ANNE COMMERTON

Union or Professional Organization?

A Librarian’s Dilemma

The concurrent development of the professional organization for li-
brarians of the State University of New York and the union repre-
senting them is traced. In addition, the relations between the two or-
ganizations and differing viewpoints on their respective roles and

functions are discussed.

A SEARCH OF THE LITERATURE reveals
that little has been written on the rela-
tionship between professional organiza-
tions and unions. One article on this
subject by Marie Haug and Marvin Suss-
man states that historically blue collar
workers have joined unions, whereas
white collar workers have chosen profes-
sional organizations. The authors point
out that unions grow faster in times of
unemployment and professional orga-
nizations in times of labor shortages.
Although their findings were tentative
and problematic, they did suggest that
we are no longer in a professionalizing
society: “In light of the spread of un-
ionization to professional fields and
using client rejection of professional
rights to unique expertise, the estimate
may well be that professionalization is
no longer the preferred route to job au-
tonomy, high income, and social status
for  occupations with  knowledge
claims.™

Gail Schlachter, writing in the Li-
brary Quarterly, assumed a different
viewpoint:

In the library field, the days of effec-
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tive independent action may be over.
While more librarians than ever before
are currently being trained, fewer posi-
tions are available for them to fill. Stu-
dents entering the profession are pessi-
mistic about their ability to negotiate
independently. Librarians, like other
professionals, are becoming increasing-
ly interested in collective action. Un-
ions have been conducting active
membership drives among librarians.
But limited quantitative research indi-
cates that, given a choice, librarians
would rather affiliate with a profes-
sional association turned collective bar-
gaining organization than a traditional
labor union. These findings support the
industrial relations theory that profes-
sional societies can and will be viable
alternatives to traditional labor orga-
nizations. Based on historical prece-
dent and current theory, therefore, it
seems likely to suggest that only if the
American Library Association responds
to increasing union activity by adopt-
ing an employee orientation will it be
able to maintain, like the other pro-
fessional societies turned quasi unions,
organizational hegemony within its

field.2

Although Gail Schlachter directed her
attention to a possibly altered role for
the national library association, there
have developed in a number of academ-
ic libraries and library systems a variety
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of associations directed to the interests
of librarians. This article focuses on
one such organization, the State Univer-
sity of New York Librarians Associa-
tion (SUNYLA), primarily as that or-
ganization works in conjunction with a
union, United University Professions
(UUP), which represents all profession-
al and academic employees in the State
University of New York (SUNY).

SUNYLA, tHE TAYLOR LAW,
AND SPA

SUNYLA had its beginnings in the
late 1960s approximately at the same
time that state legislation was enacted
permitting collective bargaining for
public employees. There had been earli-
er meetings among librarians of SUNY.
The chief librarians of the various
units of the university met annually,
and there had been conferences among
librarians by type of institution (e.g.,
four-year colleges). But there was no
official organization to bring together
representatives from the ranks of all
the SUNY libraries. An Academic Status
Task Force Committee of librarians, in-
cluding chief librarians, was estab-
lished; and there resulted in 1968 the
formation of SUNYLA. SUNYLA has
been recognized by the central adminis-
tration of the university. The associa-
tion has been solicited for suggestions,
and members have been named to vari-
ous administrative committees as repre-
sentatives of SUNYLA.

Coincident with the founding of
SUNYLA, another event took place.
The SUNY Board of Trustees granted
academic rank to SUNY librarians ef-
fective September 1, 1968. This action
caused a great deal of confusion: li-
brarians thought they would now auto-
matically receive all the perquisites of
the teaching faculty; and, in fact, li-
brarians on some campuses received
greater benefits than on others. Not ev-
eryone in the SUNY central adminis-
tration appeared to have the same idea

as to what this action entailed. Certain-
ly, the State Division of the Budget had
another view.

In this confusion SUNY librarians
grew disillusioned and rapidly became
a more militant and cohesive unit. It
was probably no accident that the first
of the four objectives of SUNYLA as
stated in its constitution was “to ad-
vance the professional status of librari-
ans of the State University of New
York.” When one reads minutes of the
SUNYLA council, it can be seen that
the majority of the meetings always
come around to librarians’ status. Let-
ters, telegrams, resolutions, telephone
calls, etc., were made to the chancellor
and other representatives of the SUNY
central administration. In addition,
there were meetings with the chancellor
and the chairman of the Board of
Trustees. The culmination of these
meetings was a November 1970 docu-
ment, “The Place of Librarians in
SUNY: A Position Paper,” which was
presented to Chancellor Ernest L. Boyer
before he addressed the annual SUNY-
LA meeting in New York City on No-
vember 12, 1970. This position paper
was endorsed by SUNYLA as well as by
the SUNY Head Librarians Conference,
the chancellor’s Advisory Committee on
Library Development, and the SUNY
Faculty Senate Committee on Library
Resources. Unfortunately, the chancel-
lor was unable to answer the librarians’
requests in spite of his promises to
them.? Whether this was because of lack
of acceptance on the part of the Divi-
sion of the Budget or the advent of un-
ionism, it is difficult to say. However,
promises such as an expansion of ranks
for librarians and removal of librarians
from a salary schedule designed for
nonteaching professionals have still not
been realized.

Collective bargaining had its begin-
nings in January 1966 when Governor
Rockefeller established the Governor’s
Committee on Public Employee Rela-
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tions (Taylor Committee), headed by
George W. Taylor. The committee is-
sued a report in March 1966; and al-
though the legislature did not accept all
of its recommendations, the report is
considered the main source for the in-
tent of the subsequent legislation.* The
law, enacted in 1968, is New York State’s
Public Employees’ Fair Employment
Act, commonly called the Taylor Law.?
The Taylor Law has the following pro-
visions: (1) it gives public employees
the right to join or not join an em-
ployee organization; (2) it gives public
employees the right of organization and
representation by an employee organiza-
tion and to negotiate collectively; (3)
it requires the public employer to nego-
tiate and enter into written agreements;
(4) it establishes procedures for resolu-
tion of disputes, i.e., impasse, legislative
hearings; and (5) it prohibits strikes by
public employees.®

Under the provisions of this act, aca-
demic and professional employees of
SUNY requested an election to decide
on representation and to select a bar-
gaining agent. This election was held
late in 1970. In addition to a choice of
no union, employees had a choice of
one of three unions as their representa-
tive. They were the State University
Federation of Teachers (SUFT), the
American Association of University Pro-
fessors (AAUP), and the Senate Profes-
sional Association (SPA). SPA was elect-
ed bargaining agent, and it negotiated
a first contract with SUNY to go into ef-
fect July 1, 1971.

The bargaining unit in the contract
includes all professional employees
(nonteaching professionals) and aca-
demic employees (including librarians)
in the four university centers, fourteen
four-year colleges, four medical centers,
three specialized colleges, six two-year
agricultural and technical colleges, and
a few individuals in central administra-
tion. These units are spread throughout
the state, and all have different prob-

lems. Involved are about 16,000 employ-
ees. Of this total approximately 400 are
librarians. All librarians are members
of the bargaining unit, except for the
directors of the university center librar-
ies. They are designated as management
confidential.

Initial relations between SUNYLA
and SPA were strained, because in the
campaign prior to the election SUNYLA
had endorsed a different bargaining
agent, SUFT. However, after the con-
clusion of the contract in July 1971,
Robert Granger, SPA president, came
to speak to the SUNYLA council. At
that meeting he promised to place a li-
brarian on the negotiating committee
for the economic reopener, scheduled
to begin in January 1972. The council
wished to name this member, but Mr.
Granger was adamant that this decision
would be the union’s. He did agree that
if the council were to submit three
names acceptable to it, one of them
would be selected by the union execu-
tive board. This was done; and the li-
brarian named was subsequently elected
by the negotiating committee to be an
academic representative to the negotiat-
ing team.

In the negotiations on the reopener,
the state maintained that the status of
librarians was a noneconomic issue. So
far as librarians were concerned, the
only positive result of these negotia-
tions came in April 1972 when the New
York State Office of Employee Relations
(OER) agreed that discussions on li-
brarians’ status would be held under the
aegis of OER. Librarian members of
the group were Anne Commerton, Mary
Cassata, Herbert Sorgen, and Evert Vol-
kerz. These discussions began in the
summer of 1972 and continued until
late January 1973. During this period
there was strong cooperation between
SPA and librarians.

THE ApveExT orF UUP

At this same time negotiations for a
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merger of SPA (NEA-NYSUT) and
SUFT (AFT) were underway. The
merger was ratified by both organiza-
tions, and the first meeting of the
merged group, United University Pro-
fessions (UUP), to elect officers was
held in Albany in May 1973. Those
present will admit that this was a ruth-
less power struggle complete with vote
bargaining, concessions supposedly for
unity, and much bitterness. The vote
margins, except in cases where it was
agreed that “you vote for my side this
time and I'll vote for your side next
time” were close, and in some cases one
vote apart. The result was that former
SUFT staff members assumed most posi-
tions of leadership and most of the for-
mer paid SPA staff resigned. In spite of
all the talk of unity, for almost a year
the meetings were a split between the
old factions. Fortunately, this has
changed; and any differences now are on
issues, a much healthier situation.

Following the merger, meetings be-
tween the librarians and SUNY central
administration ceased. There was no
push from the union to continue the
talks, and SUNYLA alone seemed to
have lost some of its drive. Many
SUNYLA members felt the organiza-
tion should place greater emphasis on
the more professional aspects of librari-
anship and leave the status fight to the
union. This view was strong, but not so
with the members in the Long Island
and eastern part of the state who felt
there were other organizations to run
“how to” sessions and talk about profes-
sionalism.

Lawrence DeLucia, UUP president,
did name an ad hoc committee on li-
brarians’ concerns in 1974; but it was a
committee without funding and never
given a charge nor asked for a report.
What concerned SUNYLA was that
UUP had not asked for names of indi-
viduals to serve, nor had SUNYLA been
consulted in any form. Elizabeth Salzer,
SUNYLA president, wrote to President

DeLucia, and the answer she received
stated that this matter was strictly union
business. Obviously, these were difficult
times for the merged union; and many
groups were clamoring for something
to be done for them. Trying to unify
a group so large, so dispersed geograph-
ically, and so divergent in job assign-
ments was not easy. At the same time
the nonteaching professionals were try-
ing to disaffiliate themselves from the
bargaining unit. When the Public Em-
ployment Relations Board (PERB) fi-
nally ruled against disaffiliation, much
time and effort had been expended and
the negotiations for a new contract seri-
ously delayed.

When negotiations resulted in an
agreement for a new two-year contract
effective July 1, 1974, librarians were
again left out. A group of librarians
fought hard against ratification as did
some nonteaching professionals and
some teaching faculty. Again this group
was primarily from the eastern part of
the state where living costs were higher
and job competition more acute. In
spite of the opposition the contract was
ratified. The vote was relatively small,
but the vote was held after the regular
academic semesters had ended. Some li-
brarians resigned from the union and
some from SUNYLA, because they felt
their organization had not pushed
enough. However, most remained to
fight again.

The union, when asked about the ne-
glect of librarians, said it could not ac-
complish everything for everyone and
librarians must consider themselves part
of the whole and go along with the
greatest good for the greatest number.
Obviously, we were a real minority.
This thought has also been expressed by
Dennis Stone in a recent article in
American Libraries.

The October 1974 issue of the UUP
Voice, the union periodical, carried an
announcement that a committee would
meet with central administration to dis-
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cuss librarians’ needs. The committee
was named, but again there was no con-
sultation with SUNYLA., In fact, no one
on the committee had served on the pre-
vious committee, nor were any members
of the earlier committee asked what had
happened during those sessions. The
chairman of the committee is also the
vice-president of SUNYLA, and he stat-
ed that he would keep the organization
informed of all actions. The council of
SUNYLA prepared a resolution affirm-
ing that the chairman served on the
committee as an individual and not as a
representative of SUNYLA. In trans-
mitting the resolution to the union, the
SUNYLA president also offered the as-
sociation’s assistance. So far it has not
been requested. SUNYLA has estab-
lished a “Special Committee No. 17 to
gather data, though unsolicited, to share
with the UUP committee, in this way
hoping to interact with the bargaining
agent,

TuE RoLE oF THE UNION

The relationship between SUNYLA
and UUP is uneasy. The union wants
to be sure it is understood that it is the
sole bargaining agent and guards this
right jealously. SUNYLA was active in
this area before there was a union and
obviously is giving up its former role
grudgingly. There is little mutual trust.
The union leadership strongly endorses
unity, loyalty, and discipline. In an ed-
itorial in the UUP Voice, President De-
Lucia sums this up:

In order to pursue our legitimate in-
terests, and in order for UUP to be
successful, it is necessary for us to de-
velop the ability to discipline our-
selves.

The professional staff is accustomed
to full, free and sometimes heated de-
bate on all policy questions. The un-
ion, of course, supports this principle
completely and unhesitatingly in its
internal deliberations. However, once
full, free and open debate has ended,
democratic principles must be imple-

mented. The majority position must
prevail, and all of us must commit our-
selves to uphold it. . . .

To accomplish the necessary disci-
plinary structure, we must join forces
as one collective body. Despite our
numerous differences, we all have one
common objective. . . .

When a decision is made, the collec-
tive interests will dominate whatever
position is taken. . . . We must all
learn to discipline ourselves and ac-
cept the results of the democratic
process.$

It would have perhaps been better
simply to have stated that a united
front is necessary to succeed instead of
covering it up as democracy. Does dis-
sent or disagreement stop in the democ-
racy once a vote is taken? If the present
meetings bring the results librarians
want, probably all will be forgiven. If
not, tension will increase. One of the
problems in negotiating for higher edu-
cation is that all are literate and de-
mand to be heard.

OTHER VIEWPOINTS

In response to several letters asking
for information on the relations be-
tween unions and professional organiza-
tions, answers were received from Al-
bert Shanker, president, AFT; Belle Zel-
ler, president, Professional Staff Con-
gress/City University of New York
(PSC); and William Myrick, Jr., presi-
dent, Library Association of the City
University of New York (LACUNY).

Mzr. Shanker wrote that this “relation-
ship . . . has a very short history and . . .
is largely unexplored.” He did, however,
send a copy of an article by James P.
Begin, Rutgers University, on the rela-
tionship between faculty senates and
collective bargaining agents. Begin con-
cludes that while various patterns are
evolving in different institutions collec-
tive bargaining “does not necessarily
lead to the demise of traditional proce-
dures. Almost entirely absent to date is
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the traditional union model in which
all faculty input to decision-making is
channeled entirely through the bargain-
ing agent.”®

Dr. Zeller gave some indication of an
interactive role between the PSC and
LACUNY:

The major goal of the Professional
Staff Congress in behalf of our faculty
members in library departments has
been to integrate them into the main-
stream of the instructional staff. Li-
brarians are bona fide teaching faculty
members with faculty titles. Any at-
tempt to differentiate them from the
teaching faculty we consider discrim-
inatory, and any residue of such dif-
ferentiation we aspire to eliminate
through negotiation. For example, you
will see few references to librarians in
our contract, because they are Instruc-
tors, Lecturers, Assistant Professors,
Associate Professors, and Professors.
They do not now enjoy the academic
annual leave, but we will bargain for
this in the next round of negotiations.

Because of this fundamental policy,
our librarian members have declined
to elect special representatives (they
have been elected as regular officers)
or to form a chapter of their own
within our union, as other special
groups have. They do belong to an or-
ganization, the Library Association of
the City University of New York
(LACUNY), which has functions out-
side the province of collective bargain-
ing and which communicates and co-
operates with our union on matters of
common interest.10

In his communication William My-
rick, Jr., president of LACUNY, stated
that relations have not always been
quite so amicable as Dr. Zeller indicat-
ed. The present harmonious situation
resulted from much interaction between
the two groups and a great deal of pres-
sure and education from LACUNY. He
continued:

We are faced with a constant struggle
to maintain the status that we have

achieved. Naturally, there are periods
when we feel that the union is not
being sufficiently watchful of our in-
terests. Not only is it necessary for us
to be eternally watchful to see that the
union does not allow our position to
be eroded, we must, at the same time
as we struggle not to lose ground,
struggle also to gain ground.!!

The dispute between the New York
City School Librarians’ Association
(NYCSLA) and the United Federation
of Teachers (UFT) has been docu-
mented in Library Journal and the Wil-
son Library Bulletin'* 13 The Library
Media Committee of UFT had called
upon the NYCSLA to disband as its ac-
tivities were divisive. NYCSLA, how-
ever, considers some matters are better
handled by a professional organization
and has accused UFT of undemocratic
procedures. One sore point has been
that the UFT Library Media Committee
has been cochaired since its inception
by two appointed chairpersons and that
there has never been an election.

Trouble is brewing. It always seems
that so far as librarians are concerned
they are a very small number within a
larger labor force and must be ab-
sorbed. It is fine to say librarians will be
treated as faculty, but it doesn’t just
happen because a contract says so. The
differences must be identified and under-
stood before the changes can be made.
There are jobs to be done both by li-
brary associations and unions. The asso-
ciations are interested in their profes-
sion and in more than bread and butter
issues, To some extent the associations
will be glad to have these issues taken
over by the unions. However, anyone
who has tried to explain what a librari-
an is and what a librarian’s problems
are knows it is not an easy task. It takes
constant hammering. Even when you
think you have made the point, a little
probing shows complete understanding
is still lacking. The associations, as col-
lective units, must be the agencies to
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give proper information and advice to
the unions. They must apply constant
pressure and demand to be heard. It
would seem LACUNY has been success-
ful in this role. The union, rather than
turn to individual librarians who are
union members and who may not repre-
sent the library community, must turn
to the professional association.

Library professional organizations
have a fairly long history and are not
ready to abrogate what they have been
doing for the profession. Unions de-
mand loyalty and are avidly keeping to

themselves what they consider terms and
conditions of employment. Unfortu-
nately, the tension building up is hurt-
ing the very people it should help. Such
jurisdictional battles will not further
the status of librarians, but set it back.
For librarians to pull out and establish
their own union would mean many or-
ganizational and legal problems and
further delay benefits. The two groups
must get together, settle their differ-
ences, and put as much emphasis on
“one” as on “all.”
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