
Understanding Public School Contract Negotiations 
 

1. What Are Contract Negotiations? 

Contract negotiations are formal discussions between a school district and its employee union. 
At San Pasqual Union School, the union is the San Pasqual Elementary Teachers’ Association 
(SPETA).  Together, they create a collective bargaining agreement (CBA)—a contract that sets 
the rules for things like: 

●​ Salaries and benefits 
●​ Work hours and class sizes 
●​ Evaluation and support systems 
●​ Leaves, transfers, and other working conditions 

These agreements directly affect school operations, staff morale, and ultimately, student 
learning. 

2. Who Is Involved? 

●​ The District Team represents the school board and includes administrators or outside 
negotiators. 

●​ The Union Team represents teachers and other staff through their elected union 
leadership. 

●​ The Governing Board is the final authority that must approve any agreement before it 
becomes official. 

●​ Observers (like parents or community members) may attend open sessions or receive 
updates once proposals are shared publicly. 

3. What’s the Process? 

1.​ Preparation & “Sunshining”​
 

○​ Before negotiations start, both sides publicly share (or “sunshine”) the topics they 
plan to negotiate. 

○​ This ensures transparency and allows the community to know what’s being 
discussed.​
 

2.​ Bargaining Sessions​
 

○​ Teams meet to exchange proposals, ask questions, and work toward 
compromise. 

○​ Some sessions focus on data (budgets, staffing, test scores), while others refine 
specific contract language. 

○​ Sessions are typically confidential to allow for honest discussion.​
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3.​ Tentative Agreement (TA)​
 

○​ Once both sides agree on terms, they sign a Tentative Agreement. 
○​ The union then votes to ratify it (approve it).​

 
4.​ Board Approval​

 
○​ After union ratification, the Governing Board votes to formally approve the 

agreement in a public meeting.​
 

5.​ Implementation​
 

○​ Once approved, the agreement becomes the official contract for the next one to 
three years (depending on term length). 

4. What Are “Openers”? 

Most multi-year contracts have a section that can be “opened” each year for updates—usually 
on salary, benefits, and a few specific topics.​
When the District “sunshines its openers,” it means it is announcing which sections it wants to 
discuss or modify that year. 

5. How Do Finances Fit In? 

Compensation negotiations must be grounded in real budget data. Districts are legally required 
to show they can afford any agreed-upon salary or benefit increases, not just for this year, but 
for the next three years (called multi-year projections). 

6. How Can Parents Stay Informed? 

●​ Review Board agendas for negotiation updates or approvals. 
●​ Read District newsletters or superintendent updates after key milestones. 
●​ Attend Board meetings when major contract items (like Tentative Agreements) appear on 

the agenda. 
●​ Ask questions! District and union leaders often share general progress without revealing 

confidential details. 

7. Why It Matters for Families 

Contract negotiations influence: 

●​ Class sizes and student support levels 
●​ Teacher retention and morale 
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●​ Academic programs, enrichment offerings, and professional development. 
Understanding the process helps parents see how funding, staffing, and classroom 
conditions are connected. 

8. Key Terms to Know 

Term Meaning 

CBA (Collective Bargaining 
Agreement) 

The official contract between the District and the 
union. 

Sunshining Public disclosure of what topics will be negotiated. 

Tentative Agreement (TA) A draft contract that both sides agree to before formal 
approval. 

Ratification The union’s vote to approve a tentative agreement. 

Openers Sections of the contract eligible for annual review and 
negotiation. 
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