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Data from the National Center for the Study of Collective Bargaining in Higher Education 

and the Professions indicate that 31 states (and the District of Columbia) have faculty and 

student employee unions in public and private sector higher education.1  Ferris State University 

(Ferris) has eight (8) bargaining units, including clerical technical (CT), tenured/tenure-track 

faculty (FFA), and nontenure-track faculty (FNTFO).  These three collective bargaining units are 

the three that have members in the FSU academic colleges.   

Faculty unions have a myriad of structures that affect department chairs and can be 
difficult to navigate.  For example, at Ferris State University (Ferris), department heads were 
administrative leaders of academic departments until 2013.  The department head was 100% 
administrative and not a member of the union. In 2013, tenured/tenure-track faculty in most 
colleges voted to eliminate the department head position, opting for department chairs to lead 
academic departments.  The outcome was that as department heads resigned/stepped down, 
they would be replaced with department chairs.  These new department chairs perform in an 
administrative role (the same tasks as department head) for 75% of their time and teach for 25%.  
Because of the 25% teaching, they are considered FFA union members.  In this situation, Chairs 
find themselves as colleague and supervisor, dependent on their dean for a variety of issues (e.g., 
personnel).       

 
Recently, the Supreme Court ruled that unions cannot charge fees to non-members for 

collective bargaining gains.2  While this ruling has the potential to negatively impact union 
finances and membership, there is still a strong culture within some union environments that 
may prevail in light of this ruling.  Academia is a good example. With the significant increases in 
nontenured faculty (and subsequent decreases in tenure-track faculty), across the country, there 
has been an increase in the number of unions for these faculty.3  Others report that increasing 
union membership is in response to “increasing politicization of higher education 
administration.”4  It is likely that these trends will continue in academia even with the recent 
Supreme Court ruling. 

 
In this workshop, we will help department chairs develop strategies to collaborate with 

union leadership and members. Participants and workshop leaders will discuss (1) the latest 
research and trends on collective bargaining in higher education; (2) real-world case studies of 
collaboration between unions and administrators, including the role of the department chair; and 
(3) strategies to address specific issues identified by workshop participants.   
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