unions were able to secure wage increases, but were not able 

to effectively turn back the tide against Inscripción Online, nor able to get the government to 

commit to the large-scale infrastructure spending they demanded. While in some ways unfair, 

this looks like the unions did not truly value these causes. This trade-off between wages and 

education demands can weigh heavily on coalitions; in one case unions’ wage demands 

derailed a coalition in Australia (Tattersall 2009, 494–95). In contrast, in Chicago the parent-

teacher coalition prepared heavily to meet this challenge, organizing both teachers and parents 

to remain unified even if wage demands were not immediately coupled with their other 

education demands (Bradbury et al. 2014). 

In the end, these coalitions were not adequately developed to survive. By 2016 the 

communication between the UTE and Familias por la Escuela Pública had broken down. 

When asked, union respondents frequently did not have direct contact with anyone from the 

Familias group. They would refer me to check out the group’s website and news reports of 

combined mobilizations. The Familias group itself has gone through many changes. Their 

website was active through August 2018, but disappeared after that. Facebook groups with 

similar names have proliferated, though most are identified with various neighborhoods or 

parts of the city. Web searches suggest the group has become Familias por la Educación 

Pública, which has a similar website with a different web address. While the first group began 

as parents of primary school students, the more recent iteration of the group has engaged more 

emphatically with the issues facing secondary schools. Since 2016 there have been no reports 

of collaboration between the unions and Familias. 
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Creating Deeper Coalitions: The Need for Unions Structures to Engage Parents 

In the cases above, we saw much common ground between parents and teachers. 

However, the resulting mobilization and cooperation were both short-lived and relatively 

superficial. One difficulty facing any collaboration between parents and unions is the lack of 

consistent organization among parents, which is driven by a combination of changing schools 

(in terms of students graduating to the next level and/or parents enrolling their kids in 

different schools from year to year) as well as a lack of consistent political action among 

parents. But a second difficulty resides in the unions themselves. Though the UTE and 

Ademys have many methods through which they engage with their members, neither has a 

channel through which parents can be involved. It is the combination of these two factors that 

has currently undermined efforts to create parent-union coalitions. 

The first difficulty facing unions in their relationship with parents is the continuous 

churn of parents out of the school relationship. New parents are constantly joining school 

communities, and other parents’ interests are changing as their kids either age-out of a school 

or change schools for some other reason. Moreover, parents are already likely juggling their 

own jobs and interests with their children’s education and activities. They simply may not 

have the time and energy to found a new political action group for parents.  

But parent associations like Familias por la Escuela Pública or the school cooperadora 

can provide the sort of institutional structure that might minimize the effect of parent 

turnover. Parent associations could recruit, train, and retain parents to a cause over a longer 

period. To do so, the association would have to set up some consistent plans for sharing the 

work and maintaining interest. While these associations will not create more time for parents, 

they can lessen the amount of time parents need to invest to be involved. Parents with more 
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time could take leadership roles; representatives from these groups can work on behalf of the 

associations, only calling on a full assembly when needed. Cooperadoras are an especially 

unique opportunity, as schools already have a financial interest in ensuring that these groups 

function. Though it is certainly a difficult task, with a more formalized structure and strategic 

planning, parent structures could become as stable as other community associations.  

For these parent associations to be helpful to unions, however, unions need to create 

their own structures within their bureaucracy for engaging and involving parents. Despite the 

fact that unions in Argentina are well known for their bureaucratic institutions, neither 

Ademys nor the UTE have a channel for engaging parents. According to respondents, these 

bureaucracies are important for the unions to gather and centralize the demands of teachers 

from the base.133 The UTE, for example, has created ten different secretaries to organize and 

communicate with members in different areas of education, including kindergartens, primary 

schools, secondary schools, technical schools, and special education, among others.134 

Similarly, Ademys has seven different areas to connect with various types of educators.135  

Yet despite these many internal structures for connecting with members, neither the 

UTE or Ademys had clear methods through which parents can be involved with the unions 

(Hernan, Irina, Mabel). Multiple respondents from the UTE said there was literally no way a 

parent could contact the union, except maybe through the most general of channels (e.g., 

through a contact form on the union’s website).136 In addition to the bureaucracy, Ademys 

                                                 
133 Ari, secretary of the UTE, teacher for 5 years, personal interview, April 19, 2016; Francis, referente of the 

UTE, teacher for 15 years, personal interview, May 17, 2016. 
134 See https://ute.org.ar/institucional/comision-directiva/.  
135 In contrast to the UTE, however, some of the areas in Ademys correspond to issues of note in education like 

arts and discipline. See https://www.ademys.org.ar/v2/about/miembros-cd-y-representantes/.  
136 Francis, referente of the UTE, teacher for 15 years, personal interview, May 17, 2016; Nina, UTE secretary, 

teacher for 15 years, personal interview, July 13, 2016. 

https://ute.org.ar/institucional/comision-directiva/
https://www.ademys.org.ar/v2/about/miembros-cd-y-representantes/
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also frequently holds “open assemblies” to which they invite their entire community, teachers, 

parents, and allies.137 These more welcoming structures allow parents to be directly involved 

in the union, rather than filtered through a secretary or smaller, parents only meeting. Yet, an 

official from Ademys admitted that though all we were welcome at their assemblies, parents 

never actually attend these meetings.138  

This is not to say that the unions are ignorant of parents’ demands, or of the possibility 

of gaining parents as allies. In fact, a number of respondents in both Ademys and the UTE 

described the unions’ willingness to take up parents’ demands. When pressed more directly, 

officials offered that teachers could communicate parents’ demands to the union.139 But this 

requires both the willingness of teachers to relate parents’ demands to the union and that 

parents be made aware of this path. Respondents also noted the UTE does not take an active 

role in the relation between the school and community, even as this was clearly a part of 

teachers’ work.140 

However, the lack of union structures to engage parents also signals unions’ passivity 

when it comes to parents demands. Clear channels of communication would ease the creation 

of parent-union coalitions. More importantly, coalitions would be much stronger if unions 

were proactively tasking officials with connecting to parents. As seen in the community 

unionism literature above, it is clear that the more ways parents can be involved, the more 

likely a coalition will be to survive. Initial structures could certainly include a secretary (or 

                                                 
137 Herb, Ademys secretary, teacher for 4 years, personal interview, May 29, 2016; Juan, member of La Simón 

and Ademys, teacher for 5 years, personal interview, July 26, 2016. 
138 Herb, Ademys secretary, teacher for 4 years, personal interview, May 29, 2016. 
139 Gabi, referente of the UTE, teacher for 10 years, personal interview, April 30, 2016; Francis, referente of the 

UTE, teacher for 15 years, personal interview, May 17, 2016. 
140 Gabi, referente of the UTE, teacher for 10 years, personal interview, April 30, 2016. 
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area) devoted to communicating with, engaging with, and mobilizing parents and parent 

groups around the city. The Chicago Teachers’ Union created sections that focus on 

community relations (Bradbury et al. 2014, 71–81). This Community Relations section not 

only provides a channel for parents to communicate with the union, but also works to recruit 

and organize the union’s community allies. To achieve deeper coalitions, parents would have 

to be eventually be integrated more fully into leadership, planning. Though ideas on how to 

create institutionalized channels for involving parents may differ, it is clear unions can benefit 

from doing so. 

Conclusion: Matching Words with Deeds 

This chapter has shown that teacher unions in Buenos Aires operate in a highly 

political environment. Even if unionism in Argentina wasn’t such a political game, teacher 

unionism is necessarily political, because the employer is the government. In this 

environment, teacher unions have adeptly adopted the mantle of protectors of public 

education. This frame allows teacher unions to broaden their efforts, and to appeal to other 

constituencies outside their own members. Appealing to such allies, specifically parents, is 

important because it offers teacher unions important legitimacy. While teacher strikes can be 

unpopular, they are frequently seen as such because of the assumed harm done to parents and 

children. Instead, by mobilizing the support of parents and students, teacher strikes could gain 

a broader legitimacy that would help protect against critiques. 

Yet unions have missed key opportunities to engage in community coalitions through 

movements against inscripción online and in favor of improved infrastructure. In each of 

these cases, unions identified a policy that had both specific and broader implications, and 

subsequently engaged with parents and parent groups to oppose them. But unions did not take 
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advantage of the success of these initial steps. Partnerships with Familias por la Escuela 

Pública were short-lived, with unions missing the chance to deepen their connection with this 

organization. Moreover, unions did not engage with the many parent groups who were 

making their own infrastructure demands. 

The unions’ inability to create deep relationships with parent groups can be traced to 

their lack of structures through which parents can be involved in the union. This lack of 

structures, in turn, signals their more passive approach to engaging in coalition-building. Both 

the UTE and Ademys admitted there were few to no methods through which parents could 

bring ideas, issues, or causes to the union. While leaders of Familias por la Escuela Pública 

and the UTE must certainly have been in touch to hold events together, these connections did 

not last, nor did they expand to include the rank and file. While Ademys invited any and all to 

join its union meetings, they admitted that parents essentially never took advantage of these 

invitations. In this way, the structures of both the more bureaucratic UTE and the more 

democratic, open Ademys proved unable to truly engage with parents. And their passive 

channels for receiving parent demands similarly limits the effective of coalition-building. 

Yet unions and workers have a clear chance to create strong alliances with parents and 

communities. The very work of teachers puts them in touch with parents and school 

communities regularly. In the next chapter, the case of the Agrupación Simón Rodríguez will 

show how a union can successfully integrate community members into a structure to work for, 

and achieve, a common goal. However, this path to teacher-parent-union alliances demands 

two important institutional pivots for teacher unions like the UTE and Ademys. The first is 

finding a way to allow parents to be involved in the union. Whether it’s through real 

collaboration between unions and parent groups, or some more direct line of communication 
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from parents to the unions, the leadership of the teachers’ unions needs to find a way for 

parents to have a voice in union strategy around issues of common concern. 

Second, unions need to take a more active stance in engaging with parents. I suggest 

that by prioritizing internal organizing and education techniques, unions can empower their 

members to be the catalyst for the creation of school communities. Teachers are currently the 

only path for parents to be connected to unions, and they are also the key path for parents to 

connect to schools. Unions need to support and encourage teachers to take on these roles, and 

to actively take on the role of linking parents to unions. La Simón effectively addressed both 

of these, and serves as an example to larger unions of how they can better integrate and 

leverage the political power of parent alliances. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

THE POWER OF COMMUNITY WITH AGRUPACIÓN SIMÓN RODRÍGUEZ 

Introduction 

In the last chapter, we saw that unions in Buenos Aires are framing their demands in 

ways that attract allies, but that alliances are frequently superficial and short-lived. In contrast, 

this chapter focuses on one group in the city that engages deeply in community building 

alongside their union work: the Agrupación Simón Rodríguez. 

The Agrupación Simón Rodríguez (La Simón) was founded on an understanding of 

teachers’ work that centers on three pillars: pedagogy, union, and community. Though this 

group is small, it won an important concession from the Education Ministry of Buenos Aires. 

Equally impressive, this group won its demand even as the UTE was in the midst of falling 

short of winning similar demands. In doing so, the group displayed not only the potential 

power available to unions through community alliances and community building, but also the 

stamina to keep these struggles going over time. 

As we will see below, many factors make Agrupación Simón Rodríguez unique, some 

of which are not available to larger, more moderate unions. However, I argue that the creation 

of a community was the most important tool used by the group. The creation of this 

community helped them maintain the struggle over three years, long after other allies and the 

government had seemingly lost interest. 

This chapter will first delve into the background of the Agrupación Simón Rodríguez, 

understanding its politics and its parent organization. I will then turn to study how the group 

approaches its work through the interconnection of three pillars of action, pedagogy, union, 
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and community—going through each pillar separately. The following section will study its 

demand to open a new school. In this section, I will argue that the community built around 

this demand was the key to winning. The subsequent discussion will suggest that the 

community building strategy is available to all union groups, and not simply a product of the 

unique organizational aspects of the Agrupación Simón Rodríguez. Concluding thoughts 

follow. 

La Simón: Fighting for a School that is Public and Popular 

The Agrupación Simón Rodríguez (La Simón)141 was founded by a group of teachers 

and student teachers from the Mariano Acosta teaching training school in Buenos Aires. 

Current estimates suggest the group includes about 60 teachers, community members, 

activists, and student teachers.142 La Simón grew out of a slightly larger political movement 

called the Corriente Popular Juana Azurduy. The Corriente is a leftist, local social movement 

that aims to “build popular power and from below.”143 

The Corriente and La Simón have intertwined histories. The Corriente was originally 

created from two other groups, one that began in a community center in 2003 and another, 

founded in 2009 at Normal Mariano Acosta (a teacher training college), that was an 

organizational predecessor to La Simón.144 The Corriente also managed two small community 

centers, and along with La Simón, they had a publishing group that produced magazines and 

pamphlets. The two community centers were places where La Simón could have meetings and 

                                                 
141 Also sometimes called the Agrupación Docente Estudantil Simón Rodríguez. 
142 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
143 See website: http://cpjuanaazurduy.wixsite.com/juanaazurduy. The Corriente is named after named after a 

famous general from the war for Bolivian independence. She has more recently been celebrated as a pan-Latin-

American cultural hero, as she not only broke gender norms but also championed the rights of indigenous people 

in Bolivia. During the Kirchner presidencies, a large statue of Christopher Columbus was removed from the 

grounds of the Casa Rosada. In 2015 a statue of Juana Azurduy was erected in its place. 
144 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016. 
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events, and through the publishing group La Simón was able to produce its own magazine, 

“Inventamos o Erramos.”145 Both La Simón and the Corriente share the goal of creating the 

“future that we dream of, that we should and deserve to build,” a revolutionary future based 

on organizing communities (el pueblo; ANRed [Agencia de Noticias RedAccion] 2014).146 

The founding and guiding goal of La Simón is to support and demand a school system 

that is “public and popular.” This vision is influenced by the radical, Latin American 

pedagogy and leftist politics to which the group adheres. In their view, all schools should be 

public institutions; the group opposes private ownership and administration of schools. In 

addition, they believe that the identity, pedagogy, and role of these schools is (or should be) to 

serve and empower the people, especially the popular classes (el pueblo). By referencing el 

pueblo/popular classes, La Simón is specifically drawing on the historical and political 

understandings of who is a member of the popular classes. Lo popular/el pueblo is frequently 

understood as those who are most marginalized in politics and the economy. While lo popular 

may be those who are least served by politicians, the definition is also importantly mixed with 

Marxian ideas of the proletariat, namely those most marginalized in the capitalist economy. 

In line with their political views, members of La Simón either work in public schools 

or aspire to work in public schools.147 This is a direct result of the fact that the group is 

                                                 
145 This title references a quote by Simón Rodríguez; it literally translates as “we invent or we err,” though in this 

case the context changes the meaning to be something more along the lines of “we invent ourselves or we lose 

ourselves. As explained by one member of La Simón, the quote references the idea the feeling that Latin 

American countries need to create an identity for themselves, distinct from Spain, or the whole continent would 

fail. Rodríguez wrote these words in the 19th century to celebrate the revolutions and independence movements 

in Latin America; yet for many in La Simón this call to action still feels relevant.  
146 Though I was not able to get an estimate on the size of the Corriente, based on their actions and appearances 

at marches, they likely represent fewer than 300 people. While this may be an impressive size in other contexts, 

in Buenos Aires this would place the Corriente in the smallest tier of the dozens of similarly political groups that 

exist. 
147 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
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specifically against private schools. Juan mentioned one member who does work in a private 

school, though he noted this was mainly because private schools are willing to hire teachers 

who haven’t completed their training.148 In 2015, La Simón members were also concentrated 

in primary schools, a result of the fact that the group was founded (and is strongest) in normal 

schools for primary school teachers.149 

As part of its commitment to popular politics, the group avoids hierarchical structure, 

preferring to govern itself through forms of participatory democracy. La Simón has no paid 

staff, formal leadership, or elections. Rather, La Simón employs a looser organizational 

structure common to political movements. Membership in La Simón is driven more by 

political and ideological ties. Though members suggest there is a sense of those who are more 

involved in the group, who perhaps are considered informal spokespeople for the 

organization, this status is not one that gives members power over others: 

…we are creating a world of equals…there are compañeros that have more 

time [to give to the group], that have a bit more reference, or are better 

speakers, or have a bit more training/education but we don’t have a [formal] 

leadership, no president, we are a collective.150 

 

To achieve its goal of schools that are public and popular, the group focuses on three 

pillars of action: pedagogy, union, community.151 For La Simón, each of these levels is an 

                                                 
148 For this reason, many normal school students find work in private schools while they complete their training. 

Yet Jaoquin also suggested that a private school likely would not accept a member of La Simón, presumably 

because of their political beliefs. 
149 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
150 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. “Estamos construyendo un mundo 

de iguales, así que no tendría sentido en la agrupación no tenerlos, hay compañeros que están hace más tiempo, 

que pueden tener más referencia o una palabra o más formación para hablar, pero no tenemos dirigente, no 

presidente, no, somos un colectivo.” 
151 Sometimes a fourth pillar is added: ‘the student’ (estudantil). The group was originally created by student-

teachers working on their teaching certifications. Once these students graduated, they continued their work as 

full teachers, but maintained links to the normal schools where they were trained. In this way, La Simón has the 

unique character of combining the efforts of current teachers and those who will soon become teachers (Stefa, 

teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016). 
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important pathway for making real change to the world. But they also believe each pillar is 

interwoven with the others. In their vision, for example, one cannot separate the union from 

pedagogical work. 

We separate these things as a question of methodology, but in reality we 

cannot keep going with the union separate from [the issues of] pedagogy…all 

of this we know is interrelated and for this, before everything, each axis, the 

union, the pedagogical, the student, the territorial, we have made it a point to 

unify our conceptions, our struggles, our perspectives, we work through the 

union and connect it to the pedagogical, because we understand that, in the 

union when we make demands about working conditions, not just salary, 

working conditions, to work better, these working conditions are the 

pedagogical/learning conditions for students….152 

 

Though each pillar relates to the other, each also represents a key portion of teachers’ 

work. Pedagogy focuses on the practice of education done by these teachers in the classroom; 

union focuses on ways to improve conditions under which the teachers do their work; 

community informs the context in which teachers work. Under the auspices of each pillar, La 

Simón formed working groups to ensure the organization kept improving its work, while also 

keeping the entire group informed. For La Simón, each of these pillars is informed by leftist 

politics. Yet I will also argue that these pillars are not limited to use only through leftist 

politics. As each one is discussed, we shall see how La Simón’s vision traces a fuller 

representation of the broad spectrum of work teachers do. 

                                                 
152 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. “…lo separamos por una cuestión 

metodológica, en realidad no conseguimos lo sindical separado de lo pedagógico ... Todo eso sabemos que son 

unidades y de hecho, ante todo lo, cada eje, lo sindical, lo pedagógico, lo estudiantil, lo territorial, nos 

planteamos apuntar a unificar nuestras concepciones, nuestras luchas, nuestras perspectivas, trabajamos lo 

sindical pegado a lo pedagógico porque entendemos que, en el gremio docente cuando exigís condiciones 

laborales, no solo salario, condiciones laborales, trabajar mejor, las condiciones laborales son a la vez 

condiciones pedagógicas para los chicos…” 
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Pedagogy: Work in the Popular Classroom 

Pedagogy is one of the most important aspects of teaching. For La Simón, carefully 

choosing and planning the ways that one teaches was very important. As such, the group had 

a standing internal group that explored pedagogical techniques, analyzing them and informing 

the rest of the group. They worked to “systematize the best experiences we have within the 

classroom with the construction of critical knowledge.”153 

La Simón members were especially interested in grappling with and employing 

pedagogies that promoted the empowerment of the popular classes, especially those that 

originated in Latin America. During conversations, members of La Simón highlighted Paulo 

Freire as an important influence on them.154 In keeping with their interests in Freire’s 

teachings, teachers in La Simón focused on methods that would not only buttress students’ 

critical thinking, but also relied on critique of accepted knowledge and learning. For La 

Simón, the premise of public and popular schools is learning “knowledge that liberates,”155 a 

direct reference to Freire and critical pedagogy. 

By exploring and employing critical pedagogy, La Simón is engaging in the daily 

work that teachers do. In contrast, most unions only engage in pedagogy as a form of service 

provision to members. Namely, unions offer professional development classes to their 

members as a way for their members to improve their employment status and earnings 

potential. Unions frequently advertise these classes in the way they do vacation deals, health 

care, and discounts at stores: as benefits to be delivered, not as a focus of union action. 

                                                 
153 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
154 Moreover, their adoption of “Simón Rodríguez” as the name for their group was also telling: Rodríguez was 

the tutor and mentor of Simón Bolívar, and supported the development of education systems and knowledge that 

was free from the influence of colonial Spain. 
155 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016. 
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Instead, La Simón’s direct engagement with pedagogy allows the group to not only educate 

itself, but also to keep in touch with the sorts of issues its members face in their daily teaching 

work. 

Union: Demanding, Bargaining, and Mobilizing to Improve Schools 

Members of La Simón believe in the importance of engaging in organizing and 

fighting for their rights as workers. While a group like La Simón might imagine becoming a 

union in other national contexts, the complexities of gaining the legal status of a union in 

Buenos Aires present an overwhelming obstacle. The group does not aspire to become a union 

because such an aspiration is almost laughably difficult. For this reason, La Simón’s members 

seek to join already established unions.  

Yet the landscape of union opportunities presents La Simón with a quandary. The 

fragmented union landscape in Buenos Aires offers opportunities for members of La Simón to 

join any number of unions that might match their politics, their school context, or perhaps just 

offers better benefits for lower dues. Overshadowing much of this decision is the fact that the 

UTE is far and away the most powerful of the teacher unions in Buenos Aires. Yet for some 

members of La Simón, the UTE is simply too moderate and bureaucratic. Since 2005, the 

union has been loosely allied with the Kirchnerist section of the Partido Justicialista (PJ), the 

center-left Peronist and populist party. One result of this political affinity is a more moderate 

tone in any negotiations with friendly governments.156 But the UTE is better connected to the 

largest and most powerful confederation of teacher unions: CTERA. Part of CTERA’s 

strategy is to have one centralized local union representative per province; for the City of 

Buenos Aires, the local representative is the UTE. 

                                                 
156 Francis, UTE delegado and teacher, interview with author, 5/17/2016 
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In contrast, La Simón members tend to identify with parties further to the left of the 

PJ. One union in particular, Ademys, has recently been the most prominent left-wing teacher 

union in Buenos Aires. Though its roots are not very leftist, in recent years several left-

leaning and politically active teachers joined Ademys, won seats on the executive council, and 

reformed and revitalized the union. The result was an Ademys that is more militant, 

politically left-leaning, and active than other teacher unions, the UTE especially. Moreover, 

members of La Simón have recently gained positions on the leadership board of Ademys. The 

symbolic value of having a leader of La Simón on the executive board of Ademys is quite 

important to them. While many of these younger teachers (and teachers in training) might feel 

marginalized in other unions because of their lack of experience, La Simón has a direct 

influence on the leadership of a prominent union. 

Yet despite the natural affinity to Ademys, there is a palpable feeling that the union 

can only offer so much to La Simón. This leaves the members of La Simón with a difficult 

choice, one that organizers of La Simón tackled in a long, choose-your-own-adventure-style 

set of articles in one of its earliest magazines. In these articles, members of La Simón argue 

that, though Ademys is preferable for its democracy, militancy, and openness: 

Ademys does not yet lead the unions [of Buenos Aires], and it has the 

enormous limitation of being outside CTERA [the national confederation of 

teachers’ unions]. On the contrary, the UTE has been led for years by the blue 

bureaucracy,157 that has brought the union to paralysis, that sells us out every 

year at the salary negotiations, that closed decision-making spaces to 

members…”(Inventamos o Erramos 2015)158 

 

                                                 
157 The longtime leaders of the UTE unite under the banner of the “celeste,” which is the same blue as the 

Argentina flag; not accidentally, this is also one of the main colors of the Peronist party. 
158 “Pero Ademys aún no conduce el gremio, y tiene limitación enorme de estar fuera de CTERA. Por el 

contrario, la UTE está conducida hace años por la burocracia celeste, la cual ha llevado al sindicato a la parálisis, 

que nos vende cada ano en la mesa salarial, que cierra los espacios de decisión a los compañeros y 

compañeras…” 
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The editorial goes on to decry other issues La Simón has with the UTE, but returns to the fact 

that the UTE is historically (and currently) the implicit leader of unions in Buenos Aires. 

Moreover, the sheer size of the UTE means that for any general conflict (e.g., strike, protest) 

to be truly successful, the strength and cooperation of the UTE are necessary. 

In the face of this choice, La Simón espouses an interesting solution: double 

affiliation. The strategy is to join both Ademys and the UTE. This allows members to be 

militant in the moment through Ademys, but to also struggle for democracy and renewal 

within the UTE.159 The goal of Simón is “union unity,” a hope that the current fragmentation 

of teacher unions in the city will one day be replaced by a single union. Though the group 

admits to the reality that such a unity “will take a while” (falta un tiempo). Nevertheless, the 

author spurs the hope of members: “…yet never lose hope, in the end this is what we fight for, 

and to arrive at this [goal] that they believe is impossible” (Inventamos o Erramos 2015).160 

Community: Work, Organize, and Mobilize Where You Live 

As the third pillar of La Simón’s action, community was one of the most important. 

Orienting themselves was both a project of their work and action, and also a directive for their 

individual lives. Members of La Simón chose to live close to where they worked as a sign of 

true connection with their project. They did not want to be teachers and activists who 

organized a community during the workday, then retreated to their homes at night. Instead, 

they lived and played in the very neighborhoods where they worked and organized. This is 

                                                 
159 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. “Nosotros estamos en UTE para 

ganarla, para sacarle la burocracia y estamos en ADEMyS por la vida activa que se genera en el sindicato.” 
160 “…aunque nunca hay que perder las esperanzas, al fin y al cabo para eso militamos, para llegar a eso que se 

cree imposible.” 
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especially notable given that these teachers also tend to seek out the most economically 

precarious areas of the city. 

In Buenos Aires it is generally assumed that teachers will live relatively close to their 

schools. This expectation is partially borne out by expediency: commuting very long distances 

in the city can take a great deal of time and effort, as streets are congested subways are 

frequently packed at the beginning and end of the workday. Respondents in this study 

generally all described themselves as living “close” to the school, though in these cases close 

sometimes meant three blocks, sometimes eight, sometimes twenty.161 The exact distance 

wasn’t so important as understanding what the distance signified. Namely, eight blocks was 

usually a long enough distance for the neighborhood to change entirely. Teachers who worked 

in more precarious parts of the city, areas experiencing economic struggles, were more likely 

to live further away from the school, or just long enough to be in a “safer” neighborhood.  

Members of La Simón, in contrast, spoke a great deal more about living where they 

work. Not only did they choose to work in the most depressed areas of the city, but they also 

chose to live in those areas. Teaching in these areas frequently means teaching migrants and 

children whose parents have only temporary or very precarious employment situations.162 

Previous chapters showed the ways such depressed areas can influence a student’s education, 

as well as the role of the school as a problem-solving institution. Suffice to say, members of 

La Simón live and work in areas where they will encounter many complications to their work. 

Members of La Simón specifically choose these areas because they believe the school 

is a place where residents can be empowered. Through education and community building, 

                                                 
161 Maria, public school director, interview with author, 5/20/2016; Vivi, public school director, interview with 

author, 6/15/2016; Alé, public school director, interview with author, 6/13/2016. 
162 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
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the group views the school as a hub from which residents can begin to transform their 

neighborhoods, both for kids and families. Members of La Simón who work in one specific 

school described their efforts to get parents to participate in the school. They do this in part to 

help parents become or stay involved in their children’s education. But they also do this 

because they want the school to be a place of “encuentro” or dialogue, a place where 

collective knowledge can be created.163 There was a sense that many neighborhoods did not 

have places where this dialogue could happen; more than simply being “a” place of dialogue, 

Juan suggested (and was working toward) making the school the place for dialogue in the 

community.164 

Through this we begin to get a clearer picture of what a popular public school would 

look like. La Simón has a very broad and inclusive understanding of what a school is or can 

do. They see the school as a central part of the community,165 in the sense that it is quite 

literally a place where everyone should be welcomed and involved. Beyond simply being 

involved, there is also a sense that La Simón members see the school as a place to build 

popular power, to create strong neighborhood collectives and political identities. 

Centros Culturales: A Place for Education and Community 

Though the school clearly was the most important site for community building, La 

Simón also frequently met at and contributed to a local cultural center. These centers are 

places where children could frequently find workshops, classes, and or/entertainment after 

school. Though these centers differ greatly across the city, many offer what amounts to an 

extended school day for families who need after-school childcare. La Simón had been 

                                                 
163 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
164 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
165 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016. 
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meeting regularly at the Casa Cultural Andariega, in Parque Patricios. Respondents were 

vague as to why, but made it clear they could no longer rely on the Andariega as a meeting 

and community-building space. In response, La Simón and Corriente Juana Azurduy founded 

a new cultural center in nearby Boedo.166 The groups gained access to a building which until 

recently had been a locally famous pizza parlor named “Grand Sur.” Transforming this 

abandoned restaurant into a cultural center was no easy feat. The groups were able to secure 

funding to use and renovate the crumbling building, and they gathered one to two weekends 

per month to gut the space and remodel it.167 The goal was to create a new community space 

for workshops, meetings, and families and children could come after school and on the 

weekends. 

In the creation of this Casa Cultural, we again see the importance of community and 

community building for La Simón. They could easily have used union offices at Ademys to 

meet, or simply found a coffee shop or other cultural center to have meetings. Yet they 

preferred to rehabilitate a space in hopes that the space would become the center of their own 

growing community. In this we see two remarkable characteristics of the group. First, their 

focus on the community beyond their own small group. In so many of their actions, both in 

and out of the classroom, they think of community and how they can further grow their local 

community. Second, for such a small group, they are able to effect real, impressive changes in 

their area. This group was able to gather enough resources and allies to renovate, open, and 

run their own community center. Both of these characteristics were key to La Simón’s victory 

in its struggle to open Escuela Fuentealba. 

                                                 
166 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016. 
167 The author contributed to one of these remodeling days. 
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Building Community to Win: A Case Study of the Struggle for the Escuela Fuentealba 

In 2013, members of La Simón working in Parque Patricios noticed that children were 

entering their school without having gone to kindergarten. This simple realization led to a 

three-year struggle to open a kindergarten in the area. Though unique in a number of ways, 

the methods and strategies used by La Simón are helpful in understanding how teachers can 

win demands from the state. More specifically, we shall see how creating a community 

improves the ability of even a small group to make and win its demands. 

The focus of this struggle was a school building in Parque Patricios in the southern 

part of the city. Members of La Simón had worked in the area for some time and knew there 

was a shortage of places for children to attend kindergarten in the area. One day, a member 

accidentally noticed an unused school building one day. (They recognized the building as a 

school because most schools have the Argentine Coat of Arms on the front of the building. 

Upon further research, they found the school had been a kindergarten previously, but that the 

school had been closed in 2009 for reasons unknown.168 In response to this discovery, La 

Simón decided to do something that sets them apart from many other unions: they went and 

talked to the neighbors. 

Though a simple geographical study made it clear to them that no other kindergarten 

was within easy commuting, distance, members of La Simón walked around the 

neighborhood canvassing the area. In speaking to families, they found that a number of 

neighbors in the area had experienced difficulty finding schools for their children to attend.169 

Though eventually they were able to find schools where they could enroll their children, for 

                                                 
168 Field notes from conversations various members of La Simón (during a protest), April 16, 2016. 
169 Field notes from conversations various members of La Simón (during a protest), April 16, 2016. 
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some families the commute to school was too long, and they simply decided to not send their 

children to kindergarten. 

La Simón requested the government re-open the school, but to no avail. In response, 

La Simón began the process of building a community around this demand. The group 

practiced simple, grassroots level organizing: they knocked on doors, held meetings, and had 

parties. At first, they walked door to door, inviting families and community members to join 

the cause.170 They then began holding meetings and small rallies in the street in front of the 

school.171 In many of these cases, they adopted a tried and true method for gaining 

participation: they served food. Choripan, a simple sandwich of chorizo and bread, is a 

consistent sight at most mobilizations in Argentina.172 In these simple ways, La Simón 

quickly garnered a small but dedicated community of teachers and parents.  

The group did not wait long to begin its struggle. In February 2014, about a dozen La 

Simón members entered the abandoned building and occupied it, while demanding the 

government repair and re-open the building as a kindergarten. Much press and many allies 

voiced support for this takeover. A large press conference marked the one-month anniversary 

of the takeover. The event gathered an impressive number of speakers, including city 

legislators from various parties, the secretary general of Ademys, a member of the UTE 

leadership; they even enjoyed the presence of and words from a Vice Minister of Education of 

Bolivia, who happened to be in Buenos Aires at the time (ANRed 2014). This press 

conference, attended by “over 100 people,” was a strong show of power and solidarity. La 

                                                 
170 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
171 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016. 
172 Though I cannot speak to every mobilization, I personally enjoyed these sandwiches at two of the group’s 

gatherings. 
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Simón was able to leverage its action and groundwork into the support of allies among many 

different political parties and unions. Yet this alliance would be short-lived. 

Early in the struggle, the city government seemed to relent. According to the La 

Simón, the city offered to give the building to the group so that they could create its own 

kindergarten.173 This is not as unusual as it sounds: recent Argentine history has seen a 

significant movement of workers and citizens taking over failing businesses or empty 

buildings, creating a cooperative, and subsequently running the business as a group. This was 

most famously done with businesses after the 2001 crisis, but it has also been done in schools 

in Buenos Aires. (Ranis 2014, 61; Vieta 2010) 

Nevertheless, La Simón rejected this opportunity for two reasons. First, they didn’t 

want the school for themselves, but rather they wanted a public school for the people in the 

neighborhood.174 This subtle argument highlights the fact that they all already had positions in 

other schools (which they did not want to leave), but also that they saw this struggle as an 

important struggle through which they hoped families and neighbors would gain important 

experience and confidence in their collective power.  

Second, this struggle was founded around protecting what Juan described as the 

“vulnerable” right of education for these people. This struggle happened quite strategically in 

an area where there was a lack of schools, and families were finding it difficult to get their 

kids to school (mainly because of the distances the children needed to travel). La Simón’s 

struggle for public schools is based on the responsibility the state has for providing schooling 

for its citizens. With the undersupply of schools, this right became very unstable for many in 

                                                 
173 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
174 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
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this neighborhood. For some, though they might have been able to enroll their children in a 

school, the closest school was too far away for them to be able to attend. Overall, La Simón 

turned down the opportunity to open this school themselves because they felt like that would 

be doing the work for the government instead of the government living up to its 

commitments. 

As the government dragged its feet in responding to the demand of re-opening the 

school, La Simón’s allies began to lose interest. Though the unions had initially sent others to 

take part in the takeover, after a few months the unions’ interest was taken up by other fights. 

Members of La Simón kept up the occupation. As the fight stretched to nine months, and with 

the final days of the school year approached, the group had managed to maintain the 

occupation by taking turns, keeping at least one person in the building twenty-four hours a 

day. Just before the school year finished, the government relented. In November 2014 the 

Education Ministry agreed to repair and reopen the kindergarten. Members of La Simón and 

the community had occupied the unheated building throughout the entire fall, winter, and 

spring. 

Though this victory was celebrated by La Simón, it was short-lived. The government 

began work on the building in late 2014, but by February 2015 members of La Simón found 

the work had been halted (seemingly for weeks). In April 2015 work had yet to be restarted, 

and La Simón began to fear repairs had been abandoned entirely. To address the pause in 

work, the group held a protest/barbecue at the site to bring attention back to the issue. 

Members of La Simón, a couple of families from the community, and representatives from 

local radio stations attended the “choripaneada,” which was also publicized in local media. 
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The group demanded the government restart work on this project. External work on the 

building had been completed, but fixing up the interior of the building had yet to begin. 

The event was also inspired by recent news that a homeless family might have moved 

into the building. Neighbors had reported seeing people entering and leaving the building, and 

there was also some evidence of this family inside. This new wrinkle created a bit of 

frustration among some members of La Simón: they really wanted the building to become a 

school, but they also did not evict a family in need to achieve their goal. Juan specifically 

noted his fear that, if a family occupied the building more permanently before the government 

restarted its work, the situation would devolve into a conflict between the education rights of 

some and the right to a home of the occupying family.175 Though clearly uncomfortable to pit 

these two needs and rights against one another, La Simón sidestepped the issue by hoping that 

the school could be finished quickly enough that the building would no longer be considered 

abandoned. 

In 2016, work began again on the school. To ensure that the work was being 

completed, Juan or someone from La Simón would head over to the building to see what had 

been done. From the time when I visited, Juan described that the work had “advanced much” 

and the hope was that the work would be finished by November 2016. With this restart of the 

work, Ademys had also re-engaged with the project, as its focus on the school had waned in 

the intervening years. Juan hoped this signaled a policy on the part of Ademys to engage with 

the community. Though he knew Ademys had a long way to go to be truly engaged with the 

community, he also noted it was much more than the UTE had done.176 

                                                 
175 Joaquin, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, April 16, 2016. 
176 Juan, member of La Simón and teacher, interview with author, 7/26/2016. 
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Finally, in April 2017, three years after the struggle to open the school began, the city 

officially opened Escuela Infantil 14 in district 5 (Telefe 2017). The school has the capacity to 

serve 100 children ages 3 and 4 years old. Though the city government did not adopt the name 

Escuela Carlos Fuentealba, a move that was not surprising given the political content of the 

name,177 neighbors still referred to the school as Escuela Recuperada Carlos Fuentealba. 

For one member of La Simón, the fight to re-open Escuela Fuentealba was a way to 

bring new hope and confidence to teachers and the neighborhood. In her experience, strikes 

and protests usually resulted in merely a day of lost pay with no real positive result. For this 

reason, she felt teachers were increasingly de-mobilizing. Yet the win at Escuela Fuentealba 

was a great symbol that “when you put yourself in a fight, you can gain something.”178 For 

her, this feeling would replace the idea that one cannot simply look out for oneself and one’s 

salary, but also that when “teachers, neighbors, students, and social groups get together, they 

can be victorious.”179 

How Did They Do It? With Solidarity and Community 

La Simón’s victory is very impressive. The group found an issue that resonated, 

adopted a plan that generated power, achieve its goal. This is especially impressive given La 

                                                 
177 Carlos Fuentealba was a teacher, unionist, and leftist activist in Neuquen, a rural province in Argentina. In 

2007, during a strike and protest by teachers, Fuentealba was killed by a rubber bullet fired by police. Since then, 

his name and memory have been adopted by militant teachers and unions as a symbol of government repression. 

The city government of Buenos Aires is currently controlled by conservative parties, those who tend to be anti-

union. Even during the fight to reopen the school, everyone involved understood that the city would almost 

certainly not adopt the name Fuentealba once the school reopened. 
178 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016. 
179 Stefa, teacher, member of La Simón, interview with author, 5/10/2016. “…los docentes viste como que, de 

esa manera nosotros creemos que ellos aportan a que se desmovilice, que los docentes digan bueno, no hagamos 

nada, me cuido mi sueldo y nada más, si total no están haciendo mucho. Un poco es romper con eso y decir que 

se puede, por ejemplo Escuela Fuente Alba podría mostrar que la organización de docentes, vecinos, estudiantes, 

organizaciones sociales, se dan cuenta que cuando uno se pone al cuerpo de una lucha sí puede conseguir algo, 

no es que es cierto que no sirve para nada y que cada uno tiene que cuidar lo suyo y listo, porque solos no 

podemos hacer mucho…” 
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Simón’s small size and the fact that they were making demands of the City’s Ministry of 

Education, an institution that frequently beats back efforts by larger and more powerful 

unions. Below I will explore the factors that aided La Simón in its struggle. The first factor 

was an environment where unions and other political organizations were presenting related-

yet-broader demands of the Ministry of Education. La Simón’s ability to create a concrete 

demand allowed them to achieve this demand where other groups were rebuffed. The second 

was La Simón’s strategy to organize and energize a community around the campaign. After 

exploring these factors, I will argue that the Escuela Fuentealba campaign offers important 

lessons for unions. As we shall see, though La Simón is more like a social movement than the 

UTE or Ademys, both unions could adopt some of the strategies employed by La Simón. 

A Specific Demand in a Broader Narrative: Lack of Schools in Buenos Aires 

The campaign to open Escuela Fuentealba benefited from the larger struggle that was 

occurring in the city over the lack of space for students. As we saw in the last chapter, 

beginning in late 2013, teacher unions in Buenos Aires initiated a campaign highlighting a 

lack of schools in the city. This campaign was organized under the phrase “falta de vacantes,” 

a phrase that describes a “lack” of open seats/spaces in schools. That year, the city’s 

Education Minister had little choice but to admit they were not prepared for the demand, and 

did not have the requisite classrooms in some areas (La Nación 2013e). The problem was so 

bad that the government immediately began an initiative to build “modular” schools in areas 

where more schools were needed (Premat 2014a). These capacity issues continued into the 

next year, when it was reported that more than 5,000 students in the poorer, southern area of 

the city were unable to find a school in their area that had openings (Página 12 2015d). 
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La Simón was able to draw on this larger narrative, but also present a finite, specific 

solution to the problem. As we saw in the last chapter, the lack of schools issue was an 

important focus of the teacher unions (and their nascent parent coalitions). But the unions 

made very broad, large demands of the city, highlighting the thousands, and eventually tens of 

thousands of students who did not have a place in school. The campaign to open Escuela 

Fuentealba drew on this narrative, but it also presented a clear path for the government to act. 

Though La Simón was politically opposed to the city government, they also offered a 

way for the city to benefit from the campaign, in that the government could both satisfy La 

Simón’s demand and show they were answering the demand for more schools. The specter of 

thousands of children without schools was both pressing and somewhat intractable for the city 

government. The city would have had to build dozens, if not hundreds of schools to ensure 

that all these children had a place in a public school. To do so would be extraordinarily 

expensive, and certainly take a couple of years to fully complete. For a fiscally conservative 

government, this challenge was essentially insurmountable. 

In comparison, the chance to open one school and celebrate the expansion of 

educational opportunities is much more achievable. We see some evidence for this calculus in 

the city government’s offer to help La Simón found a cooperative school on the site. A 

cooperative school would have limited the financial support the government would have to 

offer, but it would have meant the school could have been opened almost immediately.  

In some ways, we can attribute this smaller, specific demand to a difference in the size 

and scope of La Simón, the UTE, and Ademys. In contrast to La Simón, the two unions also 

have more responsibilities in terms of services for their members. The UTE and Ademys are 

bargaining agents for teachers; they must manage the teachers’ healthcare access, and support 
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teachers in any legal troubles. But these responsibilities also place demands on union 

personnel, time, and focus. Certainly La Simón has other focuses, as noted above. Yet the 

lack of responsibilities on the organization does allow the group to be more flexible and agile 

in choosing their campaigns and organization focuses. 

Nevertheless, it is important not to overstate the benefits of La Simón’s flexibility. The 

foundation of membership in the group seems based mainly on participation, which puts a 

large time demand on these teachers. That is to say, members of the group see activity and 

engagement as a necessary part of being in La Simón. This belief, however, also transfers to 

their union membership. While there is some division of labor among the group, they also 

take their goal to be involved in their union in parallel to La Simón very seriously. Moreover, 

the small size of La Simón means there aren’t that many people to whom tasks can be 

delegated. In contrast, the UTE and Ademys have large staffs to whom leadership and 

administration can be delegated. Further, it is unclear how La Simón finances its work. The 

responsibilities the unions have to their members do offer important benefits to the union 

organizations, namely having required dues and the financial windfall from administering 

members’ health insurance.180 While the union can usually afford to financially support a 

leader to lead community-building, members of La Simón do so in their free time for no 

compensation. In this way, while La Simón has more flexibility in its operations, members 

also seem in greater danger of burnout (Gorski and Chen 2015). 

                                                 
180 Unions’ control of obras sociales, the health insurance paid for by both workers and their employers, were 

initially important recruiting tools for unions. As the obras sociales have evolved over the years, they have 

become increasingly controlled by unions and, as such, provided a pool of money unions can use to finance their 

activities (Atzeni and Ghigliani 2007, 14; Senén González and Haidar 2009). 



 

156 

Gaining Strength and Stamina through Community Organizing 

Another key factor that contributed to the Escuela Fuentealba victory was La Simón’s 

ability to organize a community around the demand. Indeed, this community proved to be an 

important source of mobilizational support. When political and union allies lost interests in 

the struggle, the community continued to push for their demand. It was this community that 

helped La Simón continue the struggle, even as it dragged into its third year.  

La Simón was clearly very adept at leveraging both political allies and union allies to 

keep the pressure on the government during the Escuela Fuentealba campaign. Yet these allies 

did not remain engaged in the issue for very long. In the first year of the struggle, during 

which La Simón organized a takeover of the building, the UTE and Ademys sent 

representatives and publicized the fight. After a few months, however, the unions’ interest 

waned. Though these groups lent their high-powered names and offered the possibility of 

greater political and organizational weight to win their demands, they eventually lost interest 

and moved their resources and focus to other issues.  

The allies certainly did not withdraw support entirely. The UTE lent some aid from its 

lawyers, who prepared and filed initial petitions with the city government. And the UTE and 

Ademys both posted updates and stories about the campaign on its webpage, albeit 

infrequently, and usually only when La Simón had gained some small forward momentum 

(the beginning of work, or having held a recent protest). But in general, the unions seemed to 

no longer see the worth of providing other resources of mobilizational support to the fight. 

After a few months neither the UTE nor Ademys sent much in terms of people or 

representatives to protests or to help continue the building takeover. This left diminutive La 
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Simón with very few people on which they could count to keep up the occupation, protests, 

and gatherings. 

Rather, it was the community, a combination of teachers from La Simón and families 

that lived in the neighborhood, that was most important in helping La Simón maintain 

pressure on the city government. By engaging with the community directly, La Simón did 

something most teacher unions in Buenos Aires do not. Rather than seek only seek allies 

among groups that already existed, La Simón worked to create a new community. Creating 

this community did not limit the group from seeking other allies from more traditional 

sources, like political figures, other unions, and social movements. But this community 

provided an invaluable foundation for the struggle, one that continued to stand even as other 

organizations refocused their interests away from the struggle for Escuela Fuentealba. 

Some respondents noted that including parents in any demand will inspire faster action 

from the government.181 My experience during fieldwork varied in terms of government 

responses to parent/community protests and demands. I witnessed one small mobilization 

against robberies and muggings of teachers near a school that generated an immediate 

response. This protest was attended by nearly 50 parents and students, as well as 20 teachers 

and union officials. An official from the neighborhood’s police station came to the 

mobilization to hear the demands of the group and promise solutions. 

Yet, simply gathering a school community does not necessarily result in immediate 

action. The fact that the campaign took two years, with construction adding a third year, does 

show that the government did not feel that opening this school was a particularly pressing 

                                                 
181 Francis, UTE delegado and teacher, interview with author, 5/17/2016; Herb, Ademys secretary and teacher, 

interview with author, 5/29/2016. 
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problem. While creating a community was important to La Simón from the beginning, the 

length of the campaign shows this strategy does not always produce a quick resolution. 

Similarly, the government had essentially no reaction to a number of school communities that 

held small protests at their schools called abrazos. At these abrazos, teachers, students, and 

parents would circle the building (or line the front of the building) to demand the government 

invest more in school maintenance. While these abrazos would sometimes attract the attention 

of local news outlets, the government sent no representatives to discuss issues with the 

community gathered.  

In this way, we can surmise that the government doesn’t necessarily respond 

immediately (or even at all) to protests simply because the community is involved. It is not 

that La Simón merely needed to gather a few community members together to put more 

weight around the demand. Though having community certainly helps any demand, gathering 

community allies (or creating a community) does not automatically guarantee the state will 

engage with, or even respond to a demand. 

However, gathering a community did expand the population upon which La Simón 

could count for mobilizational support. Moreover, the community was geographically 

invested in the project, meaning families had the desire for a school in their neighborhood for 

their children. This, combined with the consistent work of La Simón, helped maintain this 

community over the lengthy campaign. 

Lessons for the Unions: Can a Bureaucracy Build Community? 

Beyond the ideological reasons La Simón wanted to build community, there were also 

the practical reasons for improving its organizational stamina and mobilizational support. Yet 

larger unions like the UTE and Ademys don’t necessarily need help with organizational 
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stamina: they have bureaucracies through which they can support and maintain numerous 

projects, as well as generate some mobilization around these projects. Much literature would 

suggest that it is these very bureaucracies also limit the unions’ mobilizational ability, and by 

extension their interests in engaging with or building community around their demands. 

Though La Simón, the UTE, and Ademys all greatly differ in their organizational structures, I 

argue that these structures do not have to hinder the ability of these unions to engage in 

community-building. Further, I suggest that these union bureaucracies may be an asset in 

maintaining communities once they are built. 

It is important to remember that La Simón is not a union. But the importance of union 

and work issues to the group means they frequently share interests with unions, engage in 

similar issues, and adopt common demands. Nevertheless, La Simón is a movement 

organization, focused on political issues without having to deal with the responsibilities of 

collective bargaining. In contrast, as discussed above, unions frequently create large 

bureaucracies to deliver the many services that come with union membership. Even a more 

active union like Ademys has a well-developed bureaucracy, even though its officialdom is 

much smaller than the UTE’s. 

The literature around social movement unionism and union revitalization frequently 

suggests, if implicitly, that the conservatism inherent in union bureaucracy limits the capacity 

of unions to organize new members, build community, and mobilize members (Voss and 

Sherman 2000). Social movement unions are frequently defined by their capacity for 

mobilization and community building, and subsequently lamented when these unions begin to 

create bureaucracies (Seidman 2011). Similarly, in the Argentine context, studies on unions 

that engage in more militancy and/community building are built on the idea that union 
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bureaucracies inherently limit these things (Arias, Menendez, and Salgado 2014; Elbert 2015; 

Senén González and Haidar 2009).  

However, much of this literature is based on broad, un-critical conceptions of union 

bureaucracies. Authors have since noted that union bureaucracies are not always designed to 

undermine mobilization or radicality among union rank and file (Camfield 2013, 141). 

Instead, I draw on examples from other teacher unions to suggest that bureaucracies can be 

leveraged to support community building. In New York and Chicago, teacher unions created 

positions within their bureaucracies for proactively engaging with communities that are 

directly influenced by the union, namely parents (Bradbury et al. 2014; Weiner 2013, 100–

101). While we saw in the last chapter that the UTE and Ademys do not have such structures, 

La Simón displays how building a community can help a group maintain a campaign over 

time. Bureaucracies can offer stability and help shepherd such union-community struggles 

over time. In turn, the community can be leveraged to ensure mobilizations are successfully 

attended. In this way, community building can help ensure that bureaucracies also engage in 

mobilization.  

Conclusion 

La Simón is not a union. Though its members are keenly aware and invested in union 

issues and workers’ rights, the group takes a broader view of its work. Yet the philosophy and 

successes they have had are integral to understanding how unions can both better represent 

teachers’ work and become more effective organizations. 

La Simón’s three pillars represent the fundamental components of teachers’ work. 

Through radical, popular pedagogy, protecting workers’ rights, and organizing communities, 

La Simón works to achieve its goal of a public, popular school system that empowers 
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students, families, and neighborhoods. While all three are integral to La Simón, it is 

organizing a community that also teaches important lessons about the opportunities available 

to other organizations, namely unions.  

The struggle to open the Escuela Fuentealba is an example of the ways that 

community strengthen campaigns. In part his success can be attributed to the focused nature 

of its demand. For La Simón, the community helped improve the group's mobilizational 

power over the years-long fight. Even after other political allies, unions among them, lost 

interest in the school, La Simón and the community kept working until they achieved their 

demand. 

La Simón is an important example of what is possible if organizations take a more 

active role in this community building. It is from this example that I see opportunities for 

larger, more bureaucratic unions to benefit from similar community building. While much 

literature suggests that bureaucracy is antithetical to mobilization and community building, 

examples from other teacher unions suggest that unions can be altered, shifted, or added to in 

order to support and sustain community building. Moreover, the institutional stability of 

bureaucracies can be an asset in helping these communities persist over time. 

In addition to the power assets available through community building, the next chapter 

will engage with the idea that community building should be a more permanent part of teacher 

unions. As we saw in chapter two and three, teachers build communities as individuals, 

independent of unions, on a daily basis. In the final chapter, I will argue that engaging in 

community building will not only strengthen unions, but also make unions more 

representative of the full spectrum of teachers’ work.  
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CHAPTER 6 

 

CONCLUSION: REPRESENTING TEACHERS AND PREPARING FOR THE 

FUTURE THROUGH COMMUNITY UNIONISM 

Introduction 

This dissertation has identified the conditions that influence the adoption of 

community unionism in the education sector. I have shown that the working conditions and 

expectations of teachers’ work create important opportunities for teacher unions to engage in 

community unionism, opportunities that are less common in other industries. Specifically, this 

research has shown how the care work and community building portions of teachers’ work 

form the foundation of school communities. The conditions teachers face in the school, 

including the socioeconomic context of families and children at the school, as well as 

ownership structure (public versus private), also play a key role in determining the scope of 

school communities. These community connections create a strong push toward a broader 

framing of union demands, while the school communities often serve as nascent community 

allies for unions.  

This concluding chapter will first briefly discuss the conditions that support the 

adoption of community unionism among teacher unions. The discussion will then turn to 

analyze why teacher unions and labor groups adopt community unionism differently. I will 

compare the differences in organizational structures of the Agrupación Simón Rodríguez (La 

Simón) and the two unions in this study, Ademys and the UTE. I will show that the variation 

driving different levels of community engagement is not the level of bureaucracy, nor the 

relative openness of bureaucracy, but the focus of action among the groups. More plainly, La 
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Simón takes community building as a fundamental part of its organization, while Ademys and 

UTE are less focused on building connections with communities outside their membership. 

The chapter will then turn to a policy discussion on the important opportunities that 

the community unionism strategy offers to teacher unions. I will argue that community 

unionism is a better strategy for teacher unions than strategies that rely on professionalism 

and/or industrial conceptions of work. By including community as part of the union’s 

purview, we shall see that community unionism is more representative of the full spectrum of 

teachers’ work. 

Building on these discussions, I will suggest that teacher unions also have the 

opportunity to be an active participant in the creation of the parent groups. The example of La 

Simón offers a glimpse of the way unions can directly engage in building communities around 

campaigns. Synthesizing the lessons of La Simón, I offer a three-step strategy for unions to 

help create community allies. Concluding thoughts will reiterate the importance of 

community unionism as education systems around the world face changes that threaten 

teacher unions. 

Teaching is Community Building through Care Work 

First, the care work involved in teaching is an important condition that influences the 

adoption of community unionism among teacher unions. As care workers, an inherent part of 

teachers’ work is building relationships with students, and subsequently with parents. The 

first chapter argued that we need to reconceptualize teachers’ work to better include the care 

work they do. This care work, in turn, provides key conditions for the adoption of community 

unionism.  
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Conceptualizing teachers as care workers improves our understanding of teaching 

work. I have shown that teachers know that their work depends on creating relationships of 

care with their students, which in turn acquainted teachers with the emotional ebbs and flows 

of students’ lives. But students’ lives are influenced heavily by their parents and family. As 

my findings reveal, teachers’ care for their students extends to inspire relationship building 

between teachers and parents. In interviews, teachers revealed that a necessary part of their 

job is to craft relationships with parents. While teachers differed on the exact role that parents 

should play in their children’s education, all respondents highlighted the fact that parents have 

a role to play in supporting their children’s education. In this way, relationships between 

parents and teachers evolve out of the student-teacher relationship. 

Yet current conceptions of teachers among scholars, unions, and even teachers 

themselves frequently focus on their professional training and their increasingly factory-like 

work demands. While these conceptions highlight real and important aspects of teachers’ 

work, they do not sufficiently represent the whole of teachers’ work. Instead, I suggest that 

societies must reformulate their understanding of teaching work to include care work. It is 

only through the lens of care work that we can fully encompass the community-building work 

that teachers do. 

My research has shown, however, that these relationships do not exist in a vacuum. 

The relationship between teachers and parents serve as an important foundation for school 

communities. But school administrators, school ownership structures, and the prevailing 

socioeconomic context of a school also influence the creation and shape of school 

communities. The creation of school communities is important for two reasons. First, these 

communities are an indicator of the connection between the community and the work 
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environment for teachers. Second, these school communities are an important place for 

fomenting parent groups and allies for teacher unions. 

As we saw in Chapter 3, school administrators play a key role in creating, defining, 

and limiting school communities. Many administrators described themselves as gatekeepers 

for their schools. Through this process of definition and gatekeeping, school administrators 

regulate the connection between teachers and the community. While most administrators 

supported relationships between teachers and parents, many were also wary of these 

relationships (or, more specifically, the demands of parents) demanding teachers’ classroom 

time. Thus, administrators spent much of their time meeting with parents and members of the 

school community in order to ensure that teachers’ (and students’) classroom time was 

interrupted as infrequently as possible. In doing so, school administrators become a nexus 

between teachers and parents, and play a central role in the school community. 

But results from this study also show the importance of the school’s ownership 

structure and social context on the shape of the school community. As respondents noted, 

private school teachers and administrators tend to face more barriers to engage with parents 

and build school communities. Parents at these schools tend to view the relationship in market 

exchange terms, assuming that the only contribution they needed to make to the school was 

tuition. In this way, parents of these schools tend to be more apathetic to community building. 

Two broader implications arise from these findings. First, though private school 

teachers still believe engaging with parents is important, the relationship can often feel 

unequal because private schools rely on the money paid by parents. Relationship and 

community building in this context are frequently more difficult. Without the prerequisite of 

parent-teacher relationships, the findings in this dissertation suggest that unions of private 
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school teachers are less likely to engage in community unionism. While initial interviews by 

the author corroborate this finding, more research is needed to draw stronger conclusions. 

In addition to ownership structure, this dissertation argued that socioeconomic context 

plays an important role in the creation of school communities. Findings in chapter 3 show that 

schools serving families with lower socioeconomic status often see much greater engagement 

from parents. In part, this was driven by these families’ use of the school as a problem-solving 

institution. The school is often the institution in their neighborhood where they know they 

will be received, and that the school may either have resources or know where the parent can 

go to ask for help. In these schools, then, I expect greater levels of community building based 

on the needs of the parents. Though, paradoxically, as we saw in chapter 2, the greater needs 

of families may also result in some parents being less available for relationship-building with 

teachers. Nevertheless, the broad needs of families in these schools are an important condition 

for community unionism. Teachers in these schools have to deal more consistently with the 

broader problems facing a society. This, in turn, can influence teachers to demand their union 

fight for solutions to these broader issues, which would move the union toward a community 

unionism strategy. 

Combined, the care work and relationship building inherent in teachers’ work increase 

the likelihood that teacher unions will adopt community unionism. Through their work, 

teachers are consistently in contact with parents and families. The relationships they build 

around the goal of student achievement are an important part of teachers’ work, but also a 

precursor for union-community alliances. Relatedly, the school communities are another site 

where teachers, parents, and community members come together. Though school 

administrators, ownership structures, and social context of schools mediate the creation of 
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school communities, when school communities are active they can inspire teachers to demand 

that their unions engage in community unionism. Although these conditions set the stage for 

community unionism, the unions themselves have much power to determine the extent to 

which they adopt a community unionism strategy. 

Connecting the Community to the Union 

The education sector is ripe for community unionism thanks to teachers’ care and 

community-building work. But teacher unions take different paths in responding to the 

opportunity of community unionism. Generally, unions in Argentina are decried for their 

overlarge bureaucracies, which limit participation. All three of these groups vary in the size 

and scope of their bureaucracies (and stances toward democratic participation). Yet, I suggest 

that variation in their respective bureaucracies does not fully explain the differences in these 

groups’ community-building efforts. Rather, drawing on evidence from Chapters 4 and 5, I 

will show that La Simón’s focus on proactively building community resulted in deeper 

community alliances than the more reactive stances of the UTE and Ademys. 

One important difference between all three of these groups is their organizational 

structure. La Simón has a pointed desire to avoid hierarchy. In contrast, Ademys and the UTE 

both have well-developed bureaucracies, in large part because (as unions) they have more 

responsibilities than La Simón does in protecting and representing their workers. But Ademys 

and the UTE also differ from each other in terms of their bureaucracy. While Ademys 

cultivates internal participation and less hierarchy in its structure, the UTE is frequently 

admonished for its undemocratic bureaucracy. Moreover, the fact that La Simón takes part in 

Ademys’ structure shows that Ademys is much more closely aligned with La Simón’s anti-

hierarchy stance than the UTE’s carefully constructed bureaucratic hierarchy. 
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Yet despite these differences in structure, in chapter 5 my findings show that Ademys 

and the UTE had similarly moderate levels of engagement in community unionism. Critics of 

the UTE would expect the union to ignore community groups, expecting leaders to focus 

mainly on shoring up their power in the union. In contrast, we might expect the more left-

leaning Ademys to have better connections to the community. Yet the similarity in 

community engagement efforts among the UTE and Ademys suggests that an analysis based 

on size and scope of bureaucracy is not sufficient for understanding how teacher labor groups 

engage with community unionism.  

Instead, I argue that the real difference between these three groups is the focus and 

importance they place on building community alliances. As a group, La Simón saw 

community building as integral to their work as teachers. This view was reflected in the 

group’s three pillars, which were chosen because they represent the full range of the group’s 

work as teachers: pedagogy, union/work issues, and community. The interconnectedness of 

La Simón’s pillars meant that they viewed community-building work to be as important as 

their in-classroom work (and indeed, saw their in-classroom work as one means of 

community building). As chapter 5 relates, the result was that La Simón took a more proactive 

approach when it came to finding community allies in the Escuela Fuentealba campaign. 

Thus, the group’s first step was to connect to, help organize, and mobilize a community 

around the demand. 

This proactive stance is in contrast to how the UTE and Ademys described their 

connections to the community. As we saw in Chapter 4, officials from the UTE and Ademys 

both discussed the importance of parents; they joined the chorus of teachers and 

administrators who stated that parents are necessary partners in education. Nevertheless, 
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neither union engaged in finding community allies in an active. While they certainly worked 

to engage their own members, they tended to be more passive in their connections with 

community groups. This, in turn, illuminates why community collaborations of Ademys and 

the UTE tended to be shorter-lived. While the unions were saying the right things, and 

engaging in the first steps of community unionism, they were not devoting the resources or 

energy to make these parent coalitions last.  

Unions as Community Builders: The Opportunity for Teacher Unions to Sow the Seeds of 

Parent Alliances 

For unions, reconceptualizing their understanding of their members and their 

members’ work offers important benefits to strengthening the organization. Reorienting 

themselves to better include the care work and community building teachers do will bring 

union organizations more in line with the full spectrum of teachers’ work. But this 

reconceptualization also offers opportunities for community coalitions and community 

unionism uniquely available to teacher unions. Drawing on the example of La Simón’s 

success in creating community, I argue that teacher unions have the resources to support the 

creation of school communities. I offer a three-part process through which unions can sow the 

seeds of school communities. First, unions can offer training for teachers and local union 

representatives on how to build strong local school communities. Second, the union must 

concurrently create paths through which parents can engage in the union. Once these two 

steps are taken, unions can work to integrate parent allies into the union itself. In this way, 

teacher unions will be more proactive in their search for parent and community allies. 

This argument turns the community unionism literature on its head. In much of that 

literature, unions seek external allies that already have some form of organization (Fine 2000; 
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Tattersall 2008; Dibben and Nadin 2011; Krinsky and Reese 2006; Lipsig-Mumme 2003). In 

ideal-type community unionism, connections between these groups occur at both the level of 

leadership as well as throughout the rank and file of the organizations involved. The leaders 

of the constituent organizations work together closely to make strategy plans, and rank and 

file integrate into a cohesive group. Yet in all the cases described in the literature, unions find 

already-existing groups, leveraging the fact that these groups have already overcome certain 

collective action problems. In contrast, teacher unions have the opportunity to contribute to 

the creation of parent allies. 

Step One: Train Teachers and Delegados to Build School Communities 

There are two important contributions unions can make by increasing training around 

teacher-parent relationships. First, teachers across school contexts would benefit from training 

around how to develop and maintain relationships with parents and school communities. 

Private school teachers can feel pressure from many sides, with parents who think they are 

always right and administrators who have to keep parents happy enough that they keep 

sending their kids to the school. In this way, navigating parent relationships can be one of the 

more stressful parts of their job. Similarly, teachers who work with students facing economic 

and/or social challenges may also feel stress around the parent relationship. While it is 

certainly outside of teachers’ job descriptions to be social workers for these families, many 

teachers and administrators feel compelled to help parents who come to the school with dire 

needs. Teachers’ care relationships with these students and families can lead to much 

emotional labor, and/or a desire to spend their free time helping these families. In both cases, 

these stressors can lead teachers to burnout, and to subsequently pull back from the care 

portion of their job (or even leave the profession entirely). 
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In all these situations, the union has much to gain by helping train their members in 

creating and managing parent relationships. A reorientation of teacher unions toward this 

work would benefit union members by helping to improve their skills in these areas. In 

addition, more fully representing the care and community building side of teachers’ work 

could have the benefit of decreasing burnout among teachers. Not only would keeping union 

members in the profession benefit the union, but these trainings may also serve as an 

enticement for non-members to join the union.  

The second important contribution is helping teachers extend the effectiveness of their 

relationship-building by improveing teachers’ ability to nurture school communities. School 

cooperadoras already play a key role in organizing supplemental support for schools. 

However, the strength of the cooperadora is often defined by the parents who lead the group. 

While some parents have the time and energy to make the cooperadora the center of the 

school community, in other cases a lack of time and resources among parents makes the 

cooperadora nothing more than a rubber stamp for administrators.182 Instead, teachers and 

delegados (the equivalent of shop floor stewards) have the opportunity to be more supportive 

of the creation of school communities. 

In some ways, teachers are already partially doing this work. Being more pointed 

about getting parents engaged in the school community can create more systematized 

practices of relating to parents. One kindergarten teacher noted the fact that the other teachers 

in the school expected her to “train” the parents on how to act in the school.183 The 

implication was that the parents of kindergartners were new to schools, and thus needed to be 

                                                 
182 Via, public school director, interview with author, 6/7/2016. 
183 Teacher from Once, interview with author, 6/15/2016. 
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trained about the norms and expectations for children and parents in formal schooling. But the 

story also suggests that inculcating these norms among parents depends almost entirely on the 

kindergarten staff. This assumes that these kindergarten teachers will A) know the norms the 

other teachers expect parents will be taught, and B) parents will not need to be reminded of 

the norms in any subsequent years. This system is too ad hoc to be reliable. Instead, teachers 

likely have to “re-train” parents every year. 

Instead of re-training parents every year, however, I suggest teachers can focus more 

on integrating parents into the school community. Teachers could create structures within the 

school that encourage parents to become active members of the school community. This 

would serve teachers’ work, both through integrating parents into the school and creating a 

clear expectation about parents’ role in education. The school community would become a 

place where parents could learn school norms from each other, and as such could take some of 

the pressure off teachers. This parent-to-parent diffusion could ease the parent-teacher 

relationship in any number of ways. It would also aid administrators in responding to the 

needs, desires, and questions of the community more efficiently. Finally, this stronger school 

community would provide a better foundation for providing the supplemental needs of the 

school. 

Step Two: Connect the Union to the School Community 

While these school communities could improve teachers’ working conditions, they 

also offer other opportunities for unions. Beyond seeding school communities at the local 

level, unions also have the chance to recruit support from these communities. Just as teachers 

create and/or deepen school community cohorts, so unions can provide space, support, and 

ideas for school communities to be politically active. To do so, however, unions need to 
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create channels through which parents can communicate with the unions, as well as systems 

through which the union can reach out to the school communities. 

There are two paths whereby unions can do this. First, the union organization can 

engage the school directly. Union officials, perhaps school-level representatives, could work 

overtly to recruit parents and school communities. One downside to this path is that unions 

could be construed as “meddling” in the operations of the school. While what “meddling” 

means exactly is a little unclear, some officials clearly stated they didn’t engage directly with 

the schools to respect the schools’ autonomy.184 A second path is to work through teachers, 

leveraging their connections with parents to garner allies for the union as part of their 

community-building work. Using both of these paths is likely preferable, but if unions feel 

uncomfortable engaging directly with schools, unions could present teachers with the 

opportunity to be the organizers of parent communities. 

Currently, there are precious few ways the union can communicate at all with parents, 

much less directly. Many teacher unions are like those in Buenos Aires, where parents’ 

demands can only reach the union if teachers communicate the demands up through the layers 

of union bureaucracy. This path demands teachers take on even more work and responsibility. 

In addition, because teachers have to shepherd these demands, parents are less likely to feel 

heard by the union. Alternatively, institutional paths for communicating with parents will 

create greater efficiency than the current system. Moreover, if feeling heard can generate 

positive associations about teacher unions, increasingly the likelihood is that unions will be 

able to recruit parent allies in the future. 

                                                 
184 Gabi, UTE referente, interview with author, 4/30/2016; Francis, UTE delegado and teacher, interview with 

author, 5/17/2016. 
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Having institutionalized communication paths between parents and unions is 

important not only to recruit allies among parents and school communities. It also creates a 

more reliable method for maintaining communication and mobilizational support throughout 

the school year. While every context is different, teacher militancy and mobilization are not 

consistent.185 While teachers may engage in militancy at the beginning of the school year, or 

when collective contracts expire, much of their time is spent actually teaching. Similarly, 

parents are busy and not likely to be prepared for continuous (or even consistent) militancy. 

Unions frequently spend this downtime preparing members for the next campaign. To 

maintain their parent allies, this internal organizing must be extended to parents. If unions 

stay in consistent contact with parent allies, they are more likely to be able to rely on these 

allies when campaigns and mobilizations arise. 

Step Three: Integrate Parents and School Communities into the Union 

The first two steps are foundational pieces for community coalitions. Helping teachers 

seed school communities and creating clear channels of communication will help unions to 

create durable community coalitions. To move from community coalitions to deep community 

unionism demands that the unions find a way to integrate school communities into the union 

itself. Rather than having to look outside the union for allies, the union would become a 

representative of the broad (and specific) educational interests of teachers, parents, and 

students. Even where this step isn’t realistic, such a goal can be an important guiding principle 

for unions’ community-building strategies.  

Whether it’s through real collaboration between unions and parent groups, or some 

more direct line of communication from parents to the unions, the leadership of the teachers’ 

                                                 
185 Much the same thing can be said about the vast majority of unions. 
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unions needs to find a way for parents to have a voice in union strategy around issues of 

common concern. The literature is quite clear about the value of having deeper 

communication and integration between the entirety of union and non-union organizations in 

community coalitions (Tattersall 2008; Black 2005; Banks 1991, 18–19; Serdar 2012, 412–

15). I suggest the natural extension of this is to welcome parents into the union as members. 

For unions to become community unions, they must truly open themselves to including and 

integrating larger portions of their community. Much as La Simón showed, organizations can 

engage with an issue on multiple fronts. Indeed, for La Simón these multiple fronts proved to 

be an important source of power for the group, as their community-building reinforced their 

ability to win work demands.  

Yet, this transformative type of community unionism is certainly challenging. In some 

places it might be specifically illegal, where union membership may be limited by workplace, 

election, or some other mechanism. And even where it isn’t expressly illegal, it is a lot to 

expect a union organization to reinvent itself as an organization that is as much about 

community organizing and demands as it is about work demands and collective bargaining. 

Nevertheless, I argue this third step is important for its aspirational quality. While 

teacher unions may never be able to fully integrate parents into their membership, it is 

important for unions to engage with parents in an authentic way. That is to say, unions should 

engage with parents as respectfully and thoughtfully as they engage with their own rank and 

file. There is a danger for unions that are too flippant about their connections with parents. 

Just as happens with rank and file constituents, unions will find they have few allies if they 

ignore parents, use them only as warm bodies during mobilizations, or generally take parents’ 

allegiance for granted. In this way, imagining parents could be members provides important 
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motivation for unions to remain diligent in their relationships with parent and community 

allies.  

Conclusion: Why Go to All the Trouble? Evolving to Avoid Crisis 

We are living in a time when all unions, including teacher unions, need to be proactive 

in addressing their current and future strategies. In many places across North and South 

America, Europe, and Australia, teacher unions are being challenged. In some parts of the US 

and Australia, unions are losing (or have lost) their traditional bargaining rights. Where 

teachers still have the right to bargain, they are finding that their wages continue to stagnate 

along with education spending more generally. Private schools continue to exacerbate 

educational inequality, as they also increasingly encroach on public school funding. In sum, 

teacher unions are under attack in many places, and where they aren’t under direct attack, they 

face growing pressures. Community unionism offers unions in crisis a chance to replace lost 

structural power with associational power. It also offers unions the opportunity to increase 

associational power even if they aren’t facing an imminent threat. 

Community unionism offers three important changes that will strengthen teacher 

unions. First, this strategy does more to represent the entirety of teachers’ work. Second, this 

strategy garners allies for the unions, improving their mobilization power. Third, community 

allies help improve the image of teacher unions. Gathering allies among parents and 

community groups will better allow teacher unions to take up the mantle of protecting public 

education. Organizing and engaging with parent groups will be key to this image change. 

Through this organizing, the unions will have the chance to sway many parents to the unions’ 

causes, while seeing teacher unions mobilizing with parents and communities will create the 

secondary effect of shifting the narrative around teacher unions more broadly. 
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In general, teacher unions have not experienced the shocking decline unions in other 

industries have faced over the past forty years. Community unionism offers unions the chance 

to evolve into more proactive, broad-based organizations, creating a more secure future for 

teachers, parents, and students. 
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