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Abstract
Teacher associations have historically been important agents of teacher advocacy. However, they are now facing challenges
due to the crisis of traditional structures. This has allowed the emergence of new teacher associations that seek other forms
of participation in educational governance. Via a comparative qualitative analysis of education between Chile and Spain, this
study examined the repercussions of associationism in two forms of regulating teacher participation in educational govern-
ance: regulated and de facto. The results show how in Chile, a new social force has been created to overcome the political
ineffectiveness of associations, whereas in Spain, independence from political parties has been sought through the technifica-
tion of trade unionism. These findings highlight critical differences in the political strategies of teacher associations in both
countries, with implications for the future of educational governance. The study also discusses the broader consequences of
associationism in the context of labor market shifts and the changing landscape of teaching professionals.
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Introduction

Teacher associations have been valued by both power
structures and the social bases of the teaching profession,
their role being defending the demands of the education
sector (Anderson & Cohen, 2015) and consolidating a
collective identity that has disputed the political meanings
of their profession (Bascia & Maharaj, 2022). Currently,
their role is significant in the configuration of teacher
identity, the democratization of school systems, as well as
in the struggles around professionalization (Apple &
Apple, 2023; Cheng et al., 2021; Krantz & Fritzén, 2022).
This is not only because they channel teachers’ voices
and new demands within government structures (Gavin,
2022), but also because of their emerging role in teachers’
continuing professional development (Adlerstein &
Pardo, 2023; Santori & Holloway, 2023).

However, associationism has not been an equivalent
phenomenon in all countries; rather, the political structure
of nation-states has favored the consolidation of various
forms of political participation among teachers (Ross-
Schneider, 2022). In some contexts, this participation has

been guaranteed through educational governance,
whereas in others, it has been demanded and built
through the brilliance of organized action (Collao &
Nieto, 2017; Weinstein & Zettelmeier, 2022).

In any case, teacher associations or unions are not
experiencing their best political moment. The crisis of
traditional associations (Msila, 2022; Peebles, 2022), dis-
trust of teachers regarding the negotiation processes
between their representatives and governments
(Symeonidis & Stromquist, 2020), and interventionism of
political parties (Parcerisa & Verger, 2024) have led
teachers to seek to reverse from classic forms of organi-
zation. For some, that includes developing a new
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understanding of the teaching profession and work
(Coley & Schachle, 2023).

In this sense, new trade unions and professional asso-
ciations have configured other spaces for teacher partici-
pation and struggle (Han & Keefe, 2023; Ramos, 2023;
Sisto et al., 2022). These new struggles are related to a
form of collectivizing teachers’ demands from a micropo-
litical action of work (Riveras-Vargas et al., 2022) and
changes to the classic forms of negotiation with the cen-
tralized state (Duarte & Brewer, 2022; Stacey et al., 2022).

Nonetheless, there is little evidence regarding the micro-
political levels of these new teacher associations. Research
thus far has described the role of traditional groupings in
negotiating with the state, where associationism involves
more than one level of protest (Stacey et al., 2022), and
other forms of labor activism (Han & Keefe, 2023; Ramos,
2023). Furthermore, little research has explored the impli-
cations of this phenomenon in the context of global
reforms. In general, comparative education studies have
focused on describing the strategies developed by tradi-
tional associations in negotiations with the state (Brown &
Nikolai, 2022; Carvajal Diaz, 2019; Dobbins & Nikolai,
2019; Weinstein & Zettelmeier, 2022), even though the
phenomenon of associationism also includes other forms
and levels—political and social—of channeling teacher
representation and resistance (Coley & Schachle, 2023;
Reichert et al., 2020; Ross-Schneider, 2022).

This study took up the challenge of devoloping a criti-
cal comparison of the phenomenon of teacher political
participation in two contexts that share the crisis of tra-
ditional teacher organizations (Matamoros Fernández &
Álvarez Vallejos, 2022; Moral-Martı́n & Brunet i Icart,
2021) but differ, in the place of associations in educa-
tional governance: external and imbricated. In this way,
Chile and Spain are two social, political, and cultural
contexts that can be compared to analyze the conse-
quences of the phenomenon of teacher associationism.

Teacher Associationism (Union and Professional) and
the Protection of Teachers’ Political Participation

In the international context, the history of teacher asso-
ciationism has been marked by the relationship with the
state (Bascia, 2016). This relationship has involved the
continuous search for agreements and the inclusion or
exclusion of teachers in educational reforms and govern-
ance processes (Bascia & Maharaj, 2022). In this regard,
Weinstein and Zettelmeier (2022) proposed four axes of
analysis to describe the role of teacher associations in
educational governance. Regardless of their form, asso-
ciations seek to (a) represent or express the interests and
needs of teachers, (b) participate in the governance and
management of school systems, (c) be a voice of influ-
ence in education policy, and (d) remain a relevant actor
in the political fabric of states.

In the first axis, two forms of associationism coexist:
union labor and professional collegial (Weinstein &
Zettelmeier, 2022). Their difference lies in the emphases
of their demands, one tending toward labor and the
other toward professionals. Despite this, teachers are not
only workers or professionals, nor do their associations
behave exclusively according to the type of association-
ism they build. Therefore, rather than the type of asso-
ciationism, what is of interest is to revisit opportunities
for organized action for the defense of teachers (Bellido
de Luna Mayea, 2021).

To ensure the inclusion of both components—labor
and professional—associations have sought to institutio-
nalize different spaces for negotiation with the state. In
some contexts, participation has been regulated in educa-
tional governance, whereas in others, it has acted de facto
through collective teacher action (Finger & Gindin, 2015;
Weinstein & Zettelmeier, 2022). These forms of participa-
tion are also linked to levels of fragmentation on associa-
tive action. For example, German and Mexican teacher
unions have a strong tradition of bargaining with the
state, which has been successful because of a single union
monopolizing teachers’ collective bargaining agreement
(Brown & Nikolai, 2022; Peebles, 2022).

This situation is diametrically opposed to other con-
texts, such as Austria or Spain, where although there is
regulated negotiation, the fragmentation between various
territorial autonomies—landers and autonomous commu-
nities (Monarca & Sánchez-Urán, 2022)—has made it dif-
ficult to move toward common working conditions for
teachers. In Spain, this situation is even more complex,
given that there are not only different levels of negotiation
with the state, but also a wide diversity of unions and polit-
ical interests (Moral-Martı́n & Brunet i Icart, 2021) that
make it difficult to advance toward common agreements.

However, associative fracture and regulated bargain-
ing cannot be considered exclusive between the state and
large trade unions or professional associations. On the
contrary, strong privatization processes have led to the
emergence of intermediate figures that also regulate,
negotiate, and agree on the conditions of the teaching
profession and are associated with those who financially
administer the territorial and school autonomies of edu-
cational governments. For example, Chile’s centralized
government, maintains a process of associative fracture
due to its privatization of education, which has allowed
the emergence of intermediate figures—private adminis-
trators who handle public funding—called ‘‘private pro-
viders’’ (Mizala & Schneider, 2019; Sisto et al., 2022).
This has differentiated the forms of partnership between
the public and private sectors.

Moreover, this has been difficult for Chilean teachers,
as they have no regulations for their participation beyond
the nominative, and have to look for alternatives to make
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their opinion visible amid the presence of intermediate
figures and different statuses of regulation of their work.
On one hand, the Chilean Teachers’ College [Colegio de
Profesores de Chile], which has majority of representa-
tion, performs as if it were a trade union, agreeing on
minimum conditions for the teaching profession that
must be adjusted and defended by its union representa-
tives in local negotiations (Matamoros Fernández &
Álvarez Vallejos, 2022). On the other hand, teachers
administered by publicly-funded private providers—
which accounts for 52% of the country’s education
workforce—must negotiate teaching conditions with their
provider, and there may be as many collective bargaining
agreements as there are private educational institutions.

In addition, the work of the associations is not only
limited to negotiation, but also to the functioning of the
education system. In some contexts, this occurs by form-
ing committees, expert groups, or other consultative and
decision-making bodies; in others, it involves participat-
ing directly, as in Mexico and the United States (Han &
Keefe, 2023; Oldham, 2020). In yet other spaces, teacher
participation has been relegated to consultation in edu-
cation policy design and implementation processes.

Another role of teacher associations entails disputing
interests within the political fabric of societies. In this
regard, the relationship between associations and politi-
cal parties has represented a critical element (Peebles,
2022; Reichert et al., 2020). For example, in several
regions, political parties have acquired an organized arm
to reach out to teachers, which has caused deep tension
in negotiation processes with governments when led by
political parties aligned with their positions (Mizala &
Schneider, 2019; Parcerisa & Verger, 2024).

Furthermore, rapprochement or distancing from politi-
cal parties also depends on the history of the associations.
In some contexts, teachers’ associations have emerged
within the framework of official politics that sought to
guarantee the collectivity of the teaching profession.
Comparative studies between Chile and Spain have demon-
strated how, in both contexts, the close relationship
between teaching associations and political parties was
shaped by a post-dictatorial strategy aimed at reconstruct-
ing the fractured social fabric. This alignment helped to
define the identity of these associations, which is now being
questioned by teachers organized in a new network of asso-
ciative participation, incorporating both local and global
elements (Carvajal Diaz, 2019; Parcerisa et al., 2022).

New Teacher Associations: Challenges for Participation
and Political Resistance

In the last decades, the evolution of salaried work and
the phenomenon of citizen participation have solidified
the need to reinvent the traditional trade unionism

associated with the industrial class, creating a profes-
sional model influenced by social justice nuances (Stacey
et al., 2022; Stevenson, 2015). This new form of trade
unionism would be sustained based on a new type or
worker, no longer associated with a factory but with the
field of professional services and who expects changes in
not only their working conditions, but also the condi-
tions of social injustice experienced by contemporary
societies. This illustrates a teacher trade unionism that is
moving toward social justice (Han & Keefe, 2023;
Oldham, 2020) and a commitment to a critical perspec-
tive in education (Bascia & Maharaj, 2022).

This new associationism would demand open political
participation, away from institutional and centralized
political negotiation and based on the local situations and
experiences of teachers (Bellido de Luna Mayea, 2021).
According to Sisto et al. (2022), organized teachers have
been drawing new forms of resistance and associationism,
some subtle and interwoven with the regulations that pub-
lic policy-makers use to control the teaching body. And
others, are associated with the creation of a new hegemo-
nic force that revitalizes traditional forms of trade union-
ism, by integrating the pedagogical component to their
political union militancy (Peebles, 2022). This emphasizes
the relevance of the micropolitical as a space for rethink-
ing the action of demands, militancy, and political acti-
vism within the workplace (Ramos, 2023).

Additionally, this has also been made possible by the
role of new social movements and their influence on
political associations. In the last decade, demands for
better education have emerged outside traditional asso-
ciations and in broad social movements (Finger &
Gindin, 2015). An example of this is the Spanish social
movement called ‘‘green tides,’’ which has sought to
visualize other spaces for the defense of education and
its demands (Parcerisa et al., 2022). This shifts the focus
of educational protest to everyday citizen spaces of dis-
cussion about school and education (Apple & Apple,
2023; Msila, 2022). In some contexts, these situations
have enabled new forms of teacher associationism as in
Chile and Portugal, where organized teachers have
sought to build other forms of educational protest.

However, this institutionalization of the political place
of associations in educational governance has generated
tension and mistrust within teacher associations (Bascia,
2016), which deal with a social base that is suspicious
about the real interests of their leaders’ involvement with
the institution. In Spain, for example, some union lead-
ers develop a political career due to their work as union
representatives (Moral-Martı́n & Brunet i Icart, 2021),
which raises doubts among teaching staff regarding the
true motives behind their representation.

Chile, like Spain, represents a significant case of this
type of political party interventionism (Ortiz-Mallegas &
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Torres-Sánchez, 2023; Parcerisa & Verger, 2024). In fact,
the latest legislation on teacher professional development
in the country shows these complicities; most teacher
unions accept government proposals despite the
expressed opposition of organized teachers, prioritizing
their relationship with the government over the relation-
ship with the rank and file (Mizala & Schneider, 2019;
Parcerisa et al., 2022). This situation has led to the emer-
gence of a new political force as an alternative to the
leadership of the union, seeking democracy and other
ways of building associations; and which is increasingly
common in studies on resistance and teachers’ struggles
(Coley & Schachle, 2023; Stacey et al., 2022).

Against this backdrop, literature shows a contempo-
rary phase of refoundation of teacher associations
(Bellido de Luna Mayea, 2021), aligned with concepts
like ‘‘new unionism’’ (Stevenson, 2015) or broad teacher
associations, and akin to ‘‘union revitalization’’ (Collao
& Nieto, 2017; Moral-Martı́n & Brunet i Icart, 2021).
These new conceptualizations indicate that traditional
forms of negotiation centralized in the state must learn
to coexist with other decentralized approaches that
address the protests and demands of organized teachers
in their schools and territories. This challenges tradi-
tional associations to undertake new strategies and deci-
sions to channel teacher activism and resistance at work
(Ramos, 2023; Stacey et al., 2022; Stevenson, 2015).

In this context, this study explored the forms of politi-
cal participation of teachers in the micropolitical sphere
using the framework of two types of teacher associa-
tions: Chilean associationism, known for being profes-
sional and distant from government management and
featuring de facto participation; and Spanish association-
ism, a trade union approach imbricated in educational
governance and regulated participation (Weinstein &
Zettelmeier, 2022). These two types share the crisis of
traditional associations due to: (a) the fracture of their
associations, due to both the diversity of associationism
and biased bargaining at different levels and bargaining
agents; (b) the closeness to traditional political parties;
and (c) a discredited image that affects teachers’
adherence.

In addition, both contexts share sociocultural and his-
torical characteristics that make their connection possi-
ble, including post-dictatorial traditions (Carvajal Diaz,
2019) and cross-border regulation of teachers’ work in
relation to a common epistemic community—the
Organization for Economic Co-operation and
Development—that has tended to fracture and delegiti-
mise the options for collectivization and teacher organi-
zation (Anderson & Cohen, 2015). In summary, both
countries have differences in governance structures, the
challenges of teacher associationism and forms of partic-
ipation. Table 1 summarizes a contextual analysis

between Chile and Spain, addressing some key aspects
such as the privatization of the education system and the
role of political parties.

Method

Qualitive Design

Qualitative research was conducted through an interna-
tional, multiple-case ethnographic study (Falk et al.,
2024). The objective of this research was to understand
the configurations of teachers’ political participation
within their associations in Chile and Spain, with each
context of union participation representing a distinct
case. Recently, ethnographic case studies have gained
prominence in the specialized literature on qualitative
research in general (see Boéri & Giustini, 2024; Liu &
Pertierra, 2024; Phukrongpet et al., 2024) and educa-
tional research in particular (see Daramola et al., 2024;
Garg, 2024). Unlike other types of case studies, ethno-
graphic case studies stand out because they provide
access to contemporary educational issues that are deeply
intertwined with social and historical processes, particu-
larly in relation to teachers (Gould-Yakovleva & Liu,
2024; Willis & Louth, 2024).

According to Simons (2009), case studies adopt a con-
textual approach, as they are studied within their natural
environments; they possess an interpretive perspective
and exhibit flexibility in methods. The ethnographic case
study employs qualitative methods to closely describe a
context, interpreting it in relation to cultural theories.
Unlike classical ethnography, which requires prolonged
immersion in foreign cultures, the ethnographic case
study can be conducted over shorter time scales and
within familiar cultures while maintaining an under-
standing of the case in its sociocultural context. The
design of this study considered the framework proposed
by authors such as Falk et al. (2024), who argue that an
international, multiple-case ethnographic study facilitates
adequate contrasts between realities in different coun-
tries, generating detailed descriptions that prioritize the
specific cultural and practical contexts of each country.

Participants and Production of Information

In each country, different teacher associations were
involved. In Chile, participants included teachers from
the Chilean Teachers’ College, various federations,
unions, and an organization aligned with the political left
(Ortiz-Mallegas & Torres-Sánchez, 2023) that can be
classified as a ‘‘new association’’ (Muñoz-Tamayo, 2018).
In Spain, the study engaged with six corporate unions
representing public and semi-public sector teachers.

Over the course of 8months, participant observations
were conducted to obtain detailed descriptions of the
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context, which were recorded as field notes. Additionally,
official documents prepared by each association were
reviewed, and in-depth interviews were conducted
(Simons, 2009). The interviews constituted the primary
information-gathering strategy for subsequent analysis,
as they were used to reconstruct the narrated practices
and lived experiences (Boéri & Giustini, 2024).

In each country, the number of interviews was deter-
mined by data saturation, as well as the contrasting of
categories and the relevance of the interviews (Bartlett &

Vavrus, 2017), resulting in 21 interviews in Chile and 14
interviews in Spain. In qualitative research, this is gener-
ally considered a relatively high or sufficient number of
interviews (Simons, 2009). In the Chilean sample, the
interviewed teachers consisted of 11 women and 10 men,
of whom only six worked in semi-public schools. In the
Spanish sample, the interviewed teachers included eight
women and six men, with only one woman and one man
employed in the semi-public sector, while seven held posi-
tions within their organizations. Table 2 summarizes the

Table 2. Data Collection and Participants.

Data Collection Chile Spain

Observations (field notes) National ‘‘executive committee’’ assemblies. Daily working days.
Annual meetings of affiliated persons. Trade union visits to schools and provincial delegation.
Courses, training, and workshops. Interunion meetings.
Courses, trainings, and workshops. Call-in activities and protests.
Calling and protest activities. Liaison meetings with other associations.

Documents Three internal working documents. Internal document of analysis of norms and laws.
Document of answers to frequently asked questions.

Normative proposal for public policy. Accountability booklets.
Interviews 11 Female teachers 8 Female teachers

10 Male teachers 6 Male teachers

Table 1. Contextual Analysis Between Chile and Spain.

Aspect Chile Spain

Privatization of the
education system

The education system underwent significant
privatization following the reforms of the 1980s,
leading to the fragmentation of education and
creating labor disparities between public and
private school teachers.

The education system is predominantly public;
however, there are private and subsidized schools.
Teachers in the private and subsidized sectors
have different working conditions compared to
those in the public sector.

Role of political parties Political parties have intervened in teacher
associations. The Chilean Teachers’ College the
largest union, has been influenced by the
government, creating tensions with its
membership.

Political parties have played a key role in teacher
associationism, with unions historically linked to
them, thereby influencing negotiations with the
government.

Teacher participation Teacher participation is primarily organized through
unions such as the Chilean Teachers’ College,
which has limited influence on educational
decisions. New associations are attempting to
overcome the ineffectiveness of traditional unions

Union participation is institutionalized, playing an
important role in educational governance.
However, fragmentation among unions makes it
difficult to reach common agreements.

Type of participation
of associations

De facto, with institutional elements. A blend of
union, professional, and new forms of
associationism.

Institutionalized. Union-type associationism.

Historical context Chile’s recent history includes a dictatorship that
centralized power and promoted neoliberal
reforms, which continue to impact the education
system and teacher associationism.

Spain’s history includes a democratic transition
during which teacher unionism was consolidated
with strong political support. However, in recent
years, there has been a growing distrust of
political parties.

Educational governance
structure

Centralized governance with strong influence from
private actors in school administration. The
system facilitates fragmented negotiation, resulting
in significant disparities between the public and
private sectors.

Decentralized governance, with responsibilities held
by autonomous communities, leads to variability in
the negotiation of working conditions depending
on the region.
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data collection strategies and the participants involved in
the process.

Information Analysis Strategies

First, an analysis was conducted within each case, fol-
lowed by a comparative analysis of the cases (Simons,
2009). In the intra-case analysis, the reflective thematic
analysis strategy outlined by Braun and Clarke (2019)
was employed, encompassing the following stages: (i)
familiarization with the data, (ii) initial coding, (iii) gen-
eration of themes, (iv) review of themes, (v) definition
and naming of themes, and (vi) production of the final
report. This was succeeded by a comparative analysis of
the cases (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2017). In this approach, the
results are presented descriptively, interpreting the
accounts based on the meanings articulated by the parti-
cipants themselves. Consequently, the theoretical ele-
ments of the analysis are detailed in the section entitled
‘‘Comparative Discussions: New Challenges of Teacher
Associationism in Chile and Spain.’’

Regarding rigor, while the relationships established in
the field are essential for obtaining quality data and
negotiating valid meanings, this study employed two
complementary strategies to validate the results: triangu-
lation and respondent validation. Triangulation involved
examining the phenomenon from multiple perspectives,
while respondent validation concentrated on ensuring
the quality of the research process. Although neither
strategy guarantees complete validity, both significantly
contribute to it (Simons, 2009). To provide evidence of
the interpretations, the most relevant textual quotations
from the information analyzed have been selected. These
records were translated into English, maintaining the
coherence of the meaning expressed in their initial
Spanish reference.

Finally, this study ensured informed consent from the
participants, guaranteeing the confidentiality and anon-
ymity of the data collected. The integrity and dignity of
all individuals involved were respected at all times, pro-
moting researcher reflexivity to minimize bias and safe-
guard the participants.

Results

Case 1: Chile

Chilean Teaching Organizations, Administrative Fracture, and
Double Militancy to Achieve Unity. The association studied,
among its programmatic objectives, seeks the construc-
tion of a broad front of workers. For this, it considers
necessary to conquer the leadership of Chilean Teachers’
Association, if this is the legitimized figure of teacher col-
lectivization. This means that its strategy encompasses
with two fronts, one focused on union matters and the

other on trade union affairs, including classic demands
for democratization and transformation of the tradi-
tional union and the construction of participation in a
broad working front that brings together the teaching
sector inside private institutions. Its challenge revolves
around achieving union unity despite the administrative
division between the public and private sectors.

This generates a ‘‘double militancy’’ for affiliated
teachers who participate in both trade and the profes-
sional unions, and that in Chile it is possible given the
free association of teachers. Even though, this double
militancy leads to fatigue among organized teachers, due
to the greater time commitment and demands, however,
teachers understand the need to do so to strengthen
union unity, which is one of the greatest challenges for
teacher associations.

The teacher comments that he is tired, that it is complex to
participate in the Education Congress organised by the
Teachers’ College and to organise campaigns to collect sig-
natures for the Popular Policy Initiative (IPN). He mentions
that the congress implies ‘‘convening colleagues, raising
awareness, and planning a space that is not always easy to
lead’’ and that the IPN implies a territorial strategy of
‘‘going out to the streets, organising colleagues, visiting
schools.’’ (Observation record, Executive Committee,
Session 4, 2021).

For one interviewee, this dual militancy has its princi-
ple based on the unity of the teaching profession and a
new militancy that includes and connects the macro and
micropolitical levels. Hence, this combines these levels of
associationism with new labor activists of teacher unity.

There has not necessarily been this demand from the organi-
sation for dual militancy, but it has to do with principles that
seem fundamental to me, and I believe that they are also at
the base of the organisations that I participate in: you can-
not be doing national politics if you are not connected to
what is happening at school, you cannot be talking about
national union politics if you are not involved in a union.
(Teacher, national representative of the new teacher associa-
tion and president of the school union, private subsidised
institution).

This double militancy combines different levels of
work regulations: political and related school. In this
sense, leaving the school space to include macrosocial per-
spectives becomes a challenge for organized teachers, who
problematize their work in relation to the systemic condi-
tions that maintain the system. In the face of this, merely
creating a good classroom without altering the neoliberal
capitalist system is insufficient for social transformation.

We are not going to strive to burn our eyelashes, to make a
better class for the neoliberal capitalist system, for
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neoliberalism; we are going to make good classes for our stu-
dents, but we are going to fight to transform the system in
which they study. . So, it goes far beyond the micro space.
(Teacher, regional representative of the new association and
union leader of the Teachers’ College, municipal institution).

Awakening of Teachers and Political Training on Neoliberal
Work. After the installation of the professional develop-
ment system for teachers in Chile, the participating asso-
ciation began to build a proposal for resistance in the
traditional union, which would place the institutional
scenario as one of dispute. To this end, it sought to build
a political force in the union with the help of collectives
that were close to its political positioning. Through this
force, pressure increased within the union to issue com-
muniqués and focus on demands that question the coun-
try’s current system of teacher professional development.

Among the agreements of the assembly: pressure the teach-
ers’ union for legislative changes in the teaching career. They
must eliminate the double evaluation, the lack of tenure for
special teachers, and the absence of an agenda for teachers
of retirement age to be evaluated, among other issues. It was
also decided to convene a meeting of ‘‘Profes de Chile’’ to
socialise this strategy and to make a public statement on
these demands. Note: ‘‘Profes de Chile’’ is a nonformal asso-
ciation within the union, which brings together left-wing
teachers and with which they build alliances when greater
political strength is required. (Observation record of, execu-
tive committee).

Furthermore, the organization began to offer virtual
activities and free itinerant training programs aimed at
placing the accountability mechanisms associated with
the new professional development system at the center of
the debate, along with questioning the implications of the
neoliberal ideological matrix of these legislations.

For us, it is not just a simple training on how to make the
portfolio or how to assign scores in the evaluation; it is an
opportunity to question the model that is behind it, the neo-
liberal policies that are installed. . For me, the experience
of the teacher’s blackboard is not to talk about the laws. It
is to analyse and criticise them in the light of the questions
that colleagues raise. (Teacher, national leader of the new
association and community leader of the teacher associa-
tion, municipal institution).

In this same aspect, recent educational legislation has
influenced actions within educational establishments,
both in the public sector, which was already beginning to
experience the implications of the process of pigeonhol-
ing, and among teachers in mixed-finance institutions,
who progressively entered this process. This has gener-
ated conversations among teachers—both organized and
not—who recognize the need to include current

educational regulations into the discussions. These dis-
cussions not only imply debating the neoliberal policy of
professional development and its implications and regu-
lations at the center, but also politicizing the role of
teachers in terms of what makes them precarious,
directly related with job instability.

We must not give up on the effort, that we do have to par-
ticipate, that we do have to politicise teachers, and that we
have to get teachers out of the unionist view, which is a dis-
course that many assume and appeals to vindicate what is
their own but does not seek to transform that which makes

you precarious. (Teacher, national leader of the new associ-
ation and community leader of the teacher association,
municipal institution).
Those of us who work in the private subsidised sector are
constantly trying to set up and create instances of political
discussion within our establishments, so that our colleagues
know that it is so important—for example, the teaching
career, regardless of whether they work in the municipal or
private subsidised sector. (Teacher, new association and
community leader of the teacher association, private subsi-
dised institution).

However, the discrediting of the traditional union
inside the political sphere the delegitimisation of the tradi-
tional union in the political arena after negotiations with
the government and the approval of the teaching career
project, not only forced an internal discussion on the role
of the union in the developed action strategies, but also
the resignification of its position as a member of this asso-
ciation. The question asked by the organized teachers
implied the expectation of creating a different, renewed
Teachers’ College, capable of integrating and articulating
at different levels the fortification of the teaching profes-
sion, the negotiation with the administration, and the
pedagogical component of continuing education. This
evolution aims to move toward new forms of pressure in
response to a context of deregulated participation.

Yes, I believe that yes, there were, there have been a lot of
expectations about showing a different Teachers’ College.
And I think that in that sense, we have been up to the task.
. We raised a more united mobilisation; . we played a

leading role in defending the jobs of our colleagues. It’s like
we managed to strike a blow, and I think that this is some-
thing that colleagues’ value. Because at least there is a cer-
tainty that this teachers’ association does not keep quiet. .
We have tried to generate a lot of pedagogical activities, to
give that stamp, so that colleagues have training opportuni-
ties. (Teacher, regional union leader, teacher association,
municipal institution).

According to this interviewee, the generation of mas-
sive instances of union unity with the inclusion of the
micro and macropolitical components of teacher
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participation, which would also involve teacher training,
would generate a change in the image of the traditional
association from one of discredit to one of recognition
and value. This shows the blending between new micro
and meso-political associations, the reconfiguration of
macropolitical institutional options, and the need to cre-
ate a double militancy for union unity.

Case 2: Spain

‘‘Liberated’’ Union Teachers and Challenges of Unity in
Spain. Regardless of the trade union model or structure,
‘‘liberated’’ teachers

1

experience the tension of whether
or not include teachers in the private or subsidized sec-
tors (charter schools, which account for about 21% of
teachers in the country). Some teachers distinguished
teachers who belonged to the education sector, as their
trade union organizations include them in other areas of
the general administration or employers’ sector. Even
some teachers released from these education sectors indi-
cated the difficulties they have experienced in involving
the demands of teachers in these modalities, because they
implicitly validate a privately financed school model,
which has been widely questioned by trade union tradi-
tions. In this sense, teachers working in private institu-
tions are not considered part of the education sector and
their union representation is left to the discretion of how
each union decides to position them internally.

Here, it has been difficult to defend the teachers in the state-
subsidised education sector, and the working conditions, my
goodness, are totally different; they are subject to whatever
the boss says. If we add to that the ratios of the children—.
. The anecdotal thing is that here they said that when the
right wing came to government, we were going to get every-
thing, but we are worse off than when our people were here.
(Liberated teacher, class union, worker, secondary school).
There are other unions, more or less in the majority,
although lately they are less and less representative, that

also attend to private or subsidised education. Not that I
am against this, but we are an education union for public
education. If a colleague who works in the private sector
wants to join us, it is a different sector. It is not education.
(Liberated teacher, corporate union, civil servant, secondary
public institution).

The challenge of trade union unity, which is expressed
in the inclusion or exclusion of teachers from private and
public institutions, is also linked to the long partisan tra-
dition of Spanish trade unionism (Moral-Martı́n &
Brunet i Icart, 2021), where teachers from these sectors
did not find a space for representation in trade union
centers. This generates tension when it comes to building
union unity, implying overcoming partisan and ideologi-
cal differences.

Well, in inverted commas, there should be a pact between

trade unions on certain demands, and ideological or parti-
san issues should be put aside. If we really believe that the
number of students is important, then it is one thing for one
union or another; we should all defend a demand, and I
think that there is a lack of unity . if in the end, to plant a
tree is something good, regardless of whether it is said by
someone on the left or on the right, from a left- or right-
wing union. (Liberated teacher, corporate union, civil ser-
vant, public secondary institution).

It is also important to mention that this crisis of trade
unionism in Spain is not necessarily associated with a
decline in membership, given that the unions continue to
provide services; rather, it is linked to the involvement of
rank-and-file teachers in the political actions they develop
in institutional bargaining. This has generated mistrust,
questioning the work of the ‘‘liberated teacher,’’ as they
tend to be associated with an image of privilege not only
because they are allowed to leave the classroom, but also
because it is believed that the workload inside the unions
would be lower than in the schools. Consequently, the
role of the ‘‘union representative’’ is constructed in ten-
sion between representing the interests of teaching staff
and fulfilling a regulated role within the country’s admin-
istrative organizations. As a result, this is has led to situa-
tions in which teachers who have been released from the
school environment are judged, which is a complex issue,
given that the working, economic, and social conditions
experienced by union leaders do not necessarily have an
articulation at micropolitical levels.

There are times when you come across some teachers who
see you as—if you are a trade unionist, you are a chalk deser-
ter. They call us that, which means that as we are not in the
institutes, they don’t value our work. There are a lot of peo-
ple who only know how to criticise the union, maybe because
in other times, union members have done a bad job, and we
have to recognise that. But I keep to my time table. I work

the same as my colleagues, sometimes even more. (Liberated
teacher, corporate union, interim, public primary school)
The trade unions have generated the reputation of shrimp
eaters, which is like people who live off the land and who go
out to eat; they spend their money on anything. . People
see you as a subsidised person who goes out to eat, and
good meals, [because] shrimp are eaten by the rich . and
trade unionists don’t have enough to eat shrimp. I don’t
have enough to eat them. (Liberated teacher, class union,
civil servant, secondary public institution)

Thus, released teachers are treated as ‘‘chalk deser-
ters’’ or ‘‘shrimp eaters’’ for their participation in union
action. This shows the micropolitics surrounding teach-
ers who decide to exchange some of their classroom
duties to do union representation work. This puts them
in a position of disrepute, both for leaving the classroom
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and eventually finding a better job and for being part of
the power circles—economic and political—that make
decisions about educational work. However, this is not
part of the competencies of the released teachers who
visit schools and interact directly with the affiliated
teachers. In these figures, the macropolitical crisis of tra-
ditional associations is reified, questioning the privilege
of the power to talk about education and political inef-
fectiveness with which union representation has been
carrying out.

Tensions and Paradoxes in the Functions of the Liberated
Teacher. The functions performed by liberated teachers
are articulated based on government mechanisms, both
by responding to consultation by the teaching staff and
by visiting educational institutions to update and dissemi-
nate information on these regulations. To comply with
the regulations, some trade union centers have also made
progress in offering teacher training courses that can serve
as a merit in the process of stabilizing the teaching staff.

The meeting began by explaining the processes for the place-
ment of staff and transfer competition. The decrees and laws
that regulate this procedure are mentioned, and the partici-
pants are invited to read them. Subsequently, the table of
the ranking is reviewed, indicating how the merits should be
uploaded to the virtual platform. During the explanation,
the teachers in charge point out the most frequent errors and
queries. In a second moment, a simulation is carried out on
the platform, resolving doubts about its use. It is concluded
by indicating that each teacher must calculate whether they
have enough merit for the transfer. If not, they are invited to
participate in the training courses offered as trade unions,
these would be virtual and would have a quick download-
able certificate that has all the requirements to be validated
as a merit. Discounts would be available for affiliated teach-

ers (Observation record, training, 2022).

In this framework, released teachers construct their
role by offering technical advice on regulations. Their
role is to help or assist the teaching staff in the regulation
of the teaching function. This work has proven to be nec-
essary, because teachers would not otherwise be aware of
the regulations and therefore, would be required to be
informed and assisted in obtaining potential merits, or
would not be interested in understanding the implica-
tions of these regulatory processes.

My perspective is to help my colleagues, to inform them, so
that they know what their rights and obligations are, . [to]
help and [be of] service to others, as a service to the trajec-
tory of the teaching staff, because they depend on your
advice to have a job. . When they come physically, and we
sit them down at a computer or we have to do it for them
because they don’t know, because they don’t want or don’t
want to make mistakes and well, then we have helped many

people, and then they thank you. (Teacher, corporate union,
interim, public primary school).

This work involves depoliticized technical assistance
that is not associated with transforming teachers’ condi-
tions. In this aspect, some liberated teachers argue that
their day-to-day work is to solve problems of legislation
and help teachers whose professional lives are economi-
cally stable and therefore, do not see the need to mobi-
lize and politicize their work. In this aspect, the union is
an institution that solves the technical and administrative
bureaucracy of a teaching staff that has already found its
stability or needs advisory support in the face of a spe-
cific labor problem. This role presents an opportunity
within a highly bureaucratic educational system charac-
terized by continuous legal changes, as seen in the
Spanish context.

Although we have an idea of social transformation and the
role that education can play, our work, because it is a job, is
based much more on administrative technical questions and
on discussing legislation or helping teachers in questions
that, in reality, we don’t see that they are going to have any-
thing in themselves. And it is difficult to generate mobilisa-
tions or changes because in the Spanish education sector, at
least in the public sector, which tends to be civil servants,
they have a fairly comfortable situation. Their problems are
minor. Teachers have their lives largely solved, so it is more
difficult to make them aware of the problems, which do not
affect them directly. (Liberated teacher, assembly union,
interim, secondary public institution)

However, the trade union function is not only reduced
to advising on a teaching problem, but also involves rep-
resentation in the participatory bodies available in the
government. Despite this, for the teachers interviewed,
trade union associations do not manage changes in edu-
cation legislation, but rather are consulted about these
possible modifications. In this space, teachers experience
the tension of being the official bearer of teachers’ con-
cerns, while at the same time being unable to bring about
profound changes in local school systems. They even
argued that a rank-and-file teacher cannot change regu-
lations or negotiate with the local authority, because this
is a task for the unions and their representatives; more-
over, the guaranteed negotiation spaces are not decisive
for these changes.

In the personnel board, they are all represented, they can
negotiate, but what is done are opinions, reports, institu-
tional declarations, from the personnel board itself, which
are referred to the corresponding delegation. They are
merely informative (Liberated teacher, corporate union,
civil servant, secondary public institution)
In fact, we are the legitimate representatives of the profes-
sional. In other words, a teacher cannot go and knock on
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the door of an education councillor and say: ‘‘Look, I’ve
had it up to here with the programming, so how about
changing the regulations?’’ That is the role of his or her
union representative. (Teacher union, corporate union, civil

servant, secondary public institution).

Subsequently, Table 3 presents a comparative synthesis
of the findings from this study, facilitating a descriptive
analysis of the results.

Comparative Discussion: Challenges of
Teacher Associations in Chile and Spain

Although comparison is a challenge in education
research processes, in both contexts studied, teachers’
associations—unions, trade unions, and new models—
shared the implications of the historical role that tradi-
tional associations have played in the political arena. In
this sense, the role of political parties challenges the sus-
tainability of vindicative action at the micropolitical lev-
els. In the case of Chile, teachers are required to build a
new social force (Sisto et al., 2022) capable of reversing
the image of moral and political ineffectiveness linked to
traditional associations (Symeonidis & Stromquist,
2020). Meanwhile, Spanish teachers are vilified and asso-
ciated with an image of social privilege, which is not
always congruent with those working at the lower levels
of the union hierarchy.

In this context, organized teachers have sought to build
different strategies that distance themselves from political
parties, despite the obviousness of their convictions and

militancy. The path taken by Chilean teachers has con-
sisted on finding common ground, linked to the field of
work and regulations of educational policies, as a sort of
common adversary to fights against in governance. In
doing so, they have managed to bring educational policies
into dialog with the politicization of educational work. In
contrast, the organized Spanish teaching profession has
chosen the path of technical advice or assistance in the
face of state regulations, creating distance from the under-
standing of the political implications of these regulations
(Bellido de Luna Mayea, 2021).

This distinction between these phenomena of associa-
tionism is based on the position they find in the structure
of participation institutionalized by the State (Weinstein
& Zettelmeier, 2022), which, in the case of Spain is guar-
anteed inside processes of negotiation and participation
in government, whereas in Chile is linked to educational
dispute and protest. Chilean teachers must persevere in
their inclusion in areas of negotiation with the central
government to achieve a connection and establish a com-
mon goal, as seen in other territories (Duarte & Brewer,
2022). In this way, the relevance of Chilean Teachers’
Association as a valid interlocutor is evident
(Matamoros Fernández & Álvarez Vallejos, 2022), along
with the structuring of political and associative cadres
(Ortiz-Mallegas & Torres-Sánchez, 2023). In this frame-
work, the approach to the institutional is, moreover, a
form of struggle to be visible in a governmental structure
that has demonstrated both the inclusion and exclusion
of teaching associations. This contrasts with the experi-
ence of participation among Spanish teachers, who seek

Table 3. Descriptive Analysis of Case Contrast.

Aspect Case 1 (Chile) Case 2 (Spain)

Administrative fracture and double
militancy

The association in Chile aims to unify
teachers under a broad front. There exists
a fracture between the public and private
sectors, leading to dual membership and
fatigue among educators.

In Spain, union fragmentation is also evident,
with tensions arising between teachers in
the private-concerted sector and those in
the public sector. The quest for union unity
faces challenges due to ideological
differences.

Political training and resistance to neo-
liberal teaching work

In Chile, the formation of new resistance
proposals within the traditional union can
be observed, with a focus on politicizing the
teaching role and questioning the neoliberal
system

Spanish unions focus their action on technical
assistance on educational regulations and
laws, without necessarily addressing a deep
political transformation of the teaching
work.

Distrust toward the liberalized
teaching staff

This is not addressed in detail in the Chilean
case, but political participation and new
forms of organization seek to strengthen
the image of organized teachers.

Liberated teachers are perceived as privileged
and distant from school reality, which
generates distrust and criticism of their
political efficacy.

Tensions in the functions of the
released professorship

In Chile, a greater unity is sought between
the pedagogical component and political
participation, overcoming the divisions
between the micro and the macro.

The teachers released in Spain focus on
solving technical and administrative
problems, without generating profound
changes in educational legislation or
working conditions.
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to distance themselves from the institutional aspect
because it seems that this space has been co-opted by
party political interests.

In this context, institutional space is paradoxically
constructed around organized teacher action, not only
because of the tension that this entails for organized
teachers in both contexts (Matamoros Fernández &
Álvarez Vallejos, 2022; Parcerisa & Verger, 2024), but
also because of the possibilities that could be established
to build union unity. In this scenario, Spanish liberated
teachers revitalize the paradox of institutional change
(Moral-Martı́n & Brunet i Icart, 2021), as they under-
stand that change occurs at this level, along with under-
standing their role in it, and that these spaces are
delegitimised. This delegitimization may even lead to dis-
trust among grassroots teachers, who perceive complicity
between political parties and union entities (Moral-
Martı́n & Brunet i Icart, 2021). In contrast, the new asso-
ciations appear to distance themselves from institutional
ties and political party complicity distance themselves
from institutional ties and political party complicity;
instead, they are aimed to broad and open social move-
ments, such as the green tides, assembly spaces, and 15M
(Parcerisa et al., 2022). This differs from the Chilean
case, where new associations are constructions of novelty
in an effort to resignify institutional (trade union or pro-
fessional) traditions.

On the other hand, in both contexts, organized teach-
ers and their associations are challenged to politicize
teaching work. In this area, the need to rescue the politi-
cal component of work is critical to moving toward new
activisms and associations (Han & Keefe, 2023).
However, this is not an easy task, because not all asso-
ciations have the same strength of enunciation and pur-
pose to sustain this idea. For instance, chilean teachers
have managed to show glimpses of this capacity in
school spaces; yet, to do so, they also require profound
reflection on the political scope of their agency.

In contrast, Spanish teachers are confronted with their
political and social history. The long partisan tradition
of trade unionism and distrust of political parties makes
the politicization of union and educational work complex
and allows the consolidation of independent unions
(Moral-Martı́n & Brunet i Icart, 2021), which does not
imply independence but rather a simple distancing from
party politics. Moreover, these politics do not reduce the
political aspect; on the contrary, it shows the absence of
this component in their demands. This absence would be
misunderstood in the Chilean organized teaching profes-
sion, given that the politicization of the workplace is an
option to fight for and vindicate the meaning of their
professionalization (Collao & Nieto, 2017).

Instead, a factor that both collectives continue to
struggle with relates to the accommodation of the

teaching sector, even with the discrepancies in salaries
and conditions of neoliberal policies in both contexts
(Monarca & Sánchez-Urán, 2022; Sisto et al., 2022). The
comfort and privilege of Spanish teachers noted by the
interviewees and the lack of involvement of teachers
from private institutions in the discussion of neoliberal
policies, as noted in the interviews with Chilean teachers,
seem to be two expressions of the same phenomenon
associated with a change in the teaching workforce. This
exhibits the implications of changes in post-industrial
wage labor and conceptions of neoliberal professions
(Duarte & Brewer, 2022); these changes have led not
only to the fragmentation of their collective efforts and
the individualization of work (Anderson & Cohen, 2015;
Stevenson, 2015), but also to other forms of injustice and
discomfort because of different wage labor (Adlerstein &
Pardo, 2023). In this sense, if the working conditions
have shifted toward neo-liberalization, so too have the
demands and resistance that actors and organizations
develop at the political level.

Finally, the results allow us to identify how new
teacher trade unions and associations recall the crises of
associations, the political institutionality of negotiation
spaces, and the ongoing discussion on labor activism and
local resistance (Moral-Martı́n & Brunet i Icart, 2021;
Stacey et al., 2022). Regarding this challenge, the obser-
vation of the processes of politicization of labor and the
learning that associations generate from this can be a
topic of further exploration and new studies. Chilean
teachers construct a discourse that situates public poli-
cies as the common enemy to be fought against. In con-
trast, the Spanish teachers’ discourse does not seem to be
articulated around a common point from which to orga-
nize. In this way, the impact of the neoliberalization of
associations in the institutional spheres will continue to
be studied in greater depth.

Conclusions

This comparative study between Chile and Spain pro-
vides valuable insights for countries facing similar chal-
lenges related to teachers’ political participation. In both
contexts, the crisis of traditional teachers’ associations
underscores the need to reconfigure union structures to
address fragmentation and the erosion of trust in unions.
In Chile, new social forces are emerging within a priva-
tized education system, while in Spain, the technification
of trade unionism is tied to efforts to achieve indepen-
dence from political parties, creating tensions with grass-
roots teachers.

The findings suggest that organizational strategies
must be adapted to the specific political and social con-
texts of each country. In Chile, privatization calls for
more flexible and diverse organizational forms, whereas
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in Spain, unions must focus on regaining trust lost due to
decentralization and political divisions. These results are
valuable for other countries experiencing union fragmen-
tation or declining confidence in teachers’ associations,
as well as for the various comparative studies on teach-
ers’ new resistance and participation actions (Brown &
Nikolai, 2022; Carvajal Diaz, 2019; Dobbins & Nikolai,
2019; Duarte & Brewer, 2022; Parcerisa et al., 2022),
offering guidance on how to redesign strategies and bet-
ter understand their role within governance structures
and education systems.

In this context, for countries facing similar challenges,
this study emphasizes the importance of politicizing
teachers’ work, recognizing that the ability to link labor
demands with broader educational reforms is crucial.
Moreover, integrating both micro- and macro-political
dimensions—from the classroom to educational
governance—can strengthen teacher associations and
enhance their effectiveness in defending teachers’ rights.
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