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ABSTRACT 
 

In the United States, teachers have been both respected and villainized in popular culture 

and politics. These varying and conflicting cultural ideas and representations of teachers impact 

policy design, shaping the distribution of benefits and burdens imposed on teachers. The media 

play an important role in both crafting and reinforcing cultural images and did so during the 

wave of teacher strikes in 2018 and 2019. These strikes were part of the Red for Ed movement 

which framed teachers as undervalued and deserving of greater policy benefits, in direct contrast 

to recent accountability policies that described teachers as ineffective and needing more 

oversight. How did the media portray teachers on strike, and how were teachers able to shape 

how they were constructed? 

Drawing upon Schneider and Ingram’s (1993) theory of social constructions, I extend 

previous work to examine how policy targets (in this case teachers) actively participate in the 

social construction of their policy image. Social constructions are the “cultural characterizations 

or popular images,” embedded explicitly and implicitly in society broadly and in policy 

(Schneider & Ingram, 1993, p. 334). To do this, I use a comparative case study of seven strikes, 

and qualitatively analyze the text and images from 828 online news articles from eight national 

news sources with varying partisan political leanings. I consider how teachers are constructed by 

the media in each event, noting the critical role that race plays in shaping the deservingness of 

teachers. I also analyze how the political lean of the news source relates to the social 

constructions portrayed. I then consider how teachers framed themselves through handmade 

strike signs. I propose a new conceptual understanding regarding how targets can affiliate with 

other target groups to associate with their political power or deservingness.  

In this dissertation, I find that teachers as a whole are portrayed as an advantaged group, 



both deserving and having strong political power, during the Red for Ed strikes. I note that 

teachers were portrayed as deserving more frequently during strikes in less urban locations 

where unions have less political power and when images show a majority of white teachers. Left-

leaning news sources are more likely to portray teachers as deserving, and one Right-leaning 

news source (Breitbart) portrayed teachers as undeserving more frequently than deserving. The 

messages from teachers’ strike signs coincided closely with the constructions conveyed via 

media images, highlighting one way teachers as a target group controlled the media narrative 

about themselves. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Beginning in 2018, a wave of teacher strikes, walkouts, and sickouts spread across the 

United States, impacting whole states’ school systems. This labor movement, commonly referred 

to as the “Red for Ed” teacher strikes,1 continued through 2019, and teachers’ demands went 

beyond traditional labor issues of teacher compensation and working conditions to include 

funding for increased support staff, decreased class sizes, and up-to-date supplies. Some of these 

strikes were successful, resulting in increased school funding, teacher pay raises, and improved 

working conditions (Karp & Sanchez, 2018; Loewus, 2019).  

Because these strikes were widespread, news media covered the strikes extensively 

shaping public opinion of both the strikes themselves and teachers through the information 

shared. National news media carried stories analyzing the way the Red for Ed strikes spread like 

“wildfire” (Goldstein, 2018). In addition to traditional newspaper sources (e.g., The New York 

Times, USA Today, etc.), online news articles proliferated from formerly television-focused news 

sources like Fox News and CNN, as well as newer, online format news sources such as Breitbart 

and Slate. Some of these non-newspaper sources are viewed as highly partisan in their coverage 

(AllSides, 2023). 

The media can be a powerful force in shaping and reflecting public opinion and setting 

the policy agenda (McCombs & Valenzuela, 2021). What the media decided to share about those 

strikes, and how they chose to portray teachers on strike impacts both public and policymaker 

opinions of the deservingness of the demands of teachers. Indeed, Hess & Martin (2018) note 

that teacher strikes were largely framed in supportive terms by national news sources. The 

 
1 Depending on the political context of locations, including if it is legal for teachers to strike in a particular location, 
some of these teacher protest events are referred to as “walkouts” or “sickouts” instead of strikes. However, for 
clarity, I will refer to the broad collection of teacher protest events as “strikes” throughout this paper. 
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2019 EdNext Poll found public support for increased teacher pay was the highest it has been 

since 2008 and there was increased support for more school spending (Henderson et al., 2019).  

Teachers have not always been viewed so favorably. Historically, teachers have often 

been seen as “to blame” for the failures of the public school system, even when they are widely 

seen as being essential for quality education (D’Amico Pawlewicz, 2020). Recent policies 

towards teachers have tended to take a dim view of the profession. The New Teacher 

Project’s report, “The Widget Effect,” (Weisburg et al., 2009) claims that teacher evaluations are 

generally too similar and do not appropriately differentiate teachers by quality, enabling poor 

teachers to remain in the profession and ultimately harm student education opportunities. This 

report gained significant traction and influenced new teacher evaluation systems that increased 

accountability pressures (e.g., Amrein-Beardsley, 2017; DiCarlo, 2014). Federal Race to the Top 

competitive grants supported these changes, referencing “The Widget Effect” report specifically 

(US Department of Education, 2009), and the 2015 Department of Education evaluation of Race 

to the Top indicates participating states altered evaluation practices in response (US Department 

of Education, 2015). Similarly, a Gallup poll in 2014 saw widespread public support for linking 

teacher evaluations to student test scores (Gallup, 2020), providing evidence that there was 

general support of the perception that teachers were not performing as expected and needed to be 

held accountable for their performance to spur improvements.  

The positive media and public response to the Red for Ed teacher strikes seems to 

represent a notable shift in how teachers are being portrayed in cultural narratives in the U.S. It is 

important to understand how such shifts in perception can impact policy, particularly as there is 

some evidence that teachers’ demands were met in many of the strike resolutions (see Appendix 

A for a summary of major strike events from 2018-2019, including immediate policy outcomes). 
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Social construction theory is a useful framework for considering how perceptions of 

teachers relates to policy design. Schneider and Ingram (1993, 1997; Ingram & Schneider 2005) 

posit that the social constructions, or the sociological meanings associated with target groups in 

policy, can impact policy design and how a particular target group interacts with government. 

Target groups can be constructed along continua from deserving to undeserving, politically 

powerful to weak. Groups that are more positively and more powerfully constructed are more 

likely to receive policy benefits and avoid policy burdens. Constructions are not static, they can 

shift overtime (Ingram, Schneider, & deLeon, 2007). The images of target groups captured in 

media coverage can help us understand how these groups are perceived, and those perceptions in 

turn impact policy (Schneider & Ingram, 1993). If more positive, or deserving, constructions of 

teachers are prevalent during particular political events, such as strikes, this in turn may be 

associated with a shift in educational policies to benefit teachers. Because striking teachers have 

broadened the scope of issues they are advocating for to include increasing education funding 

and availability of classroom resources, this can also have wider implications 

for benefiting students.  

 Race, gender, class and other identity characteristics and associated stereotypes are 

known to influence public perceptions of deservingness (Ingram & Schneider, 2005). The scope 

of the Red for Ed movement provides a unique opportunity to explore how race in particular 

influences the social construction of a particular target population in a particular period of time. 

The teaching profession is largely feminized, and teachers predominantly identify as white (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2022), however, Black and Latinx teachers are over represented in urban 

schools, relative to the proportion of the total teaching workforce (Frankenberg, 2009). 

Considering these demographic differences, the Red for Ed strikes offer a unique opportunity to 
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explore the variation in racial composition of the teaching workforce to understand how within a 

target group sub-groups may be portrayed differently. Teachers from rural and suburban districts 

with high proportions of white teachers and teachers from urban city centers with lower 

proportions of white teachers went on strike at a similar time for similar reasons. Differences in 

how teachers are portrayed by news media could then be attributed to differences in contexts of 

strike locations, including teacher racial demographics, instead of the issues and rationales 

underlying the strikes. 

In addition to differences by strike context, it is also possible that teachers are portrayed 

differently by different news media sources. Understanding how the media presents teachers can 

help us better understand how teachers can be reframed as worthy of policy benefits. Media and 

public opinion can be mutually reinforcing, reflecting, and shaping each other. Increasingly, 

news sources vary in how they cover topics in ways that directly reflect the political leanings of 

the news source (AllSides, 2023). As news media continues to evolve in the online sphere, it is 

important to consider how different audiences may be exposed to different constructions leading 

to more polarized views of teachers based on their political ideology. If different news sources 

advance different images and stories about teachers, this could be related to differences in public 

perceptions and policymakers’ views of teachers and the policy issues they champion. 

This study examines these two potential explanations for differences in social 

constructions of teachers as a target group – strike event context and news source – are related to 

portrayals of teachers on strike in news media. I examine online news articles covering teacher 

strikes from eight national news sources across seven events, including one strike pre-dating the 

Red for Ed movement to understand how the movement does or does not represent a shift in how 

teachers are portrayed. I build on the field’s understanding of how teachers are constructed, how 
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those constructions vary by event context, and how constructions vary by news media source. In 

examining media coverage, it became apparent that while the media has editorial discretion over 

what is published, teachers were also making choices that influenced what was published and 

how they were portrayed, particularly in the creation and display of strike signs. As a result, I 

also consider how a target group like teachers can shape constructions through their actions. If 

teachers can be agentic in this process, this can increase our understanding of how teachers can 

actively participate in and influence the policy process as technical experts in the field of 

education. This study examines the following questions: 

1) How are teachers socially constructed by news media during the 2018-2019 Red for 

Ed strikes? 

a. How do social constructions of teachers vary by strike event context? 

i. How do social constructions vary over time? 

ii. How do social constructions vary by racial demographics? 

b. How do social constructions of teachers vary by news source? 

2) How do teachers actively influence social constructions of themselves as a target 

population? 

A Brief Overview of Teacher Strikes in the United States 

 In the United States, teacher strikes have been relatively rare. Historically, teacher strikes 

are often a last-resort bargaining tactic used by teachers’ unions in the collective bargaining 

process – localized events rather than larger political movements (Lyon & Kraft, 2021; Lyon, 

2022). Across a 44-year time period, Mother Jones (Lee & Liebelson, 2012) found a total of 839 

teacher strikes, but all but 99 of those strikes occurred in one state (Pennsylvania). From 2007-

2019, Lyon (2022) finds record of 696 teacher strikes, with the vast majority of these being 
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coordinated strike events across multiple districts (78.45%), including the Red for Ed strikes. As 

Lyon counts strike events by district, the 2018 West Virginia teacher strike, a coordinated 

statewide event, would be counted as 55 strikes since 55 districts had work stoppages. Prior to 

the 2017-2018 school year, Lyon (2022, p. 2-3) shows that strikes were typically individual 

districts striking with relative infrequency, averaging less than 20 district strikes per year in a 

nation with over 19,000 school districts. There is evidence historically that teacher strikes are 

viewed negatively, with Goldstein (2014, p. 133) titling a chapter covering teacher protests and 

strikes during the community control era as “We both got militant” in reference to a quote from 

New York City teacher Deborah Meier talking about teachers and parents in conflict with each 

other.  

 The Red for Ed strikes are a departure from typical strikes. First, these strikes began in 

states with Republican-controlled governments in contexts that are unfriendly to unions, 

collective bargaining, and striking. In fact, in seven states that had strikes in 2018-2019 it was 

illegal for teachers to strike (Sanes & Schmitt, 2014). As a result, a number of these events are 

called walkouts and a few, such as Kentucky, held sickouts where teachers called in sick en 

masse rather than formally declaring a strike. Lyon (2022) finds coordinated strike events like 

the Red for Ed strikes were more common in the South and West regions of the U.S., while 

individual district strikes like those that were most common prior to 2017 were concentrated in 

the Northeast, where historically unions have had a greater presence and political power. The 

strikes were widespread and prolific, and as previously noted there was a unified agenda that 

targeted both teacher compensation and broader education issues, including advocating for more 

education funding broadly, demanding hiring of additional support staff, and fighting for smaller 

class sizes.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 To lay the groundwork to explore these research questions, it is first necessary to 

understand the theory of social constructions of target populations and how I intend to use this 

theory as a framework for analysis. I provide a brief overview of key tenants of the theory, a 

description of what is known about changing social constructions, and the role of race in social 

constructions. I then consider what the literature says about how teachers’ unions and teachers 

have been constructed together and separately. I justify my use of news media as a data source 

for studying social constructions and conclude with a summary of key points. 

Theoretical Framework: Theory of Social Constructions of Target Populations 

Schneider and Ingram (1993, 1997; Ingram & Schneider, 2005) introduced the idea of 

social constructions of target populations to better explain the agenda setting process and how 

policymakers craft policy to distribute benefits and burdens amongst target groups. Target 

populations are a group of people, typically a subset of citizens, who receive the benefits 

or burdens of a policy or whose behavior is targeted for change by a particular policy (Ingram & 

Schneider, 1991; see also Schneider & Ingram, 1993; Smith & Larimer, 2017). Social 

constructions2 are “the variable meanings that individuals or groups assign to various objects or 

processes associated with public policy” (Shanahan et al., 2017, pp. 178-179). These meanings 

and associated values result from experiences and exposure to stimuli, including discourse about 

the constructed group or construct (Schneider & Ingram, 1997). Schneider and Ingram (1993, 

1997) argue that by looking at target populations, researchers can identify constructions that are 

 
2 Schneider and Ingram (1993) are clear that, while social construction of groups and ideas is a concept from 
sociology that has a wider application to meaning making in general, they specifically focus on social constructions 
of target populations for their application to the fields of political science and policy studies. As such, I will use the 
term “social constructions” to apply specifically to the constructions of target populations throughout this 
dissertation. 
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pervasive in societal discourse and apply their understanding of these constructions to explain 

why some groups received more favorable policy benefits while others face greater policy 

burdens. 

There are political benefits to policymakers implementing policies with rationales and 

policy levers aligned with understood social constructions (Schneider and Ingram, 1993, 1997). 

Elected officials are motivated both by a desire to be re-elected and the intent to do public good 

when they design policy. These sometimes-competing motivations can result in strategic choices 

of who benefits and how, particularly through the use of different policy levers. Policies that 

benefit target groups constructed as deserving and burden those constructed as undeserving are 

more likely to be viewed as desirable or rational by constituents. In turn, constituents are more 

likely to vote for policymakers whose policies seem aligned with a broad societal understanding 

of which groups need and deserve intervention from the government.  

Thus, policymakers’ understandings of social constructions can impact who they view as 

needing policy or whose problems should be a part of the policy agenda. Once an issue 

associated with a target group is part of the agenda, the constructions influence how the 

policymakers attempt to change groups behaviors. For example, target groups that are believed 

to be more deserving are more likely to receive inducements to encourage a behavior while those 

targets considered undeserving are more likely to have behaviors discouraged through sanctions. 

Less politically powerful groups are more likely to have authority tools that expect compliance. 

After a policy is enacted, targets’ interactions with government based on shape how that group 

views government and government participation generally, impacting political participation 

beyond the particulars of specific policy. 
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Typology of Target Populations 

Schneider and Ingram (1993, 1997, 2019; Ingram & Schneider, 2005) conceptualize 

social constructions of target populations as a four-part typology theorizing that benefits and 

burdens are allocated based on the interaction of two characteristics of target populations: how 

deserving of benefits the target group is and the political power of the group. Target populations 

that are constructed as more deserving or having more political power are more likely to be 

distributed policy benefits, as it is politically advantageous for policymakers to reward such 

groups. Target populations that are perceived as either less deserving or less powerful are more 

likely to carry policy burdens. A summary of Schneider and Ingram’s typology and the 

distribution of benefits and burdens can be found in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. 
Schneider & Ingram’s (2019) Typology of Target Populations  
 
  Social Constructions 
  Deserving (+) Undeserving (-) 

Po
lit

ic
al

 P
ow

er
 St
ro

ng
 

Advantaged 
 

Business, Taxpayers, 
Middle Class, Property Owners 

 
Mostly policy benefits,  

limited burdens 

Contenders 
 

Big Unions, Big Banks, 
Wall Street, The Rich 

 
Benefits sub rosa,  

burdens more symbolic 

W
ea

k 

Dependents 
 

Children, Women,  
Minorities, the Disabled 

 
Benefits mostly rhetorical & symbolic, 

 some burdens 

Deviants 
 

Criminals, Illegal immigrants,  
terrorists, sex offenders 

 
Benefits only when necessary, 

 mostly burdens 
Note. Adapted from Schneider & Ingram (2019), Figure 1, p. 208.  

Schneider and Ingram indicate that target populations fall into one of four quadrants: the 

advantaged, contenders, dependents, and deviants (see Figure 1). An advantaged group (upper 

left), such as business, tend to have overt policy benefits and few burdens. Because business 
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owners are generally perceived as contributing to economic growth (deserving) and have 

influence via organized interest groups (politically powerful), policies with benefits such as tax 

exemptions can be justified as not only benefiting the individual businesses but encouraging 

economic growth that will benefit the public broadly. While contenders (upper right) also have 

access to policymakers, often through lobbying groups, society often frames these groups as 

more self-serving and perceive policies benefiting these targets as less helpful for the common 

good (undeserving). Policy benefits conferred to contenders, like unions, thus are often hidden 

and symbolic burdens that do not inconvenience the targets greatly may be emphasized by 

policymakers.  

Groups that are politically weak do not have the same influence and access to 

policymakers. Dependents (bottom left), like children, may be generally seen as worthy of 

benefit, so it is politically advantageous for policymakers to design policies to meet these targets’ 

needs. In the case of children, for example, their lack of voting power means that policy benefits 

may be more symbolic; the benefit is a positive talking point for a policymaker but often stops 

short of substantially addressing the policy problem or the access to the benefit may be limited to 

a narrow group or complicated through bureaucratic paperwork. When a group lacks political 

power and is perceived as undeserving, policymakers are most likely to craft policy that punishes 

deviant (bottom right) target populations. Tough punishments for criminals are often popular 

policies as society generally feels the burdens are warranted for those who do not follow the law. 

Schneider and Ingram (1993) argue that it is easiest for policymakers to address issues 

pertaining to the extremes– the advantaged and the deviants– as it is more clear what types of 

policies will be perceived as most rational. For policy to be congruous and make sense to both 

policymakers and constituents, the rationale for the policy should align with the social 
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construction of a policy target. Thus, when a negatively perceived group receives benefits, the 

rationale provided will likely de-emphasize these benefits, and when positively perceived groups 

receive burdens, these may be framed as unavoidable and minimized.   

Distribution of Benefits and Burdens. The level of political power of a group can 

indicate the level of influence and control they have on the policy design process. Schneider and 

Ingram (1993) note that advantaged groups are likely to be oversubscribed benefits, sometimes 

benefitting from policy addressing an issue that may be more directly addressed through 

targeting another population, as deviant populations are most likely to be oversubscribed to 

burdens. Advantaged groups tend to have high levels of control over the policy process, typically 

benefiting often and receiving few burdens. As such, assigning benefits to advantaged groups 

can be seen as a political opportunity for policymakers (Schneider & Ingram, 1997). Typical 

policy tools for delivering benefits to advantaged populations include subsidies, entitlements, 

free information, and outreach programs, while burdens will include inducements, charges, and 

occasionally sanctions (Schneider & Ingram, 1997). Contenders have higher control over 

burdens than they do for benefits, so they may avoid negative impacts of policy but benefit only 

in less visible or hidden ways. The policy tools used for distributing benefits to contenders can 

be unpredictable, but burdens often single out a high-profile group for heavy sanctions to make a 

visible example (Schneider & Ingram, 1997).  

Neither dependents nor deviants have much control over the policy process, and thus tend 

to both be oversubscribed to burdens and undersubscribed to benefits. Dependents tend to be 

subject to more paternalistic policies but are still conferred some benefits through income-tested 

or other regulated subsidies where the client proactively reaches out to government institutions to 

receive assistance. In this case, many of these benefits are a burden to receive or may be 
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stigmatized, even while reflecting cultural norms that these groups deserve assistance. Deviants 

typically only receive benefits with the threat of punishment attached, and burdens typically have 

more severe consequences, including death when considering the criminal justice 

system. Because cultural perceptions of undeservingness and policy rationales for punishment of 

deviants often align, policy burdens or punishments for deviant populations may also be 

politically advantageous and so can be more overt (Schneider & Ingram, 1997).   

Degenerative policy design (Schneider & Ingram, 1997) describes circumstances where 

the political motivations for policy design outweigh policy fairness, particularly for some policy 

issues. Schneider and Ingram argue that this can reinforce deception and manipulation in policy 

practices so that advantaged groups learn they benefit through self-promotion and mobilization, 

contender groups learn to be deceptive to strategically make policy gains, and dependents and 

deviants learn that no matter their level of engagement in the political system or mobilization 

that they lack the power to make changes. For example, in their study of 2016 Arizona state 

legislation, Schneider and Ingram (2019) find that most benefits are conferred to deserving 

populations, but that legislators employ deceptive feedback to hide these benefits from the 

general public, thus protecting themselves politically while also rewarding advantaged groups. 

While this can seem to be a self-perpetuating cycle, Schneider & Ingram (1997) note that 

degenerative policy design can be issue specific and as new information emerges, new leadership 

rises, or social constructions of groups change, fairness can be re-established within the system.  

Key to understanding policy changes, Schneider and Ingram (1993, 1997; Ingram & 

Schneider, 2005) indicate that it is possible for a target population to move positions within the 

matrix by changing how deserving or undeserving their group is viewed or by gaining political 

power. Schneider and Ingram argue that social constructions vary on several dimensions for a 
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given group of people, from pervasive to nonexistent, from positive to negative, from historically 

stable to constantly evolving. Those groups with few constructions attached to them seem to be 

less likely to be a target groups for policy; Schneider and Ingram (1997) provide the example of 

left-handed people to illustrate this. Similarly, prior to the advent of labor unions, workers were 

less likely to be constructed as a politically powerful group; with the organization of unions 

during the Industrial Revolution, the working class was able to minimize burdens via workplace 

safety reforms, among other related policies.  

Connections to other policy design theories 

 Social construction theory builds on punctuated equilibrium theory, policy feedback 

theory, and policy learning theories, and is also a precursor to some of the ideas in Narrative 

Policy Frameworks. Baumgartner & Jones’s (2009) punctuated equilibrium theory holds that 

there is stability in policy over long periods of time that are “punctuated” or interrupted by 

periods of change when ideas and policy images shift. Schneider and Ingram’s social 

constructions provide one way of examining policy images and how they change. Policy images 

are how a policy is understood by different groups of stakeholders (Stone, 2012). Because 

different groups can have different experiences with the same policy, there may be multiple 

images of a particular policy (Baumgartner & Jones, 2009). Social constructions framework 

considers how target populations react to policies, which can include the policy images that may 

be influenced by how the group is framed as deserving or underserving within a policy. 

Punctuated equilibrium theory also notes that policy change occurs when images shift; social 

constructions framework acknowledges that constructions can change overtime and that this will 

impact policy designs. Policy images can change, according to Baumgartner & Jones (2009), 

when issue attention changes, a crisis occurs, or the political venue for the issue changes (i.e., a 
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new court ruling when an issue has previously been a legislative issue, such as in numerous Civil 

Rights policy changes). Ingram and Schneider (2005) posit that change in constructions may 

occur due to external events, which can encompass the triggers for change highlighted by 

Baumgartner and Jones (2009). Strikes are an external event that provide an opportunity for issue 

attention to change, providing an opportunity to examine shifting social constructions. 

 Policy feedback theory, or path dependency theory, argues that the more policy choices 

that are made in a particular direction, the more difficult it is to change the direction of the policy 

going forward (Mettler & Sorelle, 2017); the policy feedbacks into itself and reinforces the 

images it created. Change occurs when there is feedback in conflict with this reinforcing loop 

from political actors and events, including mobilization of interest groups to promote benefits or 

protest burdens. Schneider and Ingram expand on this argument through their typology of target 

populations. This feedback can result from interpretive effects, or the messages conveyed by 

policy that impact how people perceive groups, government, and their relationship with 

government. Social constructions conveyed through policy can be interpretive effects, and 

Schneider and Ingram (1993, 1997, Ingram & Schneider, 2005) are keenly interested in their 

impacts on democratic behaviors. 

 Schneider and Ingram (2005b) also argue explicitly that their typology helps explain how 

conferring benefits and burdens on particular target populations can be self-reinforcing (path 

dependent) until a tipping point (punctuation). For example, conferring benefits on advantaged 

groups has political benefits for policy makers, and will be reinforced by advantaged groups 

mobilizing to protect benefits (positive feedback), until such a point that the benefits become so 

great that the public begins to construct an advantaged population more negatively as “greedy” 

and thus less deserving. Changing public opinion can change the policy rationales and policy 
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images conveyed, and ultimately result in policymakers changing policy design – particularly the 

distribution of benefits and burdens– in response to negative feedback. 

 Schneider and Ingram (2005b) state that their framework contributes to policy learning 

theories, including advocacy coalition framework (Sabatier, 1999) and institutional analysis and 

development framework (Ostrom, 1990), by highlighting political conditions that both hamper 

and encourage learning. In identifying categories of policy learning, May (1992) classifies one of 

his three types as social learning. He specifically discusses how changes to social constructions 

of policies or problems, including target populations, can change policy goals and expectations, 

highlighting the crossover role social constructions framework plays amongst policy studies 

theories and frameworks. In part as a response to criticisms that social constructions framework 

does not adequately consider institutions (Lieberman, 1995), Schneider and Ingram (1997, 

2005b) consider the role of institutions in decision-making with their separation of degenerative 

and scientific and professional political arenas. Degenerative politics are self-reinforcing and 

discourage learning because there is little political benefit to change policy until there is political 

pushback from oversubscribing benefits or burdens to a particular target population. Alternately, 

scientific and professional arenas are more likely to value changes in knowledge that could alter 

the rationales and policy logic that support the social constructions of target populations 

embedded in policies, and thus new policy designs. Schneider and Ingram acknowledge that 

policy arenas and institutions differ in these decision-making characteristics, and thus differ on 

their likelihood of engaging in policy learning.  

 Social constructions framework also complements Stone’s (2012) discussion of the role 

of policy images. Schneider and Ingram (1993, 1997, 2005b) acknowledge the importance of 

language in conveying social constructions. Stone (2012) provides examples of ways language 
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conveys policy images, which can include social constructions, including symbols embedded in 

narratives (stories, synecdoche, and metaphors), numbers, and identification of causes, among 

other devices. Within the study of social constructions of women on welfare, for example, 

elements of Stone’s description of synecdoche in policy can be found in the ways this target 

population is defined and segmented using labels such as “jezebels,” “matriarchs,” and “welfare 

queens” (Bensonsmith, 2005).  

 One original criticism of social constructions framework is that the theory did not 

generate testable hypotheses (Ingram et al., 2007). Narrative policy framework (NPF) address 

some of these criticisms as it provides a systematic and empirical way to test hypotheses 

regarding how constructions impact policy and how policy in turn impacts democratic 

participation (Shanahan et al., 2013; Smith & Larimer, 2017). Studies applying NPF can use 

quantitative methods to determine the effect of a narrative on individual public opinions, larger 

beliefs and opinions embedded in policy, and less-often studied impact of institutional or cultural 

ideas. Studies employing this method often utilize surveys with experimental items to link 

narratives and public opinion or content analyses to quantifiably relate constructions of 

narratives to policy outcomes. Thus, NPF is a framework for quantifying static or changing 

constructions and apply the underlying ideas of the social constructions framework when the 

narratives studied focus on how target populations are constructed. 

Changes in Social Constructions 

As social constructions are theoretically linked to the distribution of policy benefits and 

burdens, it stands that changes in how a target group is constructed or in their political power 

would change policy. Schneider and Ingram (2005b) indicate that constructions can be fluid. 

Understanding the dynamic nature of constructions in specific context can help illuminate how 
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policies can change in how they treat particular target groups. Given the apparent shift towards 

positive portrayals of teachers presented in the media coverage of the Red for Ed strikes, it’s 

important to consider how and under what conditions perceptions of deservingness can change.   

In his review of Schneider and Ingram’s Deserving and Entitled (2005a), deLeon (2005) 

suggests their theory of social constructions needs further development regarding how social 

constructions change. Echoing this emphasis on changing constructions, Ingram et al. (2007) 

assert “a key challenge for the theory of social construction of target groups is in understanding 

the mechanisms underlying transitions from one cell to another” (p. 119). In their review of peer-

reviewed studies applying social construction theory, Pierce et al. (2014) find that 43% of the 

applications of the theory they reviewed included some reference to social constructions 

changing. This is evidence that there is significant scholarly interest in understanding how 

constructions can change along the dynamics of power and deservingness, and, as Schneider & 

Ingram (2005b) point out in their response to deLeon’s critique, the role of policy design in the 

changes to construction and policy.  

Teachers’ Strikes as Political Activity 

To build on how constructions of teachers specifically have changed, it is important to 

first understand what events or conditions may cause a change in construction. Pierce et al. 

(2014) summarize Schneider and Ingram’s (2005b) comments, noting,  

a shift in categorization of a target population should be the result of (i) changes in 

perception of a target population from being deserving to undeserving or vice versa, (ii) 

external dramatic events, (iii) opportunities, and/or (iv) skillful manipulation by 

entrepreneurs (p. 19). 

Strikes and protest events are examples of potentially construction-changing external events or 
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social movements. Lipsky (1968) classically theorizes that protests are a political resource for the 

less powerful. While strikes might not typically be seen as protests, the wide scope of the Red for 

Ed events and the focus on issues beyond traditional collective bargaining have noticeable 

similarities to social movements (Lyon & Kraft, 2021). Wasow (2020) argues that strikes and 

protests are an opportunity for subordinate groups (or less politically powerful, in Schneider & 

Ingram’s terminology) to engage in agenda seeding – attempting to influence the policy agenda 

by engaging in events that attract media attention. This media attention is an opportunity to bring 

public and elite attention to particular political issues and to frame the conversation around those 

issues through actions and messages conveyed through the media coverage of such events.  

Evidence from the Civil Rights Movement showed that peaceful protests can result in 

more sympathetic feelings towards activists compared to violent protest (Wasow, 2020), 

indicating that political involvement by activists can have differential impacts on public opinion 

depending on the actions of the event participants. Teacher strikes can be perceived as both 

peaceful and as disruptive; while the Red for Ed strikes were not violent, the strikes did close 

many schools and interrupt classroom learning, potentially harming children and 

inconveniencing parents and their employers. As such, it may not be clear how the media would 

frame coverage- would strikes generate positive narratives highlighting education policy issues 

or would strikes instead promote negative portrayals of teachers abandoning their duties? Using 

survey data, Hertel-Fernandez et al. (2021) find that the long-term political impact of teacher 

strikes in 2018 includes increased support for teachers and the labor movement broadly. 

Similarly, the annual EdNext polls (Education Next, 2020; Henderson, et al., 2019) found a spike 

in support for increasing teacher pay in 2019 after the Red for Ed strikes. While these studies 

focus on changes to public opinion, Lyon and Kraft (2021) show that educational issues also 
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became more salient in congressional election campaigns following the Red for Ed strikes. 

Overall, we see evidence that strikes represent key events in how participant groups are 

portrayed in society, and that in particular the media coverage of these events can be a tool for 

participants to shape political conversations, thus the Red for Ed strikes are an ideal case for 

examining the ways media constructs teachers. 

Target Populations’ Agency in Changing Constructions  

Target populations themselves have some agency in how they are constructed. 

DiAlto (2005) explicitly notes the role of Japanese Americans in mobilizing to change how they 

as a group were treated in policy. Hudson and Gonyea (2012) also highlight that one of the 

reasons the elderly are historically constructed as advantaged is due to this demographic group’s 

mobilization to vote and to form advocacy organizations, contributing to the shift in political 

power. If target groups can be agentic in changing how they are constructed broadly, then these 

changes can impact policies beyond those the target group may actively advocate for or against. 

Teachers on strike present an interesting case for examining agency in constructions. Through 

handcrafted signs and messages, teachers may be able to frame the political conversation, media 

coverage, and public opinion by presenting themselves as sympathetic and deserving of benefits, 

despite the fact that teacher strikes often inconvenience children and parents (among others). 

Race as Important to Understanding Social Constructions 

It is impossible to consider how social constructions of target groups change without 

acknowledging that constructs such as race, gender, and class that are deeply entrenched in our 

social systems impact social constructions, particularly in the context of the United States. 

Ingram and Schneider (2005) acknowledge that social constructions reflect a human tendency to 

identify with and elevate their own group by constructing an “other” group that is in some way 
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less-than themselves. Social roles and perceptions of differences between groups are exaggerated 

compared to actual, observable differences. Ingram and Schneider (2005) emphasize that while 

there may be some group characteristics that are real or observable, the positive and negative 

perceptions of these differences and the societal power structures that they create are “the 

product of social and political processes” (p. 3).   

Intersectionality, or the complex interplay of an individual’s identities and experiences 

with dominant and nondominant culture, plays an important role in understanding group 

identities, how power and privilege are distributed unequally, and how culture and society 

perpetuate these inequalities (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017). Many target populations can 

be thought of as either dominant or non-dominant groups. For example, Pierce et al. (2014, see 

pp. 14-15) identify 141 target populations and find  9 invoke non-dominant gender constructions, 

27 invoke non-dominant racial and ethnic constructions, 31 invoke non-dominant class 

constructions, 13 invoke non-dominant age constructions, and 14 invoke non-dominant health 

and ability constructions.3 Even within simple identifications of target populations, identity 

markers and the intersection of these identities plays a crucial role in defining these 

groups. Belonging to a non-dominant group can increase the likelihood of experiencing 

inequities relative to dominant groups and can shape policies that target these groups. 

The wider social construction literature, especially studies concerning the portrayal of 

women accepting welfare in policy, finds that the intersections of race, gender, and class all 

impact the ways target groups are discussed in policy (e.g., Amundson & Zajicek, 

2018; Bensonsmith, 2005; Boris, 2007; Cammett, 2014; Cassese & Barnes, 2019; Cocca, 2002; 

 
3 Some target groups did not fit into the listed designations, such as environmental groups, so they were not included 
in this illustrative count. Similarly, some target populations, such as middle-class women, were counted in two 
identity categories when appropriate. 
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Constance-Huggins, 2011; Foster, 2008; James & Rashid, 2013; Limbert & Bullock, 2009; 

Schram, 2005 among others). For example, some of these studies find that Black women 

accepting welfare assistance are particularly negatively constructed in comparison to other 

groups, including the now infamous portrayal of Black women as “welfare queens” even though 

white women represent a larger proportion of women accepting welfare assistance 

(e.g., Bensonsmith, 2005; Constance-Huggins, 2011; Hancock, 2003). While the research 

concerning social constructions of teachers does not often directly consider the impact of race 

and gender on these constructions, teaching in the U.S. context is a largely feminized profession 

(Goldstein, 2014), with greater concentrations of Black and Hispanic teachers in urban schools, 

relative to the demographics of the overall teacher force (Frankenberg, 2009). As such, it is 

critical to consider how race4 can impact how teachers are constructed as well.  

Social Constructions of Teachers Vary in Levels of Deservingness 

Some target groups, such as women accepting welfare assistance, have been studied 

extensively. Likewise, some education policy stakeholders, including children and teachers’ 

unions, have clearly defined, long-standing social constructions. However, teachers as a target 

population have less clearly defined social constructions. Teachers are often considered essential 

to the success of education policies (e.g., D’Amico Pawlewicz, 2020), thus they are a critical 

target population within education policies. Changing teacher behavior is perceived to have large 

impacts on educational outcomes. Thus, it is important to expand our understanding of how 

teachers are constructed.  

Social Constructions of Teachers’ Unions 

While teachers and teachers’ unions are clearly linked target groups, particularly as the 

 
4 As the teaching profession is a female-dominated profession and as social class is closely tied to profession, I focus 
on race alone in this study. 
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latter represents the former in collective bargaining processes and are generally responsible for 

organizing, calling for, and ending a strike, the social constructions of these target groups vary 

on both dimensions.  

Within the politics of education, teachers unions are often considered critical players in 

shaping policy, to the point of being so powerful in local settings to have considerable control 

over school board elections (e.g., Moe, 2001; Finn & Petrilli, 2013).However, teachers 

themselves are rarely discussed as having such power; research regarding the accountability 

notes the lack of autonomy and power granted to teachers (e.g., Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006; 

Crespo, 2017). Historical accounts of the profession also point to unions as a source of political 

power, and teachers without union backing as victims of labor policies that depressed wages, 

benefits, and job protections (e.g., D’Amico Pawlewicz, 2020; Goldstein, 2014). While teachers’ 

unions are inherently made up of teachers, the union as a target group has notably more political 

power than teachers independently. 

Empirical research finds teachers’ unions typically constructed as contenders, reflecting 

Schneider and Ingram’s (2019) placement of unions within their typology. In particular, research 

emphasizes negative portrayals of unions (Bulkley & Gottlieb, 2017; Crespo, 2017; Goldstein, 

2011). Osborne-Lampkin et al. (2017) indicate teachers’ unions are traditionally associated with 

preventing school improvement reforms (despite the mixed empirical evidence regarding 

differences in student outcomes by differences in union characteristics: see Cowen & Strunk, 

2015). As such, while teachers are often conceptualized as crucial to improving student 

educational outcomes, teachers’ unions are often constructed negatively as obstructionists. This 

contrasts with the literature that indicates teachers’ unions enhance teacher voice in the political 

process for the betterment of the education system (e.g., Choi & Chung, 2016, Han & Maloney, 
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2019, Hirschman, 1970, Ravitch, 2006). 

Since Janus v. AFCSME (2018) ruled that public sector unions, including teacher unions, 

could only collect fees from members, teachers’ unions have been limited in how they can fund 

union activities. Lyon (2021, p.2) illustrates how states have increased restrictive labor laws that 

limit teachers’ union political power. If teachers’ unions have less power than they have 

historically had in education policy and continue to be constructed as less deserving, then it may 

be less advantageous for teachers as a target group to affiliate with unions. Instead, teachers may 

dissociate to reframe themselves as educational experts and advocates who have the experience 

to improve the system for children. 

Social Constructions of Teachers Generally 

Research that considers social constructions of teachers often finds both positive and 

negative portrayals of teachers (Bulkley & Gottlieb, 2017; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006; 

Crespo, 2017; Goldstein, 2011). Recent accountability policies have represented teachers in more 

negative ways (Crespo, 2017) and granted teachers little agency (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006), 

suggesting teachers are both less deserving and lacking political power. Considering how 

teachers are described in public discourse, Goldstein (2011) analyzes mass media portrayals of 

teachers and notes more than half of the articles portrayed teachers negatively. These negative 

portrayals of teachers often associate teachers with teachers’ unions (Crespo, 2017; Goldstein, 

2011). 

There is also evidence of more deserving constructions of teachers. Bulkley & Gottlieb 

(2017) find that elite policy actors view teachers along a spectrum of three archetypal images: 

teachers as professionals, individual great teachers, and teachers trumped by systemic 

dysfunction. These archetypes captured nuanced views of teachers, with some groups of teachers 
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being constructed more positively than others. For example, the image of the great individual 

teacher positively highlights the important and potentially transformative role of teachers in 

student experiences, but also emphasizes that these “great” teachers are a departure from much 

of the teaching force. Many policy elites conceptualized some teachers as worthy of policy 

benefits, but not all. This is also evidence that constructions of teachers may differ based on sub-

groups of teachers. 

While few studies clearly place teachers within Schneider and Ingram’s typology, 

Kreitzer and Smith (2018) use crowdsourcing via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk to place teachers 

in the dependent category; however, there is notable variation in patterns of consensus when 

viewing standard deviations in response. Kreitzer and Smith (2018) note that children have 

significant consensus in how they are portrayed as dependents, while other groups, like labor 

unions have more variation while fitting the definition of being a contender.  

In the context of a labor activity like a teacher strike, it may be argued that teachers are 

acting as union members, not as teachers alone. However, the organization of the early Red for 

Ed strikes (West Virginia, Oklahoma, Arizona, and Kentucky) was primarily through Facebook 

groups run by teachers, and unions were seen as primarily serving a support role (Will, 2018). 

Unlike past teacher strikes, these strikes occurred in areas with relatively weak teachers’ unions, 

particularly in Republican-led right-to-work states. Thus, one way I hope to disentangle when 

teachers are being constructed as teachers versus as teacher unions is to look specifically at these 

early Red for Ed strikes to see if teachers were portrayed differently. Also, as teachers are seen 

as slightly less deserving than children and less powerful than unions (Kreitzer & Smith, 2018), I 

hypothesize that by associating with either children or unions, teachers as a group may borrow 

perceptions of deservingness or power, respectively.  
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The News Media as a Source of Social Constructions 

Ingram and Schneider (2005) indicate that the news media is one important source of 

social constructions. Media can be particularly important to study as the news media can serve as 

a political agenda-setter, because the attention they provide an issue and how they present that 

issue can impact the salience of the issue to the public and to policymakers (McCombs & 

Valenzuela, 2021). While the media does not always change public opinion, it can inform the 

public regarding issues and help determine what information is important for the public to know 

(McCombs & Valenzuela, 2021). 

The news media is commonly used as a source for identifying variation in constructions. 

For example, DiAlto (2005) traces how constructions of Japanese Americans shifted from 

undeserving to deserving since the beginning of the twentieth century, focusing specifically on 

how media, public policy, and court proceedings reflect constructions that progress from 

“problem minority” to “enemy aliens” with the advent of World War II, and then to the more 

positively constructed “model minority” construction post-war. Several content analyses of 

media also trace changes in construction. Bleich et al. (2018b) and Bleich & van der Veen (2018) 

use sentiment analysis to trace how the tone of media stories (positive, negative, neutral, or 

mixed) for particular target groups changed over time and McGinty et al. (2016) examine news 

stories to trace the development of new policy narratives.  

When using the news media to examine constructions, researchers have focused on 

article language (e.g., Bain et al., 2017; McGinty et al., 2016; Rose & Baumgartner 2013), tone 

(Bleich et al., 2018a; Bleich et al., 2018b; Bleich & van der Veen, 2018), and images (e.g., Farris 

& Silber Mohamed, 2018; Silber Mohammed & Farris, 2020). These studies link the mass 

media’s portrayal of groups, particularly how groups are negatively constructed, to how target 
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groups are constructed in public opinion and public policy. 

Political Polarization in News Media 

 Increasingly, news media exists in a politically polarized landscape within the United 

States (Wilson et al., 2020). News media contributes to this trend as some sources have 

developed more ideological leanings and identities (Groeling, 2013), and increasing polarization 

in media can be traced back as early as 2014 (Jurkowitz, et al., 2020). In addition to some news 

sources becoming more politically polarized in their content, their audiences are also becoming 

more polarized in their media source selections; members of the public can self-select to 

consume media that tends to align with their ideological views. For example, Jurkowitz, et al. 

(2020) found that 60% of those who identify as Republicans or Lean Republican rely on Fox 

News for their political news, while Democrats or those who Lean Democrat trusted CNN. This 

is potentially concerning, because consuming news sources from across the ideological spectrum 

can moderate consumers’ viewpoints (Broockman & Kalla, 2022).   

There is also evidence of increasingly partisan views of educational issues, previously 

thought to be “exceptional” from other policy issues in U.S. governance in part because of the 

lack of partisan division (Henig, 2013). However, even as early as 2019 more people who 

identify as Democrats or as Leaning Democratic thought education should be a top priority 

(76%) compared to those who identified as Republicans or Leaning Republican (58%) (Mitchell 

et al., 2019). Van Green (2021) also finds that Republicans are increasingly critical of public 

schools.  Given that media is an important source of agenda setting, has become more polarized, 

attitudes around issues in education have become more partisan, and consumption patterns can 

relate to public opinions, it is important to consider how different media sources may portray 

teachers differently. 



  27 

Social Constructions of Teachers, the Red for Ed movement, and News Media 

 Social constructions impact policy design and target populations experiences with 

government and the policy process. While some target populations, like children and unions, are 

clearly defined, social constructions of teachers have been nuanced, often varying in levels of 

deservingness and political power that results in a nebulous conception of where teachers as a 

target population fall on Schneider and Ingram’s (1993, 2019) typology. As the racial 

composition of the teacher workforce varies by geographic location and because racialized 

policy images and stereotypes can influence social constructions, it is important to also consider 

how teachers may be constructed differently based on race. Teacher strikes, as a form of political 

protest and opportunity to exert political power, represent an opportunity to examine policy 

images and social constructions. By initiating in strikes and carefully crafting their messaging 

around strike issues, teachers may also be able to display agency in shaping constructions. In 

particular, teacher strikes can represent an opportunity for agenda seeding (Wasow, 2020), where 

teachers as a potentially less-politically powerful group can influence the policy agenda by 

attracting media attention. Playing the role of political agenda-setter, the news media is a rich 

source of social constructions data. The increasing political polarization of news media and 

increasing presence of partisan differences in opinion about education policy issues suggest that 

it is also important to consider how news media’s political biases may shape coverage. As a 

result, I designed a study that seeks to compare social constructions of teachers across location 

contexts and news media sources to identify how teachers were portrayed by the news media 

during the Red for Ed movement and if those portrayals varied across cases. I also consider how 

teachers were agentic in shaping media’s construction through the messages pictured on 

handmade strike signs.  
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CHAPTER 3: DATA AND METHODS 

To examine social constructions of teachers on strike across several dimensions of 

variation, I employed a multiple case study design. By selecting multiple cases, I can compare 

amongst similar and different contexts to enhance the external validity and generalizability of my 

findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I purposively selected seven teacher strikes or walkouts as 

cases (see Table 1) to examine media coverage in detail for evidence of social constructions. 

While these events all can be characterized as large-scale teacher labor stoppages with many 

similar or related reasons for striking, they differ in dimensions of time, location context, and 

outcomes. I utilized this variation to allow me to compare which constructions of teachers are 

prevalent in differing contexts. Because media plays a key role in agenda setting for the policy 

process, I analyzed the images and text of online news articles. I created a dataset of 828 news 

articles from eight national news sources. Sources vary in political lean and in their original 

format (newspaper, television network, or online news outlet). The resulting dataset allowed for 

comparison among strike events and news media sources. 

Multiple Case Studies Design 

In 2018 and 2019, there were over eighteen major5 teacher strikes or walkouts across the 

U.S. A summary of these major strike events can be found in Appendix A. Across these strikes, 

several key issues appear again and again: (1) teacher compensation, including salary and 

pensions, (2) school funding, and (3) improved working conditions, such as increasing support 

staff and decreasing class size. While the reasons for the strikes were consistent, there were 

differences among the strikes based on time and location. And while generally the strikes are 

viewed as collectively successful in securing policy benefits for teachers, some strikes were 

 
5 I define major strikes, walkouts, or sickouts as those that received national news coverage. 
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decidedly more successful —such as the 2018 West Virginia teacher strike that resulted in 5% 

pay raises — than others, like the 2018 Oklahoma strike that resulted in no tangible policy gains 

beyond those already conceded by the state prior to the strike.  

I selected the three strikes that were considered the beginning of the Red for Ed 

movement in the spring of 2018 – West Virginia, Kentucky, and Oklahoma – to capture how 

media initially portrayed the movement. I focus on the first three statewide strikes of 2018 

because as the number of strikes increased news coverage became increasingly overlapping and 

focused on the full collection of strikes throughout the year, rather than on particular 

strike events. There also seemed to be decreasing amounts of coverage due to saturation of the 

topic6. These 3 events were all statewide efforts, typically portrayed as more grassroots rather 

than union-led, and occurred in states that are traditionally less friendly towards labor unions and 

strikes and some that even specifically outlaw them. Kentucky, in particular, threatened 

discipline action against teachers that called in sick to participate in later protest events in 2019 

(Schreiner, 2019). All three states also had Republican governors and Republican-controlled 

legislatures at the time of the strike (Ballotpedia, 2022a-i). 

To understand how the Red for Ed movement evolved over time, I selected three major 

strike events from spring and fall 2019 – Los Angeles, Denver, and Chicago. I selected 

three strikes occurring in three different states (California, Colorado, and Illinois); I selected the 

Los Angeles strike instead of the Oakland strike because of the size of the district, as one of the 

largest in the country, and because the Los Angeles strike preceded the Oakland strike.  These 

strike events differ from the three initial cases in that they were districtwide strikes within major 

metropolitan cities, strikes were more clearly union-affiliated, and the cities’ mayors associated 

 
6 For example, The New York Times published 1 online article covering the North Carolina teacher walkout in late 
spring of 2018, compared to 22 articles covering the West Virginia strike. 
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with the Democratic party, who may be perceived as more willing to work with labor groups and 

unions. Thus, I considered how the overlapping contexts of urbanicity and political lean interact. 

As strikes within charter networks occur in a different political context and governance structure 

from those focusing on traditional public schools, I exclude charter network strikes for the sake 

of comparability.  

The strike locations also differ by teacher demographics. Two statewide strikes –West 

Virginia and Kentucky– have a higher percentage of white teachers compared to the national 

average, while two of the citywide strike locations – Los Angeles and Chicago7 – have a 

noticeably lower percentage of white teachers than the nation as a whole (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2022). Denver and Oklahoma have a similar percentage of white teachers compared to the nation 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2022). 

The 2018 and 2019 Red for Ed teacher strikes were often discussed as a new era of 

teacher activism, reminiscent of the wave of teacher strikes in the 1960s-1980s (Reilly, 2019). 

To understand if teachers are being portrayed differently during the Red for Ed strikes than they 

have been when on strike in recent times when strikes were less common, I included news 

coverage from the 2012 Chicago teacher strike as a comparison case to the Red for Ed strikes. 

Unlike the 2018 & 2019 strikes, the Chicago strike was a localized, stand-alone event. This strike 

was widely covered in media and was a large-scale strike event in relatively close time proximity 

to the more recent Red for Ed strikes. I compared the 2012 Chicago teacher strike’s news 

coverage to that of the 2019 Chicago teacher strike that was near the end of the Red for Ed 

strikes to see how coverage differs within the same location in a relatively short period of 

time. A summary of the selected strike cases can be found in Tables 1 and 2. 

 
7 The Chicago 2012 strike occurred between ACS data collections, but there was relatively little change in teacher 
profession data. 
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Table 1. 
Summary of Case Study Strike Events and Characteristics 
 

Strike 
Event 

Strike Event Characteristics 
Strike 
Dates 

Strike 
Length 

& Scope 

Data 
Collection 

Range 

 % teacher 
population 

white1 

Government 
Partisan 
Lean2 

Strike Outcomes3 

Chicago 
2012 

9/10/12-
9/18/12 

9 days, 
citywide 

8/27/12-
10/2/12 

53.22% Democrat Wins- 17.6% pay raise over 4 years with other 
protections, test scores count less in teacher evaluations 
Losses- extended school day, no priority rehiring of 
laid-off teachers 

West 
Virginia 
2018 

2/22/18-
3/7/18 

14 days, 
statewide 

2/8/18-
3/21/18 

95.54% Republican Win- 5% pay raise for teachers 

Kentucky 
2018 

3/30/18, 
4/2/18, 
4/13/18 

3 days, 
statewide 

3/16/18-
4/27/18 

92.41% Republican Win- increase in per pupil funding 
Loss- did not stop passage of pension reform bill 
teachers opposed 

Oklahoma 
2018 

4/2/18-
4/12/18 

11 days, 
statewide 

3/19/18-
4/26/18 

79.94% Republican Win- increase in school funding and teacher pay via a 
tax increase passed prior to the strike 
Loss- no changes after strike 

Los 
Angeles 
2019 

1/14/19-
1/21/19 

8 days, 
citywide 

12/31/18-
2/4/19 

25.81% Democrat Wins- 6% pay raise, reduced class sizes, additional 
school support staff 

Denver 
2019 

2/11/19-
2/14/19 

4 days, 
citywide 

1/28/19-
2/28/19 

77.97% Democrat Win- universal teacher pay raise in place of pay-for-
performance  

Chicago 
2019 

10/16/19-
11/1/19 

17 days, 
citywide 

10/3/19-
11/14/19 

55.35% Democrat Wins- 16% salary increase over 5 years, reduced class 
sizes, additional support staff 

Sources. 1U.S. Census, 2022; 2Ballotpedia, 2022a-i; 3Loewus, 2019; Pearson, 2012; Smith et al., 2009; Turner et al., 2018 
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Table 2. 
Summary of Union Power by Case Study Events 
 

Strike Event Union Power Characteristics 

 
Strike 

characterized 
as union-led 

Collective 
bargaining 
allowed1 

Legal for 
teachers to 

strike1 

% teachers 
in union or 

similar org.2 

State-level 
union power 

ranking 
(N=50)3 

Chicago 2012 union-led required Yes (unavailable
) 8- strongest 

West Virginia 
2018 grassroots permissible No 73.9% 13- strong 

Kentucky 2018 grassroots permissible No 56.7% 28- average 

Oklahoma 2018 grassroots required No 59.4% 43- weakest 

Los Angeles 2019 union-led required Yes 90.7% 6- strongest 

Denver 2019 union-led permissible Yes 57.2% 35- weak 

Chicago 2019 union-led required Yes 96.3% 8- strongest 
Sources. 1Nittler, 2019; 2National Center for Education Statistic, 2018; 3Winkler, et al., 2012 

News Media Sources Selection 

 As news sources have editorial discretion, it is likely that different news sources will 

cover events in varying ways. To consider how this coverage and the constructions embedded in 

it vary, I purposively selected news sources that varied in audience and political lean. I collected 

articles about all seven strike cases from eight general national news sources: Breitbart News, 

CNN, Fox News, New York Times, Slate, USA Today, Wall Street Journal, and Washington Post. 

Four newspaper sources – New York Times, USA Today, Wall Street Journal, and Washington 

Post – were among the top 5 newspapers in circulation in 2019 (Mercier, 2019). The New York 

Post was the fourth-ranked newspaper and was excluded from data collection as the modern 

version of the paper is publish in a tabloid format, rather than a traditional daily newspaper 

(Muck Rack, 2023). To capture how online news outlets may differ from traditional newspapers, 

I also collected data from 4 online news sources – Breitbart News, CNN, Fox News, and Slate. 
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Two of these sources – CNN and Fox News – were originally television news networks that also 

produce online news articles. The remaining two news sources – Breitbart and Slate – developed 

as online news sources. 

Table 3. 
Summary of Selected News Sources 
 

National News Source News Source Characteristics 

 Partisan Lean 
Analysis Group 

AllSides 
Media Bias 

Ratings1 

Newspaper 
Ranking by 

National 
Circulation2 

News 
Source 
Type 

Breitbart News Right-leaning Right N/A Online 
News 

Fox News (Online News) Right-leaning Lean Right N/A Television 
Network 

Wall Street Journal 
(News) Center Center 5 Newspaper 

USA Today Center Center 3 Newspaper 

Washington Post Left-leaning Lean Left 1 Newspaper 

New York Times (News) Left-leaning Lean Left 2 Newspaper 

CNN (Online News) Left-leaning Lean Left N/A Television 
Network 

Slate Left-leaning Left N/A Online 
News 

Note. Wall Street Journal’s Opinion section was ranked as Lean Right, and New York Times’s 
Opinion section was ranked as Left in 2019. As Opinion articles are included in the dataset, this 
has placed each of these at further extremes of the spectrum than similarly ranked news sources. 
Sources. 1AllSides, 2023; 2Mercier, 2019 

 Recently, media sources have been labeled as having particular political biases that 

influences the tone and topics of coverage. Pew Research Center (Mitchell et al., 2021) found 

that about a quarter of people who identify with either the Republican or Democratic party will 

only consider sources that cater to an audience that matches their political ideology. While this 

trend in polarization has increased notably over the past 2 years, the trend in polarized trust in 
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news media based on partisan ideology existed as early as 2014 (Jurkowitz et al., 2020). For 

example, Republicans are more like to trust media coverage from Fox News while Democrats are 

more likely to turn to CNN (Jurkowitz et al., 2020). To capture this variation in news coverage, 

the eight national news sources that I consider vary regarding media bias, using AllSides 2019 

Media Bias Ratings (2021). Two sources are considered either Right or Right Leaning – 

Breitbart and Fox News. Two sources are considered Center in their coverage, leaning neither 

Right nor Left consistently – Wall Street Journal and USA Today8. Four sources are considered 

Left or Left leaning – Washington Post, New York Times, CNN, and Slate. By capturing the full 

political spectrum of media coverage, I was able to compare if differences in teacher social 

construction are an artifact of the media source’s biases or if constructions are in fact more 

consistent across sources. A summary of these national news sources’ political biases can be 

found in Table 3. 

Sampling and Data Collection 

For each of the strike cases, I gathered the full collection of online news articles that 

include images from each of the selected news sources available via each news organization’s 

search function for the time period of two weeks (14 days) before the strike began until two 

weeks (14 days) after the strike ended. In the case of Kentucky, which had three one-day sickout 

events, I searched for coverage from the entire time period from the day before the first protest 

event (March 29, 2018) until the day after the last protest event (April 14, 2018) to capture any 

potential articles capture the collection of the events at the time they occurred. I used online 

versions of articles as these are commonly accessible to both subscribers and the general public, 

 
8 In 2019, USA Today was rated with a Center media bias from AllSides. In 2021, AllSides updated their rating to 
Leans Left (AllSides, 2023). However, because data was collected from 2018-2019, for the purposes of this study, I 
use the 2019 ratings. 
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compared to the more limited reach of paper newspapers. This also results in a greater number of 

news stories, as some coverage does not make the space-limited paper forms of these 

newspapers. Likewise, while a paper news article contains a small number of photos, often only 

one, due to space and cost constraints, online versions can easily embed hundreds of photos in 

photo galleries and within articles.  

Articles were collected directly from the media source’s website using the search terms 

“(strike location) teacher strike.” In the case of USA Today, the search function did not produce a 

robust data set, so I reviewed article titles from each media source’s Site Map for each day 

within the data collection range. I included any article whose title was related to the event and 

included the words “strike,” “teacher,” “walkout,” “protest,” “school,” and the location name. I 

collected all articles with images that discuss each of the seven teacher strike events for two 

weeks before the strike event through two weeks after the strike event. A summary of articles 

collected organized by strike event and news source can be found in Table 4. 

Table 4. 
Summary of Number of Online News Articles Collected by News Source and Strike Event 
 
News 
Source 

Strike Event Total 

Chicago 
2012 

West 
Virginia 

2018 

Kentucky 
2018 

Oklahoma 
2018 

Los 
Angeles 

2019 

Denver 
2019 

Chicago 
2019 

Breitbart  6 1 0 1 16 4 8 36 
Fox News 27 7 10 9 4 6 7 70 
WSJ 15 6 6 7 16 3 11 64 
USA 20 21 28 47 34 23 34 207 
WP 31 19 21 32 22 8 10 143 
NYT 23 22 21 17 29 4 14 130 
CNN 40 26 19 30 13 13 17 158 
Slate 6 6 2 3 1 0 2 20 
Total 168 108 107 146 135 61 103 828 
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Table 5. 
Summary of Number of Total Images in Articles by News Source and Strike Event 
 
News 
Source 

Strike Event Total 

Chicago 
2012 

West 
Virginia 

2018 

Kentucky 
2018 

Oklahoma 
2018 

Los 
Angeles 

2019 

Denver 
2019 

Chicago 
2019 

Breitbart  6 1 0 1 29 13 9 59 
Fox News 27 12 18 18 5 8 12 100 
WSJ 43 8 18 20 27 3 14 133 
USA 70 46 100 138 121 83 120 678 
WP 85 36 37 49 28 11 12 258 
NYT 55 33 46 33 41 4 30 242 
CNN 91 67 76 117 49 45 67 512 
Slate 6 6 2 3 1 0 2 20 
Total 383 209 297 379 301 167 266 2002 

 

Only articles with images were included in the dataset as my analysis focuses on how 

teachers were visibly portrayed. In an online news environment where readers can view large 

amounts of news data, the focus on the images captures what subtle messages are being 

conveyed about teachers on strike even to the casual reader skimming articles and headlines. 

Images include any still photographs, infographics, and screenshots of the beginning of video 

clips to simulate what a reader would see in a quick skim of a piece. When a news article 

includes a link to a photo gallery, I include any embedded images within the original article, as 

most use a photo as a link to the larger gallery and a reader would see this image without 

following the additional link. I then include the linked photo gallery as a separate news article, 

with all photos and captions. If an image appears multiple times, I include it each time it appears, 

as the relative salience of the image and the constructions it conveys is higher due to the 

potential for greater exposure to the public. Some articles, particularly in more recent times, also 

include embedded tweets; however, as the original author of the tweet can remove these 
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statements and because these were not fully controlled by the media source, they were excluded 

from this analysis. I do not analyze unrelated images, defined as an image that is not related to 

the coverage of the strike event or educational issues. For example, many news sources compile 

brief descriptions of the top news stories of the day. While the strike-related coverage within 

these summary briefs may be particularly salient to readers, as this digest version may be their 

only limited exposure to the issue, the coverage of other unrelated events is not closely related to 

the research questions. In total, the dataset includes 2,002 images for analysis (see Table 5). 

 Differences in Sample Collection Procedures for Data Sources 

I applied the search criteria described above to collect my sample for all sources except 

when the news site embedded search features did not return appropriate results. When this 

occurred, I supplemented the initial data collection by expanding search terms and using features 

unique to that source’s website. In all cases, I attempted to collect all related articles within the 

time frame from the source and ended the search when I found no new articles to include.  

Breitbart. Breitbart’s search feature would only bring up the most recent articles. As the 

searches were conducted after the completion of the strike events, this sometimes meant that the 

search terms “(location) teacher strike” would not bring up articles within the intended time 

frame. To supplement this search process, I added the year the strike occurred to the search terms 

“(location) teacher strike (year).” Breitbart also uses a series of tags to categorize articles, so I 

reviewed all articles with the following tags to see if they fit within the inclusion parameters: 

Red for Ed, #RedforEd, Red4Ed, teacher’s strike, and teachers’ union. 

USA Today. USA Today’s search functions only return five pages of results, and the 

relevance of those results varies. To circumvent this, I used the Sitemap on the website to view 

the full listing of news articles published each day during the search periods. I reviewed titles of 
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all articles to identify related stories. To ensure I captured as many related articles as possible, I 

supplemented my review by using the web browser’s Find function to identify titles with the 

following key words: “teacher,” “school,” “strike,” “protest,” “walkout,” and the particular 

location (i.e., Kentucky or KY).  Because the Sitemap is limited to articles dated October 2012 or 

more recently, I used a snowball sampling method to compile the Chicago 2012 USA Today 

articles. I first used the ProQuest Newspaper search to find all articles from USA Today in the 

time frame for the terms “Chicago teacher strike.” Then I used Google to search for each article 

title from ProQuest to find the online news article version. I then clicked embedded links to 

additional articles within my Google results to capture additional coverage. 

Qualitative Content Analysis 

I conducted a qualitative content analysis to better understand how media conveys social 

constructions of teachers, with attention to nuanced differences based on case context. A 

qualitative approach fits this study as it is intended to be contextual, explanatory, and 

generative (Ritchie & Ormstrom, 2014). Qualitative research describes more fully the context of 

social constructions of teachers, describing how teachers are portrayed across a variety of media 

sources and strike events to gain a better understanding of how teachers are viewed as worthy or 

unworthy of policy benefits. The multiple case study approach also allows for this study to 

have explanatory power (Bryne, 2009), linking strike event contexts and news source 

characteristics to the presence, absence, or prevalence of particular constructions.  

I use a content analysis to structure my work. I consider both the content — the images 

and text included in the news articles — and the context of the strikes in my analysis (Spencer, et 

al., 2014), linking aspects of language, symbolism, and the messages conveyed by the media to 

the point in history, characteristics of the strike event and location (including union involvement 
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and urbanicity), and characteristics of teachers depicted on strike, specifically the race. This 

approach allows me to focus on the interpretation of how particular social constructions are 

conveyed in subtle ways.  

Content Analysis in Studies of Social Constructions  

Other research on social constructions has employed content analysis to gain deeper 

understanding of the applicability of the theory to the policy process. Regarding research on the 

target group of women accepting welfare assistance, content analyses allowed researchers to 

describe the tone of constructions, how it has changed over time, and link those changes to 

variations in policy design. Systematic code applications assist in quantifying occurrences 

of particular constructions in order to track variation. Some content analyses use coding schemes 

to identify themes related to the portrayal of specific target groups in news media and track the 

evolution of those themes (McGinty et al., 2016), while others utilize sentiment analysis software 

to identify the tone of media coverage and how it changes over time (Bleich et al., 2018b; Bleich 

& van der Veen, 2018).  

Complementary Analyses of Image and Text Data 

My study combines these two methods to be able to analyze both the images and the text 

of the articles in my dataset. I analyzed the content of my data in two different ways. First, I 

analyzed the images included in the news articles using a coding scheme developed both 

deductively based on the theory of social constructions of target populations and the literature 

about policy images of teachers and inductively through an iterative review of the image data. 

Second, I analyzed the text of the articles using dictionaries developed deductively and then 

inductively using Ingram et al.’s (2007) definitions of political power and deservingness, coupled 

with sentiment analysis of the text. I employed analytic software to aid in the review of large 
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amounts of data that allow my findings to be more generalizable while also being sensitive to the 

nuance of visual and language data. For both analyses, I considered how social constructions did 

and did not vary based on the strike event and characteristics of the locations, over time, and by 

the news source. 

Table 6. 
Summary of Number of News Articles in Text Analysis by News Source by Strike Event 
 
News 
Source 

Strike Event Total 

Chicago 
2012 

West 
Virginia 

2018 

Kentucky 
2018 

Oklahoma 
2018 

Los 
Angeles 

2019 

Denver 
2019 

Chicago 
2019 

Breitbart  4 1 1 0 16 4 8 34 
Fox News 15 7 9 10 3 6 4 54 
WSJ 15 6 7 6 16 3 11 64 
USA 17 13 23 15 18 12 10 108 
WP 27 16 28 21 17 8 8 125 
NYT 19 17 11 13 18 3 7 88 
CNN 28 20 24 16 11 10 16 125 
Slate 6 6 3 2 1 0 1 19 
Total 131 86 106 83 100 46 65 617 

 

 To address my research questions, I consider my dataset in 3 subsets. First, there is the 

full dataset, which includes all 828 articles and their 2,002 images across all 7 cases. The content 

analysis of images is conducted across this full dataset. As the full dataset includes data from the 

Chicago 2012 strike that pre-dates the Red for Ed movement, the portion of the analysis that 

considers how the movement was portrayed focuses on a subset of the 6 cases from 2018 and 

2019 (West Virginia 2018, Kentucky 2018, Oklahoma 2018, Los Angeles 2019, Denver 2019, 

and Chicago 2019), which includes 660 articles with 1,619 images. Linguistic analysis of text is 

more reliable when the document has more words, and LIWC software cautions against using 

text with less than 50 words (Pennebaker Conglomerates, 2023). As some of the articles included 
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in the full dataset are news briefs that have limited text about the strikes or very short 

descriptions coupled with video news coverage, I limit my text analysis dataset to those articles 

with at least a paragraph of text, which results in a subset of 617 articles (see Table 6). 

Image Content Analysis Coding Scheme. The qualitative coding scheme included both 

deductive and inductive codes focusing on the social constructions conveyed by images and 

image context, including the content of protest signs, the racial and gender composition of 

teachers pictured, the role of the individuals pictured (teacher, student, political leader, etc.), and 

the strike event pictured. Early versions of this coding scheme focused on the photo context. 

These codes were tested on a small subset of images (N=12) and were then refined through an 

iterative process of conversations with a research thought partner and analytic memos, in keeping 

with the recommendations of Saldaña (2016). This process was repeated with a larger section of 

the dataset – data from The New York Times from the time period of one day before the strike 

through one day after the conclusion across all seven strike events (N=99) – and ultimately 

resulted in the codebook in Appendix B.  

To understand how teachers were socially constructed by images, I created deductive 

codes that mirror Ingram et al.’s (2007) typology of social constructions. I used Schneider and 

Ingram’s definitions of deservingness and political power9 as a starting point for this code. I then 

augmented these definitions using literature about how teachers are portrayed. For example, 

Bulkley and Gottlieb (2017) identified three archetypes10 of teachers and teaching as a profession 

 
9 “The political power of the target group is one dimension indicating the extent of its political resources, such as 
whether it is large, united, easy to mobilize, wealthy, skilled, well-positioned, focused on issues of concern to it, and 
accustomed to voting, contacting public officials, and so on. […] The second dimension […] refers to the valence or 
the positive and negative social construction of the group as more-or-less worthy and deserving and as contributing 
more-or-less to the general welfare.” (Ingram et al., 2017, p. 101) 
 
10 Bulkley & Gottlieb’s (2017) three archetypes are: “Profession of Teaching Struggling Against Difficult 
Circumstances,” “Dysfunctional Structures of Teaching Trump Teacher Quality,” and “Individual Great Teachers 
Can Overcome All Obstacles.” 
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that I associated with Schneider and Ingram’s typology. I also used Goldstein’s (2014) history of 

the teaching profession to identify other common portrayals of teachers and teachers’ unions. For 

example, Goldstein (2014) discussed how early expansion of public education led to portrayals 

of young female teachers moving west as missionaries who were spreading democratic ideals 

and American ethics (p.13). She also discussed how teachers’ unions in the Civil Rights Era 

were often depicted as militant in their fight for policy changes. I considered how the emotions 

of teachers reflect deservingness. I associated teachers with facial expressions depicting 

happiness as deserving and images showing teachers as angry as undeserving. To accurately 

capture these emotions, I utilized images of emotions used to help children recognize facial 

expressions (e.g., Morin, 2020) and identified key facial cues. Happiness was characterized by 

smiles and relaxed facial expressions, while anger was characterized by narrowed eyebrows, 

furrowed forehead, and a mouth with downturned edges or potentially open. Finally, I included 

descriptions of images and themes that I noticed through the iterative review process that seem to 

be associated with deservingness or political power. For instance, images that include strike 

signs portraying teachers as strong women generally conveyed messages of deservingness, and 

images with large numbers of teachers on strike emphasized the high political power of teachers 

through the size of their group and organization. Inductively, I grouped ways that teachers could 

be perceived as deserving into three themes: deserving because of association with children, 

deserving because education is a public good, and deserving because teachers are worthy of 

respect or economic benefits. Similarly, I also categorized ways teachers can be perceived as 

high power as either being associated with teachers’ unions or being associated with the 

#RedforEd movement. To illustrate how these constructions can be portrayed via images, I offer 

some descriptions of exemplar images in Table 7. 
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Table 7. 
Examples of Applications of Image Coding Scheme Social Constructions Codes 
 

Code Description of Exemplar Image Explanation of how code fits 

Deserving Photograph of three Los Angeles 
teachers facing the camera and smiling, 
holding handmade strike signs that 
include the following text in bright 
colors: “I teach MY STUDENTS to 
STAND UP for THEMSELVES & 
here’s MY […]” and “CAN YOU READ 
THIS? YOU’RE WELCOME” (Davis, 
2019). 
 

Strike signs reference important 
skills teachers develop in students 
for the betterment of society, 
specifically how to self-advocate 
and how to read. The teachers are 
also smiling and posing with their 
signs, a non-aggressive stance that 
showcases their message. 

Undeserving Photograph of parents protesting during 
the Chicago 2012 strike. The parents are 
not wearing red and are not with 
teachers. This is a counter-protest, with 
mass-produced signs that read “350,000 
CPS HOSTAGES! Let Our Children 
Learn” in yellow type on black signs 
(Nicas, 2012).  
 

Parents are shown in opposition to 
the teachers on strike, and 
specifically carry messages 
alleging the strike causes 
significant harm to children by 
equating them to “hostages.” 

High Power Photograph of hundreds of teachers 
marching in West Virginia. Most are 
wearing red clothing and holding hands 
with their arms overhead. Shirts from the 
front line include messages such as 
“United” over an outline of the state. No 
shirts reference a teachers’ union (Dorst, 
2018). 
 

Teachers are shown as having high 
levels of political power through 
their display of solidarity with 
unified clothing and handholding, 
as well as with the large number of 
teachers present. 

Low Power Photograph of state lawmakers in 
Kentucky debating the teachers’ pension 
plan. There are no clear images of 
teachers. The image appears under a 
headline that reads, “Kentucky 
lawmakers pass pension overhaul despite 
teacher protests” (Associated Press, 
2018). 

Rather than showing teachers 
protesting to influence the state 
legislature, the image shows 
lawmakers discussing the pension 
reform bill without teachers 
present. The teachers’ political loss 
is also associated with the image, 
highlighting a lack of political 
power to maintain policy benefits. 
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During the iterative development of the coding scheme, it was apparent that the strike 

signs pictured were crucial to how teachers were being portrayed. The signs are also important to 

understand the role of two key groups of actors in contributing to societal impressions of social 

constructions: news media and the target population-teachers. The news media maintains control 

over which images are collected and published, serving as a curator for images the mass public is 

exposed to. Teachers themselves show agency in the construction process by crafting the 

messages on their strike signs; the media cannot publish photos of strike signs that the teachers 

do not create and display. Given the important role of strike signs in conveying symbols and 

stories that contribute to the social constructions of teachers in these news images, I created 

descriptive codes to identify the types of messages displayed by teachers and to identify when 

strike signs were handmade (crafted by teachers) or not (typically supplied by unions en masse). 

Examples of strike signs exemplars can be found in Appendix B.  

Because social constructions are shown to be related to stereotypes based on identity 

characteristics such as race and gender (Ingram & Schneider, 2005), I also considered the racial 

and gender composition of the groups of teachers in photos. I coded the apparent race and gender 

of the teachers in the photos by coding if the majority of teachers pictured seemed to present as 

either people of color (POC) or white and male or female. In cases where teachers belong 

approximately equally to these dichotomous groupings, I coded the photo as representing a 

diverse racial or gender composition. In cases where the race or gender of teachers was not easily 

determined, such as aerial shots of large groups or the backs of teachers’ heads, the photo’s racial 

or gender composition was coded as “can’t determine.” In cases where photos either contained a 

singular teacher or foregrounded a singular teacher, I coded if the teacher was a “single POC,” 

“single white,” “single male,” or “single female.” To determine race and gender, I use 
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phenotypical markers, such as skin color or hairstyle, and photo captions including titles and 

names of teachers, using the example of Hernández (2016). There are inherent shortcomings of 

using dichotomous variables and phenotypical markers as these may or may not reflect the 

individual’s identification with these groups and neglects the complexity of socially constructed 

categories of race and gender. Within the U.S. social context, there are some racial and gender 

visual cues that associate individuals with categories of race and gender and related stereotype, 

however inaccurate these cues may in representing individuals’ actual lived experiences and 

identities as a person. Hernández (2016) noted that visual cues, such as phenotypical markers of 

race and gender, are important for understanding when race and other identity groups are 

implicitly invoked, particularly in a society that emphasizes color-blindness. Thus, these codes 

assume that the average reader may associate teachers on strike with the identity groups 

represented by the images, and these codes were analyzed to see how characteristics of race and 

gender do and do not relate to social constructions.  

Final components of my coding scheme included three sets of descriptive codes: the role 

of people pictured, the strike pictured, and the strike discussed in the text. As whom is in each 

photo could impact how teachers are portrayed, I coded if the individuals pictured are teachers 

generally, union teachers, students, parents, political leaders, union leaders, non-teacher union 

members, or if the image does not include people at all. I also coded which strike each image 

shows, as some articles include images from a range of strikes across several locations. 

Similarly, I code the title of each article to indicate which strike(s) are discussed in the text. 

While an article may have been gathered while searching for the 2018 Oklahoma strike, for 

example, it may actually focus on the 2018 West Virginia or Kentucky strikes, the 2018 Arizona 

strike that followed the case study strikes, or a combination of all these strikes. In this way, I am 
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able to sort my data by the strike pictured or by the strike discussed to have a more accurate 

analysis of how each event was portrayed.  

Use of Qualitative Data Analysis Software. To facilitate coding and analysis with the 

large volume of data, I used Dedoose analytic software to store, manage, sort, and conduct 

preliminary analyses of image data codes (Bazeley, 2013). The use of media file descriptors for 

contextual factors along with the coding scheme allows for easier comparison among different 

comparison groups or slices of data. To ensure that my research remains embedded in the 

qualitative data, I engaged in a constant iterative process that included short analytic memos 

using features linking memos to codes in Dedoose to track early observations and rationale for 

coding decisions. I also tracked decisions related to data analysis in research notes and discussed 

choices regarding code applications with a research thought partner to be sure I could clearly 

articulate how and why I applied codes as I did.  

Reliability and Validity. I applied my coding scheme in ways that enhance both 

reliability and validity. I used the interrater reliability testing feature within Dedoose to calculate 

Cohen’s Kappa for a subset of the image data, both for intra- and inter-rater reliability. 

Additionally, the size of the dataset helps increase the confidence that findings are more likely to 

hold beyond the sample of articles selected, reducing potential sampling bias (Maxwell, 2013).    

Dedoose allows for images to be coded but does not currently allow for images to be used 

in their training functionality to calculate inter-rater reliability. To circumvent this challenge, I 

created a Microsoft Word document with a subset of images from the full dataset, representing a 

variety of sources and strikes. I included text labels for each image within this document using 

the image captions. I then uploaded the document to Dedoose and coded only the image labels 

with the codes applied during analysis. Both I and two outside thought partners coded the test 
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document manually, writing our selected codes on the document. I then compared the manual 

codes to the image labels and input those responses into the Dedoose training test to calculate 

Cohen’s Kappa for the Social Constructions, Strike Signs, Race, and Gender codes. The results 

indicate strong intra-rater reliability with a kappa of 0.90 and strong inter-rater reliability, with 

an overall kappa of 0.75 and 0.95 with each thought-partner.  

Text Computer-Assisted Content Analysis and Sentiment Analysis. To complement 

the qualitative content analysis of images and to enhance the trustworthiness of my analysis, I 

also conducted sentiment and content analysis using Linguistic Inquiry Word Count (LIWC) and 

Provalis Word Stat and QDA Miner software. Using pre-tested dictionaries considered to be 

valid measures of psychological constructs (Tausczik & Pennebaker, 2010), I utilized LIWC to 

conduct sentiment analysis measuring word frequencies of constructs related to deservingness 

and political power of article text. Because these measures of psychological constructs are 

related but not specifically tailored to the theoretical definitions of deservingness and political 

power, I used Word Stat software to create dictionaries of words invoking political power and 

deservingness that are aligned with Ingram et al.’s (2007) construct definitions. I then apply 

codes to paragraphs that include the identified words to analyze the presence of these constructs 

using QDA Miner, a qualitative coding analysis software that functions in tandem with Word 

Stat (Jones, 2013). 

 Sentiment Analysis using LIWC. LIWC compares document text to user-defined 

dictionaries to generate word counts and percentages of dictionary words found in that document 

(Pennebaker, et al., 2015), and sentiment analysis using LIWC and similar programs has 

previously been applied to study social constructions. For example, Bleich & van der Veen 

(2018) and Bleich et al. (2018) use a compilation of eight lexica to assess the tone of news 
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coverage. If an article had a more positive tone, that was considered to indicate a more positive 

construction for the target group of study and vice versa. I analyzed the word count data for each 

article’s text for articles with at least one paragraph11 (N=617) using LIWC 2015’s included 

measures of emotional tone and positive and negative emotion words. LIWC measures tone on a 

scale from 0-100, with 0 being a very negative tone and 100 being a very positive tone, with the 

mid-point of 50 being a neutral tone and serving as the dividing line between positive and 

negative. I also consider the percent of the article word count that contains positive emotion 

words and negative emotion words. LIWC’s dictionaries of emotions words have been tested and 

determined to match with human ratings of emotions in writing (Alpers et al., 2005; Tausczik & 

Pennebaker, 2010). 

While LIWC has been applied to study the deservingness dynamic of social 

constructions, it has not been directly applied to study the dimension of political power. The 

2015 version of LIWC’s dictionaries included a measure for “power” as a psychological 

construct. This included elements of hierarchies and status comparisons (Pennebaker et al., 

2015). I used this pre-tested dictionary as one measure of the percent of power words within an 

article. In keeping with Bleich & van der Veen (2018) and Bleich et al. (2018b), I assumed that 

attitudes reflected in the word frequency measures attitudes towards the main subject, or target 

population, the event the article covers focuses on. In this study, this is teachers on strike. Thus, I 

contend that if an article has a higher percentage of power words that teachers, as the main 

subject of the strikes, are being portrayed as more powerful. 

 
11 LIWC (Pennebaker Conglomerates, 2023) indicates that analysis of texts with less than 50 words should be 
treated with a degree of skepticism, as the measures of the constructs are more accurate in longer texts. As such, all 
included articles have at least a paragraph of data, resulting in a dataset of articles with a minimum word count of 
140.  
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 Computer-assisted content analysis with Word Stat and QDA Miner. While LIWC 

includes a measure of psychological power, this does not seem to fully capture political power, 

such as voting power. Likewise, there are likely words that capture deservingness or 

undeservingness that are specific to teachers as targets that may not be captured in LIWC’s 

sentiment analysis. To address the potential lack of alignment between the pre-tested dictionaries 

and the constructs of interest, I created social constructions dictionaries that identify words that 

indicate political power and deservingness. Following Deng et al. (2018), I used a systematic and 

iterative procedure to build dictionaries reflecting high political power, low political power, 

deserving, and undeserving constructions of teachers. The dictionary building process was 

facilitated by Word Stat 9 software, which calculates the frequency of use of words across a 

dataset (Provalis Research, 2021). Word Stat can automatically exclude common words such as 

articles (the, a, an, etc.) that are likely to occur frequently as an artifact of language conventions, 

providing a list of words used, their frequency, and a full listing of in-context use of the words. 

Words can then be sorted into user-created categories.  

Using Word Stat software, I generated a word and phrase frequency list from a randomly 

selected 20% of my text analysis dataset, ensuring that all strikes and news sources were 

represented in the sample. I selected every fifth article from an alphabetical list of my data files 

and checked that my final subset had every strike event represented by at least 5 articles and that 

each news source was represented by at least 10 articles. This resulted in a dataset of 128 

articles.  

Conceptually, to create the dictionaries, I followed a three-step process. First, I 

deductively identified words I anticipated being related to the constructs of political power and 

deservingness. Then, I reviewed the most frequent words and phrases from a subsection of the 
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dataset to identify inductively words that may be related to the dimensions of social 

constructions. To ensure my dictionaries were valid, I then applied the dictionaries to the full 

dataset and checked each dictionary word’s use in context to ensure it belonged in the dictionary, 

removing words that were not consistently used in ways that suggested either political power or 

deservingness. I describe this process in detail below and provide the step-by-step iterations of 

the dictionary in Appendix C. 

I began by sorting words deductively. Before running Word Stat’s word frequency 

analysis, I used Ingram et al.’s (2007) definitions of deservingness and political power to create a 

list of words and their synonyms that would be expected to be associated with either of these 

dimensions. This is in alignment with LIWC’s initial dictionary building procedure (Tausczik & 

Pennebaker, 2010). While this list is useful as a starting point, it is important that any dictionary 

be aligned with the text being analyzed (Deng et al, 2018). Thus, rather than include all the 

deductively derived words in the concept dictionaries, I first checked that these words and their 

use in the context of my corpus of news article data were in alignment with Schneider and 

Ingram’s use of political power and deservingness. Deductive words were included in the first 

iteration of the dictionary if they were both (1) present in the word frequency list and (2) was 

consistently used in context in a way that aligned with the social constructions’ concepts’ 

definitions. For a word or phrase to be included in the final dictionary, it needed to relate to the 

concepts in context in at least 80% of the excerpts (paragraphs) it appeared in, in keeping with 

prior literature (Bengtson & Xu, 1995; Bezem, 2021). This resulted in 49 political power words 

or phrases and 16 deservingness words or phrases.  

My deductive procedure likely would not identify all related words, particularly those 

related to the absence of deservingness (undeservingness) and political power (low power) and 
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those words that may be related to ways to show deservingness and power in the context of a 

strike. I built upon this deductive based using an inductive word and phrase sorting procedure. I 

reviewed the full list of frequent words and phrases from the 20% data subset to identify any 

words or phrases that might be related to social constructions. I checked each of these words or 

phrases in context to ensure that they met the 80% fit threshold before including the linguistic 

element in a dictionary. This process resulted in 90 high power words or phrases, 23 deserving 

words or phrases, 24 undeserving words or phrases, and 1 low power word (“concessions”). 

Because so few words suggested a low level of or lack of political power, I conceptualized an 

article showing teachers as having low political power if it has less reference to words or phrases 

from the high political power dictionary and removed the low political power dictionary from the 

analysis. I also inductively created dictionaries of words that referenced key stakeholder groups – 

teachers, unions, children, parents, political leaders, and administrators – to assess if the presence 

of different groups in text was related to the presence of words related to particular constructions. 

I then used Word Stat to calculate the frequencies of occurrence of the dictionary words 

and phrases across the full text analysis dataset (N=617). As a validity check, I reviewed each 

dictionary word or phrase in context to ensure that the words continued to reflect the intended 

constructs in the full dataset. Words or phrases that did not meet the 80% threshold were 

removed from the dictionaries. This resulted in final dictionaries with 73 high power words and 

phrases, 14 deserving words and phrases, and 18 undeserving words and phrases (see Appendix 

C for the process and final dictionaries).  

Once dictionaries were finalized, I used Word Stat’s frequency function to identify all the 

paragraphs that used words or phrases from each of the dictionaries. I applied codes to all 

excerpts identified by Word Stat, using the dictionary name as the code. For example, 460 
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excerpts contained at least one word from the deservingness dictionary, and all these segments 

were coded with the label “Deserving.” These codes then were exported to QDA Miner 6, where 

I could compare code applications, code frequencies, and code co-occurrences across the dataset 

or in segments (Provalis Research, 2020). Much like Dedoose, QDA Miner allows for the 

association of descriptive variables with each article, so code applications could be compared by 

strike event, location characteristics, news sources, and related variables of interest. 

Analytic Procedure 

 For both the image and text content analyses, I labeled my content data using either a 

coding scheme (image data) or dictionaries (text data) and then compared the application of these 

labels within and across strike event and news source comparison groups by creating summary 

tables, bar graphs, and line graphs. I describe the coding and linguistic analysis processes below 

in the Image Context Analysis Coding Scheme section and Text Computer-Assisted Content 

Analysis and Sentiment Analysis section. To understand how social constructions of teachers 

were conveyed within the context of each strike event, I compared frequencies of social 

construction code applications, code co-occurrences, and word frequencies across the 7 cases. I 

then compared how constructions differed among individual events, between the early statewide 

strikes (West Virginia 2018, Kentucky 2018, and Oklahoma 2018) and the later citywide strikes 

(Los Angeles 2019, Denver 2019, and Chicago 2019), over time by comparing the Chicago 2012 

and 2019 strikes, and across the variation in teacher demographics in each location. To compare 

across demographics, I group strike events by if they occurred in a location where the proportion 

of white teachers compared to non-white teachers was greater than the national average (West 

Virginia 2018 and Kentucky 2018), similar to the national average (Oklahoma 2018 and Denver 

2018), and less than the national average (Los Angeles 2019 and Chicago 2019). In addition to 
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considering how constructions varied by the racial demographics of a place, I also compared 

how teachers were portrayed based on the racial composition of the teachers pictured in 

photographs. I also compared how teachers were constructed across news sources, first 

comparing the individual news sources, then in groups by political lean (Left-leaning, Center, 

and Right-leaning sources), and by type of news source (newspaper, television network 

producing online news, or online news site).  

While much of this analytic comparative process was conducted separately for the image 

and text data, I also considered how the image and text data varied in how they portrayed 

teachers. The online news articles exist with both images and text appearing together, 

complementing each other, and carrying meanings in their combination. As such, I created 

matrices comparing each article’s image social construction code counts to dictionary word 

frequency measures for related social constructions words. 

Because of the nature of the differing types of data, some research questions best lent 

themselves to exploration through the image data alone. Through the analytic process, an 

emergent finding was that strike signs seemed to play an important role in how teachers were 

constructed in images. As a result, I began to question how teachers themselves, through the 

creation of and choosing to display messages via strike signs, shaped policy images of 

themselves as a group. While the media has editorial discretion and chooses what to publish, 

photographers cannot photograph something that is not present at the event. Strike signs were a 

way that teachers could convey messages about the profession, schools, their demands, and their 

“why” – why they teach and why they are on strike, that could then be broadly shared beyond the 

picket line in images from news coverage. To understand how teachers shaped social 

constructions about themselves as a target population, I analyzed how social constructions varied 
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by strike sign theme, and how signs and constructions varied based on event and news source. 

Limitations 

 There are several limitations regarding this study. First, as the study uses qualitative 

methodologies and descriptive statistics in its analysis, the findings are not causal and thus this 

study does not represent a test of Schneider and Ingram’s (1993, 1997, 2019) theory of social 

constructions of target populations, but an application of the theory and its concepts to a specific 

context. While the study is does not employ causal methods, I seek to enhance its 

generalizability through thoughtful sampling and through the analysis of a large volume of data 

to help ensure that the themes identified are more likely to be representative of cases beyond 

those studied (Maxwell, 2013). Additionally, as this study focuses on a specific movement of 

teacher strikes, it is possible that the findings may not be generalizable to strike events beyond 

the context studied. 

 Computer-assisted text analysis is a powerful tool to analyze large volumes of text in 

ways that would present capacity challenges for the unassisted human. However, even at today’s 

stage of advanced technology, there are limitations to what a computer can accurately identify, 

particularly the nuances of tone. LIWC software notes that sarcasm is particularly hard for 

linguistic dictionaries to accurately identify the tone of, for example (Pennebaker et al., 2015). 

Words also have multiple meanings, and thus sometimes the inclusion of a particular word in a 

sentence or paragraph may not be an indicator of the concept being studies (Pennebaker et al., 

2015). To help account for this, I make two strategic choices in my analysis. The first is that I 

use both LIWC and self-created dictionaries in Word Stat software to balance the rigorous 

validity testing of LIWC with the concept precision of the inductively created dictionaries. 

Comparing the results of both analyses allows me to identify potential issues with the computer-
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assisted analysis. Further, for the content analysis of the text conducted using the social 

constructions dictionaries using Word Stat and QDA Miner, I verified that all words that 

remained in the final dictionaries were related to the intended concepts in at least 80% of the 

uses of the word in context. By reviewing each word’s use in this way, I can account for errors of 

inclusion such as a word being used multiple ways and sarcastic uses of words. As such, I have 

created smaller, more conservative dictionaries that may not include fewer words that could be 

associated with the social construction concepts in favor of accuracy. 

 Beyond methodological limitations, I also understand that this work focuses solely on the 

news media’s social constructions of teachers. This study does not consider how other 

stakeholders, such as the broader public or policymakers, perceived teachers during these strike 

events, nor does this study consider how sources beyond online line written and still images 

portrayed teachers, such as video data or social media data. These are important players in the 

policy process and worthy sources of data regarding social constructions for future studies.  
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS REGARDING OVERALL SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS OF 

TEACHERS ON STRIKE DURING THE RED FOR ED MOVEMENT 

 During the Red for Ed strikes12 (articles N= 660, images N=1619), teachers were 

frequently portrayed in images as an advantaged target population – seen as both politically 

powerful and as worthy of policy benefits. More than half (54.23%, N=878) of the images from 

the coverage of the Red for Ed strikes (N=1619) portrayed teachers as deserving, and over two-

thirds (69.92%, N=1132) of the images showed teachers as having strong political power. Only 

14.82% (N=240) of images showed teachers as undeserving and 2.22% (N=36) of images 

showed teachers as having weak political power. Looking at when social construction codes co-

occurred in the same image, deserving and high political power co-occurred the most often at 

33.72% (N=546) of the time. None of the other deservingness and power combinations occur 

together in more than 10% of the images. 

 To visualize how the images from the Red for Ed dataset as a whole fit along the spectra 

of deservingness and political power, I plotted the percentage of images displaying these two 

characteristics on a coordinate plane to coincide with Schneider & Ingram’s (2019) social 

constructions matrix (see Figure 2). I conceptualized an X-axis where the value -100 is 

equivalent to 100% of images portraying teachers as deserving and 0% of the images portrayed 

teachers as undeserving. A value of 100 is equivalent to 100% of images portraying teachers as 

undeserving and 0% of images portraying teachers as deserving. Likewise, the Y-axis value of 

100 corresponds with 100% of images displaying teachers with high power and 0% of the 

images displaying teachers with low power, and the value of -100 corresponding to 100% of 

images displaying low power and 0% of the images displaying high power. I used this scale to 

 
12 The Red for Ed strike dataset includes all articles gathered from the 2018 and 2019 case study strike events. This 
portion of the dataset excludes the data from the Chicago 2012 dataset (articles N=168, images N= 383). 
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calculate the difference between the percent deserving and undeserving and the percent high 

power and low power. These differences became a set of coordinates with a measure of 

deservingness and power that allows for a visual representation of teachers’ average social 

construction. 

Figure 2.  
Overall Social Construction of Teachers during the Red for Ed Strikes 
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In addition to identifying the approximate levels of deservingness and political power 

portrayed by the news coverage of the Red for Ed strikes through the visualization, I also 

compared how often deservingness codes co-occurred with political power codes (see Table 8). I 

found that teachers were shown as both deserving and having high levels of political power, or 

an advantaged construction, most often, with the two constructs co-occurring in just over a third 

(33.72%, N= 546) of the Red for Ed images. Teachers were shown as contenders, having high 

power and less deservingness, in 8.03% (N=130) of the images. Media images portrayed teachers 

as having low power very infrequently, with less than 1% of images showing teachers as 

dependents or deviants. These results provide additional evidence that during the Red for Ed 

strikes, media portrayed teachers as an advantaged target group most often. 

Table 8.  
Images with Co-Occurring Social Constructions Codes from Red for Ed Strike Coverage 
(N=1619) 
 
 Deserving Undeserving 
 n % n % 

High Political Power 546 33.72 130 8.03 

Low Political Power 2 0.12 13 0.80 
 

 The image data portrays deservingness in ways the article text does not. Content analysis 

of the text using the social constructions dictionaries indicates that there were nearly equal 

numbers of articles that used language that described teachers as deserving of policy benefits and 

those that described teachers as undeserving, with 53.91% (N=262) of articles using deserving 

language and 51.44% (N=250) of articles using undeserving language. This near equal weight to 

deserving and undeserving language indicates that media likely tries to present multiple 

viewpoints within the text, presenting the teachers’ justification for a strike with the 
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inconveniences and challenges posed by closing schools. Much like with the image data, 

political power of teachers was nearly ubiquitous across articles, with 97.33% of the Red for Ed 

articles showing political power. These trends in social constructions presence hold when 

considering when social constructions words co-occur in the same paragraph as the word 

“teacher” and when considering the full dataset, inclusive of the Chicago 2012 strike data. The 

full results of the word frequencies are summarized in a series of figures in Appendix D. 

The balance of deserving and undeserving text found in the text content analysis aligns 

with LIWC sentiment analysis. Using positive and negative tone as a corollary for deserving and 

undeserving constructions (e.g., Bleich et al., 2018; Bleich & van der Veen, 2018), the Red for 

Ed articles on average have a slightly negative tone, or slight tendency towards undeservingness, 

with a rating of 37.78 on a scale from 0-100, with 0 being very negative and 100 being a very 

positive tone. However, there is some variation masked by averages, as LIWC’s tone measure 

within the Red for Ed dataset ranged from 1.00 to 97.66. Figure 3 shows the distribution of 

article counts for LIWC tone measures, highlighting how article tone tended to be slightly 

negative, though overall clustering towards the middle rather than either end of the spectrum. 

These findings are in line with literature that finds news media has a tendency towards negativity 

(Bode et al., 2020; Dunaway, 2013; Farnsworth & Lichter, 2011; Lengauer et al., 2012) and 

media effort towards at least perceived objectivity (Comstock & Scharrer, 2005). Overall, 

emotion words occurred infrequently in the article text, with positive emotion words occurring 

on average in 1.94% of the article words and negative emotion words occurring in 1.33% of the 

article text on average. Much like with the content analysis using the social constructions 

dictionaries showed that words showing high levels of political power were most common, 

LIWC’s linguistic analysis finds that words invoking power occurred more frequently than those 
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evoking emotion, with articles about the Red for Ed strikes averaging power words in 7.07% of 

their total word count.  

Figure 3 
Distribution of LIWC Tone Measures, Text Analysis Red for Ed Dataset (N=486 articles) 
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teachers as capable of exerting political pressure. 

 While the text analysis shows teachers portrayed as deserving and undeserving at similar 

rates, the images selected to accompany the text convey more nuanced messages about teachers. 

The even distribution of deserving and undeserving words in the text coupled with the tendency 

towards a slight negative tone reflect the style of news coverage in American media: the 

appearance of objectivity with an overall negative tone. However, the images show a noticeably 

more deserving view of teachers, with more than 3.5xs as many images showing teachers as 

deserving than as undeserving. In a media landscape that is filled with eye-catching photos, 

soundbites, and quick, easy-to-digest snippets of text, pictures may truly be worth a thousand 

words, and analyzing the content of those images provides information missed by reviewing the 

text alone. 

Teachers as Deserving 

 The majority of images (N=878) during the Red for Ed strikes portrayed teachers as 

deserving, often by either showing teachers as worthy of economic benefits or respect or by 

affiliating teachers with children and occasionally by highlighting the importance of teachers to 

society broadly as providers of a public good. Nearly a quarter (24.26%, N=213) of the images 

that showed teachers as deserving did not invoke any of these three themes. Many of these 

images showed teachers on strike who were happy or celebrating or indicated support for 

teachers. During the 2019 Chicago teachers’ strike several Democratic presidential candidates 

joined teachers on the picket line, indicating that they saw the teachers’ demands as worthwhile 

and the teachers as deserving. 

Worthy of Economic Benefits and Respect 

Teachers were shown as worthy of economic benefits or of respect in 41.57% (N=365) of 
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deserving images. The issues of respect and economics are uniquely entwined, as pay and 

benefits are often equated to the valuation of work, with work that is seen as more deserving (for 

example, work society views as necessary, important, or requiring unique or advanced 

qualification) being more worthy of respect. A strike sign from the 2019 Chicago teachers’ strike 

said, “OVERWORKED! UNDERPAID! NO RESPECT! FAIR CONTRACT NOW!” 

(Krzaczynski, 2019), emphasizing how teachers viewed pay, respect, and collective bargaining 

contracts that outline working conditions as interconnected concerns. Sometimes, this theme was 

shown by emphasizing the challenges of teachers’ finances. For example, an article included a 

photo of a smiling Denver math teacher at her desk with brightly colored teaching materials and 

the heading “She’s one car breakdown away from living in a camper van” (CNN, 2019b), 

suggesting that as a working professional this teacher deserves to be in a better financial situation 

where she is debating the trade-offs of paying for transportation or housing. The media portrayed 

teachers as deserving through images and stories that highlighted teachers who struggled 

financially on their teaching salary alone, with the implication that a full-time professional 

career, like teaching, should provide sufficient income to pay bills. Teachers also pushed this 

message through signs that captured their economic frustrations. Some examples from the strike 

in Oklahoma include signs reading, “My 2nd Job Paid for my Sign!” (CNN, 2018c) and “Teacher 

Needs School Supplies! Anything Helps” (CNN, 2018a). In addition to focusing on personal 

finances, some images included strike signs with messages indicating teachers deserve other 

employment benefits, such as a pension or a fair contract. Other images focused on respect 

generally without invoking money: “KENTUCKY Teachers Deserve RESPECT” (CNN, 2018d). 

Worthy because Children are Deserving 

 Just over a third (33.94%, N= 298) of the images showing teachers as deserving aligned 
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teachers with children in some way. Some images showed children striking with teachers, often 

carrying signs indicating that students would benefit from the policy gains teachers were striking 

for. In Los Angeles, a young girl was pictured wearing red and holding a sign with the message, 

“WE’RE NOT SARDINES. LOWER CLASS SIZES” (Schnell, 2019). Other images show 

teachers using strike signs to indicate that they were advocating on behalf of their students, or 

commonly “On Strike for My Students” (e.g., Associated Press, 2019b). Beyond the explicit 

association with students via strike signs, the media also would include images of smiling 

teachers working with students in the classroom as part of their strike coverage, reinforcing the 

ways teachers benefit students. By equating teachers’ demands to students’ needs, these images 

reinforce an image of teachers as selfless children’s advocates, rather than as greedy or self-

serving.  

Worthy because Education is a Public Good 

 While not nearly as prevalent as images that emphasized the economic worthiness of 

teachers or children’s worthiness, some images showed teachers as worthy because they provide 

a public good that benefits society broadly. Of the deserving images, 14.24% (N=125) depicted 

ways that educators serve the public good. This particular message was conveyed almost 

exclusively through strike signs teachers were pictured with, and included messages such as 

“Invest in the Future” (Zalubowski, 2018), “CAN YOU READ THIS? YOU’RE WELCOME” 

(Davis, 2019), and “Think EDUCATION’S expensive? try IGNORANCE” (Franklin, 2017).  

Article Language Connects Themes of Deservingness Together 

The themes of teachers as worthy professionals, working for the betterment of their 

students and the public good, were often connected in the text to show how teachers were 

deserving of the policy benefits they were on strike for. News articles focused on difficult 
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financial choices teachers were forced to make, and how those choices impacted students. For 

example, an article from The Washington Post (Balingit, 2018) used a vignette to show how low 

pay incentives quality teachers to leave some school systems: “Oklahoma’s 2016 teacher of the 

year, Shawn Sheehan, decamped for Texas last year, joining many other teachers who sought 

higher-paying jobs.” The implication is the students of Oklahoma lost out on the opportunity to 

learn from an excellent teacher because of poor teacher pay. Other articles emphasized that 

teachers are worthy of respect beyond an appropriate paycheck, sometimes by quoting strike 

supporters. Collinson (2018) quotes a tweet from Senator Elizabeth Warren: 

“Teachers in OK, KY, WV & all across the country change the lives of little girls and 

boys everyday,” Warren wrote in a Twitter thread. “They deserve our respect & support. 

I stand in solidarity with those teachers who are fighting to support their families & 

invest in their students. Their fight is our fight.” 

Here the media uses quotes to justify that teachers deserve respect and economic benefits 

because of the benefits they confer to their students. Language in the articles also highlighted the 

unique position teachers’ play in preparing students for the workforce. As opinion columnist 

Krugman (2018) noted, 

So we’re left with a nation in which teachers, the people we count on to prepare our 

children for the future, are starting to feel like members of the working poor, unable to 

make ends meet unless they take second jobs. 

In addition to linking teachers’ deservingness to the benefits their students already receive, some 

articles note that the policy benefits that teachers were on strike for also benefit students, like:  

“Our students deserve smaller class sizes. They deserve nurses. The deserve social 

workers. They deserve bilingual educators,” Perales said. “This is what we’re asking for 
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at the table, and we’re willing to strike to get them for our students.” (Andone, 2019) 

The collective article text tells a story of teachers as deserving because they have been selfless 

for too long – describing teachers who do everything they can to help their students (even going 

on strike) despite being compensated poorly and facing difficult working conditions.  

Teachers as Undeserving 

The images of worthy teachers contrast with the smaller proportion (N=240) of images 

that show teachers as undeserving. Often, teachers were presented as less deserving when 

children were shown to be being negatively impacted by strikes, particularly being shown out of 

class. For example, sometimes political leaders on the opposite end of negotiations from teachers 

were pictured spending time with children who were not in school, such as Chicago Mayor Lori 

Lightfoot sitting with students at a local YMCA during the strike (Lott, 2019). Other images 

showed empty classrooms (e.g., Flynn, 2018), with the absence of teachers being a key indicator 

of being less deserving. Other images of striking teachers include captions or are placed under 

headlines like “What will happen to 600,000 students?” to emphasize the displacement caused by 

the strike (Dovarganes, 2019). Occasionally, public school teachers were specifically shown as 

less deserving by including images of charter schools still in session while traditional public 

schools were on strike. During the Los Angeles teachers’ strike, the Wall Street Journal ran an 

article highlighting that charter schools remained open, showing charter teachers smiling and 

engaged in small group instruction as students conducted experiments (Zaucha, 2019).  

Similarly, the text analysis reflected the theme of teachers as undeserving when the 

inconveniences of a teacher strike, especially for children, are highlighted. Ten of 18 

undeserving dictionary words reflected closing schools in some way, all of which were added 

through an inductive review of the language used in the news articles. In an article with broad 
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coverage of the early portion of the Red for Ed movement, Arizona Governor Doug Ducey was 

quoted as tweeting, “No one wants to see teachers strike. If schools shut down, our kids are the 

ones who lose out” (Karimi & Sutton, 2018). Another article quoted a parent who said, “I know 

there has been some frustration just from what I have heard – a lot of working parents. It’s hard 

to find child care last minute” (Hanna & Weisfeldt, 2018). Kentucky Governor Matt Bevin’s 

viral quote – “I guarantee you somewhere in Kentucky today, a child was sexually assaulted that 

was left at home because there was nobody there to watch them” (McLaren & Aulbach, 2018) – 

featured in 10 articles (2.06% of the Red for Ed text analysis dataset) and was a particularly 

strong criticism of teachers.  

Teachers were also sometimes shown as angry while protesting, portraying a more 

aggressive image that could be seen as less deserving when compared with images of teachers 

smiling, embracing students and parents, and otherwise appearing peaceable. For example, 

teachers were shown yelling and “boo[ing]” with their eyebrows narrowed as they filled the 

Kentucky State Capitol (Greene, 2018), in contrast to teachers smiling and waving outside the 

West Virginia capitol (CNN, 2018b).  

Other images showed political leaders who were opposed to the strike, often with a quote 

emphasizing their position. The Washington Post shared a photograph of Education Secretary 

Betsy DeVos with the caption that “DeVos said striking teachers should ‘serve the students that 

are there to be served’” (Martinez Monsivals, 2018). Similarly, photos of Oklahoma Governor 

Mary Fallin accompanied her comment that teachers’ demands were “kind of like a teenager 

wanting a better car” (Fox News, 2018), and Kentucky Governor Matt Bevin’s photo was shown 

with captions referencing his insinuation that teachers were responsible for child abuse that 

occurred during sickouts (McLaren, 2018). By showing images of people with political power 
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denouncing teachers, the news outlets shared ways that teachers were seen as unworthy of the 

benefits they sought, both by being greedy – like a teenager wanting a better car – and by 

harming children. 

Importantly, how teachers are associated with children impacts how teachers are viewed 

as deserving or undeserving. When teachers are either associated with the benefits they already 

confer to students through their work or as advocating for students, they are viewed as deserving. 

However, when teachers are depicted as harming students by striking, typically through their 

absence, they appear less deserving of policy benefits themselves. When pictured with children, 

teachers were pictured as deserving in 82.91% of images (N=97) and undeserving in only 

10.26% of images (N=12). When students were pictured without teachers, teachers were 

depicted as undeserving in half of the images (50.98%, N=52). Positively associating with 

children, particularly as advocates and supporters of children, allows teachers to also affiliate 

with some of the traditional social constructions of children as deserving. 

Much like associating with children in a positive way allows teachers to adopt 

perceptions of deservingness, associating with unions seems to affiliate teachers with less 

deserving policy images. Teachers who visually identified with unions were depicted as 

undeserving more frequently than teachers who were not visually affiliated with unions. Nearly 

18% (17.91%, N=60) of the images showing union teachers (N=335) were labeled undeserving, 

compared to 8.79% (N=81) of images showing non-union teachers (N=921). Who teachers align 

themselves with also relates to the perceived level of deservingness of themselves as a target 

group. 

Teachers as Politically Powerful 

 As strikes are one way for teachers to display political power, it should not be surprising 
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that news coverage of teacher strikes largely shows teachers as having strong political power 

with 69.92% (N=1132) of images from the Red for Ed strikes showing high political power. Per 

Ingram, et al.’s (2007) definition of political power, one of the ways a group can display political 

resources is by being united and easy to mobilize. Teachers looked unified and organized most 

frequently when associating with the Red for Ed movement (N=775) or when associating with a 

teachers’ union (N=378). Interestingly, 23.23% of the images that conveyed teachers as having 

high political power showed teachers associating with both the Red for Ed movement and a 

teachers’ union, so associating with the Red for Ed movement did not necessarily result in 

teachers disassociating with unions. 

 Approaching half (45.23%, N=512) of the images showing high political power for 

teachers did this by exclusively affiliating with the Red for Ed movement and not with teachers’ 

unions. The West Virginia teachers’ strike, which was the first of the wave of 2018 and 2019 

strikes, showed unity by wearing red shirts often printed with messages such as “WV Teachers 

United [with an outline of the state]” or “55 United [with a state map of the 55 school districts]” 

(Hudson, 2018). Teachers striking in Arizona in 2018 used the #RedforEd commonly in mass-

produced and other strike signs (e.g., York, 2018), and while the Arizona strike was not selected 

as a case study, photos from this strike often appeared in coverage of other teacher strikes as the 

news outlets tried to convey the scope of teacher protests nationally. As a result, signs with 

“#RedforEd” were commonly found in coverage of the teacher strikes, even if a particular strike 

event did not use the slogan itself. This became the name and phrase associated with the 

teachers’ movement, and teachers and their supports evoked the movement by wearing red, a 

tactic seen across the events.  

The text analysis using the social constructions dictionaries also highlights the emphasis 
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on the Red for Ed movement. “RedforEd” and “movement” were among the most frequently 

occurring words in the high political power dictionary, with “RedforEd” and similar words (e.g., 

“Red for Ed”) occurring 157 times and “movement” (and “movements”) occurring 309 times. 

Only the term “walkout” occurred more frequently from the high political power dictionary, 

showing how important the concept of the political movement was to conceptualizing teacher 

power (see Appendix D for frequencies of all dictionary words). Similarly, I find that when high 

political power dictionary words occurred within a paragraph, words referencing teachers also 

occurred in 72.4% (N=2439) of those paragraphs but words referencing unions only co-occurred 

with high political power words in 23.3% (N= 784) of paragraphs with high power words. The 

prevalence of language discussing teachers, rather than teachers’ unions, as powerful indicates 

that in the case of the 2018 and 2019 strikes much of the political power was derived from the 

political movement rather than from the organization of the unions. 

 About a tenth (10.16%, N=115) of the images showing teachers as high power only 

associated teachers with a union and not with the Red for Ed movement, with most of these 

images coming from the Los Angeles and Chicago teacher strikes. These urban cities have strong 

teachers’ union presence, and the unions played a central role in organizing the strike activities. 

Often, these images were video stills or photographs of union leadership discussing the strike, 

such as United Teachers Los Angeles president Alex Caputo-Pearl addressing the press after the 

Los Angeles’ strike was called off (Reuters, 2019). Other images that captured teachers having 

political power through their affiliation with the union showed teachers holding printed signs 

with union logos and basic slogans, like those produced by the Chicago Teachers Union that 

read, “ON STRIKE for MY STUDENTS” and “FAIR CONTRACT NOW!,” and sometimes also 

showed teachers receiving the support of other unions, including the Service Employees 
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International Union (SEIU) that joined Chicago Teachers on picket lines with signs in their 

organization’s purple and yellow colors (Gress, 2019).  

The text also emphasized the union’s demands. For example, a Wall Street Journal article 

characterized the conflict in the Chicago 2019 strike as between Mayor Lori Lightfoot and the 

union: “Ms. Lightfoot said Wednesday that some of the union’s demands can’t be met because of 

funding, but that talks will go on. She also said that the union has continued to make demands 

during the negotiation process” (Hobbs, 2019). One author characterized one of the key issues of 

the Los Angeles teachers’ strike, charter regulation, as a “war between union leaders and charter 

school supporters” (Schallhorn, 2018), another example of using language to invoke unions as a 

target group rather than teachers. Words referencing unions appeared in most frequently in the 

articles from the Los Angeles (N=772 paragraphs) and Chicago 2019 (N=558) strikes, compared 

to other case studies. The next highest occurrence of paragraphs with union language was in the 

articles covering the West Virginia 2018 strike, with 328 coded paragraphs. Of the paragraphs 

including union dictionary words, 12.06% were from the Los Angeles coverage and 8.72% were 

from the Chicago 2019 coverage, compared to 5.12% from West Virginia. Likewise, 15.23% of 

paragraphs coded from the Los Angeles data and 16.36% of Chicago 2019 data included union 

language. Overall, we see that references to unions and related words were more common in the 

locations with high levels of union power. 

Images affiliating teachers with union power emphasized teachers less. A third of the 

images that only showcased power through unions, and not the Red for Ed movement, did not 

include teachers in them (33.04%, N=38). Conversely, images that exclusively pictured power 

through the Red for Ed movement almost all included teachers (97.27%, N=498), with only 

2.73% of images not picturing teachers. The media images more clearly associated teachers with 
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the Red for Ed movement. While there was still a strong association between teachers and 

teachers’ unions, about a third of the time unions were shown as powerful without teachers. This 

suggests teachers and teachers’ unions are not synonymous target populations, and that the 

perceptions of the unions are not always the perceptions of teachers.  

 Roughly a fifth (21.38%, N=242) of images showing teachers as high power did not 

associate teachers with either the Red for Ed movement or teachers’ unions. Typically, these 

images showed a large number of people on strike, often zoomed out to capture the size of the 

crowd (e.g., Davidson, 2019). In many of these images, it was difficult to determine what strike 

signs read, if people were wearing similar clothing, or other distinguishing features that may 

represent a united effort. Instead, these images capture Ingram et al.’s (2007) description of a 

powerful group as large. The effect of these images is two-fold. It suggests there are a large 

number of people in support of the teachers’ policy demands and suggests the impact of such a 

large work stoppage could be significant, both ways teachers can show their political power. 

Teachers as Politically Weak 

 Few of the images from the Red for Ed teacher strikes depicted teachers as politically 

weak. Only 36 images (2.22% of the total images from the Red for Ed events) showed teachers 

as lacking political power. Typically, images that showed teachers as low power did this by 

showing the political leaders or administrators the teachers were bargaining with as powerful. 

For example, a video of teachers striking in Chicago was accompanied by the title “Mayor to 

teachers: Chicago won’t budge on money,” suggesting that teachers did not have the power to 

force the city to make significant changes (Associated Press, 2019a). Some images more subtly 

attributed power to political leaders over teachers by having political leaders as the key sources 

for updates on the strike’s status instead of teachers or union representatives. The Washington 
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Post used a photo of Governor Jim Justice at a press conference to accompany an article 

announcing the end of the West Virginia teacher strike (Raby, 2018). Notably, in 33 of the 36 

images (91.67%) showing teachers as having weak political power, teachers were absent from 

the photos. Emphasizing how uncommon it was for news coverage to show teachers as lacking 

political power when on strike, the deductive and inductive review of word frequencies used to 

create the social constructions dictionaries only yielded one word that related to low political 

power in at least 80% of its occurrences – “concessions.” Because this word alone does not 

represent the concept of low political power, I eliminated the low political power dictionary from 

the text analysis. It is worth noting that only 13 articles from the Red for Ed time period did not 

contain words from the high political power dictionary, suggesting that even an absence of 

political power words was uncommon. Overall, teachers engaging in strikes were not described 

as politically weak, so strikes and protests are an opportunity for teachers to assert their power 

collectively as a target population. 

Relating Images and Text Data to Each Other 

 Throughout this study, I primarily consider how the image and text data from news 

articles separately relate to social constructions of teachers. However, the images and text are 

published together and function jointly as an information source. News articles with images 

coded as having high political power or as deserving also tended contain words from the high 

political power and deserving dictionaries.  Of those articles used in the text analysis that also 

contained images showing high political power (N=416), nearly all (98.80%, N=411) of the 

articles contained words from the high political power dictionary. The ubiquity of teachers being 

presented as having strong political power is evident across the media data. 

The deserving and undeserving social constructions dictionaries show some alignment 
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with the occurrence of deserving and undeserving images, though not nearly as strong of a 

relationship. The majority of articles with deserving images (N=343) also had text with words 

from the deserving dictionary (58.02%, N=199 articles). Articles without deserving images were 

less likely to include deserving language (42.66% or 61 of the 143 articles without a deserving 

photo). Initially, having an image that showed teachers as undeserving seemed to not correlate 

with article text that includes language that suggests teachers are undeserving. Less than half 

(48.89%, N=66) of the articles with undeserving images also had undeserving text, but slightly 

more than half (51.85%, N=182) of the images without an undeserving image had undeserving 

text. In both cases, articles had deserving text at about the same rate (with an undeserving image- 

55.56%, N=75; without an undeserving image- 52.71%, N=185). However, some articles have 

both images that show deservingness and images showing undeservingness. To understand if the 

presence of image social constructions collectively were related to the presence of corresponding 

language about teachers, I considered how the deserving images alone, undeserving images 

alone, both deserving and undeserving images together, and neither deserving nor undeserving 

images relate to the article text content (see Table 9). Across all image conditions, the text 

contained deserving and undeserving language in roughly half of the articles, though there was a 

slight decrease in number of articles with deserving language when deserving photos were not 

present. Looking at the number of paragraphs, rather than articles, with deserving and 

undeserving language, allows us to consider how often language was used across the corpus in 

case articles with particular combinations of images used language of deservingness more 

frequently within their text. Paragraphs that occurred in articles with deserving photos had 

deserving language more frequently and paragraphs that occurred in articles without deserving 

photos had undeserving language more frequently (see Table 10). Overall, this provides evidence 
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that there is moderate alignment with the social constructions dictionaries and image coding 

schemes.  

Table 9. 
Comparison of Deservingness Image Codes to Text Analysis Social Constructions Dictionaries 
by Articles, Red for Ed articles in text analysis (N=486) 
 

Text Analysis 
Dictionary 

Word 
Presence 

Image Codes Co-Occurrence 

Both Deserving 
and Undeserving 

Codes Present 

Deserving Code 
Present, 

Undeserving 
Code Not Present 

Undeserving 
Code Present, 

Deserving Code 
Not Present 

Neither 
Deserving nor 
Undeserving 

Codes Present 
n % n % n % n % 

Deserving 
Words 
Present 

51 63.75 148 56.27 24 43.64 37 42.05 

Undeserving 
Words 
Present 

42 52.5 138 52.47 24 43.64 44 50.00 

Total Articles 80  263  55  88  

 

In addition to enhancing the validity of the analysis, this also provides evidence that 

qualitative image content analysis provides insight beyond computer-assisted content analysis of 

the text alone when considering news media. The lack of variation in occurrence of deserving 

and undeserving words suggests that the style of news articles lends itself to presenting “both 

sides” of an issue, resulting in less clear portrayals of deservingness as worthiness is related to 

societal value-judgements. This aligns with Hess and Martin’s (2018) finding that titles of major 

newspapers’ articles regarding the 2018 teachers’ strikes largely had an impartial bias in their 

tone. The images, however, showed more variation in deservingness, with considerably more 

images showing teachers as deserving compared to undeserving. This shows how the adage “a 

picture is worth a thousand words” can be meaningful in the case of understanding subtle 
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messages about target groups in news media. The text alone suggests more of an ambiguous, 

neutral level of deservingness towards teachers, but the images provide strong evidence of 

teachers being presented as an advantaged target population during the Red for Ed strikes. Given 

the high volume of news information available to many Americans, images seen when skimming 

news articles may be particularly impactful.  The evidence of a more positive construction of 

teachers in the images could have a greater impact on public opinion than the more neutral article 

text.  

Table 10. 
Comparison of Deservingness Image Codes to Text Analysis Social Constructions Dictionaries 
by Paragraph, Red for Ed articles in text analysis (N=486) 
 

Text Analysis 
Dictionary 

Word 
Presence 

Image Codes Co-Occurrence 

Both Deserving 
and Undeserving 

Codes Present 

Deserving Code 
Present, 

Undeserving 
Code Not Present 

Undeserving 
Code Present, 

Deserving Code 
Not Present 

Neither 
Deserving nor 
Undeserving 

Codes Present 
n % n % n % n % 

Deserving 
Language 
Present 

107 8.37% 263 7.17% 38 6.71% 50 5.64% 

Undeserving 
Language 
Present 

88 6.89% 247 6.73% 43 7.60% 67 7.55% 

Total 
Paragraphs 

1278  3670  566  887  
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS COMPARING SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS ACROSS 

STRIKE EVENT CASES 

 When the data is disaggregated by strike event, there are similar trends in social 

constructions of teachers, with the media portraying teachers from all six Red for Ed strike 

events as an advantaged target population (see Figure 4). However, while all the events tended 

towards a more advantaged portrayal of teachers, there was variation among the constructions by 

strike event, particularly along the dimension of deservingness.  

Figure 4.  
Comparison of Social Constructions of Teachers by Strike Event 
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Differences in Social Constructions based on Strike Event 

Teachers were portrayed as deserving of policy benefits in more than half of the images 

of three strike events: West Virginia 2018, Oklahoma 2018, and Denver 2019. Images of these 

three events tended to emphasize that teachers were worthy of economic benefits or professional 

respect, with more than a third of the images of those strikes showing teachers as deserving in 

this way. For example, for both the Oklahoma and the Denver strikes, CNN ran feature articles 

that highlighted personal stories from teachers struggling financially, working multiple jobs, and 

seeking alternative income opportunities alongside photos of teachers at their second job or in 

their classrooms (Yan & Stix, 2018; Zdanowicz, 2019). Conversely, the three strikes where 

teachers were less frequently portrayed as deserving – Kentucky 2018, Los Angeles 2019, and 

Chicago 2019 – had images showing teachers as economically worthy or deserving of 

professional respect in less than a quarter of the media images, with images of both the Los 

Angeles and the Chicago strike showing teachers in this way in only roughly five percent of 

images (5.46%, N=16 and 4.60%, N=11, respectively). A similar, mirrored trend occurs with 

teachers being as undeserving. The teachers in West Virginia were portrayed as undeserving the 

least often, in only 3.90% of that strike’s images. The West Virginia strike was the first in the 

movement, so the public interest and support was likely higher than later in the movement when 

fatigue from the negative impacts of teacher strikes can reduce support. Also, West Virginia’s 

teacher pay was ranked 48th in the country (Vera, 2018), so the teachers call for increased 

compensation and health care benefits could feel particularly worthy in comparison to other 

states. Teachers in Oklahoma, Kentucky, and Denver were portrayed as undeserving roughly 

equally with just above 10% of each strike’s images showing teachers as unworthy of benefits. 

Over a quarter of images from the Los Angeles and the Chicago 2019 strike events, however, 
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depicted teachers as undeserving of policy benefits. Los Angeles and Chicago are locations that 

have high levels of union power (NCES, 2018; Winkler et al., 2012), and, particularly in 

Chicago, a history of strike events (Berlin, 2019). These are also more urban locations, and 

unlike Denver (another urban-citywide strike), Los Angeles and Chicago both have teacher 

populations with a higher proportion of the workforce identifying as non-white (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2022). The image data shows nuanced differences where strikes in more urban areas, 

with more diverse teaching workforces, and higher levels of union power are portrayed more 

negatively by news media than strikes held in statewide contexts.  

Figure 5. 
Comparison of Average LIWC Tone Measures across Strike Events 
 

 

 As seen in the overall data, the text analysis across strikes shows a more neutral 

construction of teachers. LIWC sentiment analysis rates the average tone of news articles as 

similar across all six strikes, with measures ranging from 31.80 (Kentucky 2018) to 42.47 

(Denver 2019) on the 0-100, negative to positive tone scale (see Figure 5). The Kentucky 
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sickouts faced particularly stiff political opposition from Governor Matt Bevin and his negative 

comments received considerable media attention, which could be driving the more negative tone 

of the Kentucky news articles. Consistent with the image data, the Denver strike were typically 

viewed more positively. In addition to demographic differences in Denver and the other citywide 

case study strikes, it is important to note that the strike in Denver was short (3 days) compared to 

other events. Analysis of the full dataset showed that when children are shown as being harmed 

by the strike, teachers are shown as undeserving. A shorter strike is also a shorter pause in 

children’s education and care. In this case, Denver’s short strike could have allowed more focus 

on the ways teachers were deserving of the policy benefits they sought, instead of focusing on 

how children were harmed and families inconvenienced by the strike. 

Figure 6.  
Comparison of Average LIWC Emotion and Power Percent Word Counts by Strike Event 
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were either positive or negative emotion words – and that for all six strikes positive emotion 

words were slightly more common than negative emotion words (see Figure 6). These trends 

were mostly consistent with the results from the social constructions dictionary-based content 

analysis (see Table 11), with more articles including language that from the deserving dictionary 

than from the undeserving dictionary across all six strikes.  Statewide strikes had a larger 

proportion of their articles use deserving words than citywide strikes. While there are observable 

differences in deservingness in the text using the social constructions dictionaries, it is important 

to note that these differences are small. When looking at the difference in the number of 

paragraphs coded as deserving or undeserving for each strike, the largest difference was in the 

Los Angeles teacher strike coverage, where 27 more paragraphs contained deserving language 

than undeserving language across all 100 news articles analyzed. The smallest difference was 

found in the coverage of the Kentucky strike (5 paragraphs more were coded undeserving) and 

the Oklahoma strike (5 paragraphs more were coded deserving), where each strike’s coverage 

differed in the number of times terms from each deservingness dictionary was applied by only 5 

paragraphs. 

Images showing high political power were more common across strikes, with at least 

60% of the images from all six Red for Ed case study events portraying teachers as having strong 

political power. Likewise, the content analysis of the text finds that nearly all articles across all 

six events used high political power language (see Table 11) and similar frequencies of LIWC 

power words (see Figure 5). The Chicago 2019 strike coverage in particular included images of 

teachers as politically powerful, with over 80% of the images of that strike event showing 

teachers as politically powerful, and 80% of those images showing high power associating 

teachers with the teachers’ union. Similarly, nearly 75% of the images coded as high power from 
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the Los Angeles strike also associated teachers with teachers’ unions. Of the Red for Ed strike 

images coded as having high levels of political power and as associating with unions, 80.95% 

(N=306) of those images are from these two urban city strikes. The Los Angeles and Chicago 

2019 cases also are in locations with a greater teachers’ union presence and where the teaching 

force is proportionately less white than the national average. These two strikes are also less 

frequently portrayed as deserving and more frequently portrayed as undeserving compared to the 

other case study Red for Ed strikes. 

Table 11. 
Summary of Article Counts of Applications of Social Constructions Text Dictionaries by Strike 
Event (N=486) 
 

Social 
Constructions 

Dictionary 
Number of Articles containing Words from Dictionary 

 WV 18 KY 18 OK 18 LA 19 DEN 19 CHI 19 

 n % n % n % n % n % n % 

High 
Political 
Power 

83 96.51 83 100 103 97.17 96 96.00 45 97.83 63 96.92 

Deserving 45 52.33 54 65.06 64 60.38 48 48.00 20 43.48 29 44.62 

Undeserving 52 60.74 52 62.65 60 56.60 36 36.00 20 43.48 28 43.08 

Total Articles 86  83  106  100  46  65  

 

It is worth noting that the theory of social constructions of target populations contend that 

policymakers design policies to reflect social constructions. If this were to hold, it would be 

expected that the strikes with the most deserving and most powerful constructions would likely 

result in the most benefits. As teachers were constructed as advantaged across all the strike 
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events, the theory predicts that teachers would receive more policy benefits and fewer policy 

burdens (see Figure 1). However, two strikes – Oklahoma and Kentucky 2018 – did have some 

policy losses. Teachers in Oklahoma walked out seeking a pay raise and additional education 

funding. While the message of economic worthiness seemed to resonate in the news coverage 

(see Chapter 4), it seemed to have less of an effect on policymakers. The Oklahoma state 

legislature passed a tax increase to both increase both teacher pay and school funding (Loewus, 

2019), but they did so before the teacher walkout began and did not give additional concessions. 

The Kentucky 2018 sickouts similarly did not result in blocking the pension reform package 

teachers targeted in their protests (Loewus, 2019). This points to some of the complexities of 

understanding social constructions and the political agenda setting process. While the news 

media can be a potent force and is an important stakeholder in the policy process, the media 

alone does not dictate the agenda or the perceptions of policymakers. Given that both of these 

locations had Republican-controlled executive branches and legislatures (Ballotpedia, 2022f, 

2022g, 2022h, 2022i) that did not support additional spending for education, it is also important 

to consider how partisan politics and political parties shape policymakers views of target 

populations. 

Differences in Social Constructions based on the Racial Composition of Images 

 The differences in social construction evident in the two case study locations with a lower 

proportion of white teachers in their teaching work force allude to some of the trends in 

construction by the racial composition of the images: that images featuring white teachers 

showed teachers as deserving more often than images featuring teachers of color. First, it is 

worth noting that across strike events, there are eight times as many images that show a majority 

of white teachers compared to images that show a majority of teachers of color. This likely 
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reflects both the disproportionate number of white teachers compare to teachers of color and 

potentially some biases in perceptions of who is a teacher. Of the 560 images that show a 

majority of white teachers, 62.86% of these images show teachers as deserving. In comparison, 

52.86% of the images showing a majority of teachers of color (N=70) show teachers as 

deserving. Images that consisted of a majority of white teachers tended to emphasize teachers 

being deserving of professional respect or economic benefits more often, while images of where 

the majority of teachers presented as people of color tended to emphasize striking for children 

(see Table 12). Images with a majority of white teachers also portrayed teachers as undeserving 

proportionately less frequently (8.75% of 560 images) than images with a majority of teachers of 

color (18.57% of 70 images). While images with a majority of white teachers and images with a 

majority of teachers of color showed teachers as having high political power at nearly the same 

proportionate frequency (roughly 90% of each coding category of image racial compositions 

showed teachers as having high political power), images with a majority of white teachers 

showed teachers has having high political power because of their affiliation with a teachers’ 

union far less often (16.61% of images with a majority white teachers) than those with a majority 

of teachers of color (61.43%). 

While there are differences in social constructions by the racial composition of the 

teachers pictured, these differences also align with variation in other location contexts. For 

example, the strikes where teachers were portrayed as more deserving – West Virginia, 

Oklahoma, and Denver – were also strikes where less than one percent of the media images 

showed groups with a majority of teachers of color. These locations all also have teaching 

populations with either an average (Denver) or higher than average (West Virginia and 

Oklahoma) percent of their teaching workforce identifying as white. Because so many of the 
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images from these strikes portrayed teachers as deserving, and there were so few images that 

portrayed teachers of color from these events, these particular events may skew the aggregate 

results so that it appears that white teachers are more deserving. As the racial demographics of 

the teaching force impact the demographics of which teachers it is possible to photograph, it is 

more difficult to determine if white teachers are being pictured as more deserving because of 

racial characteristics and stereotypes or because some characteristic of the events in places where 

white teachers are more prevalent resulted in more deserving depictions. The overall impression, 

however, remains the same. Teachers of color are depicted as deserving less frequently than 

white teachers. 

Table 12.  
Percent of Red for Ed Strike Images Coded for Teacher Racial Composition Co-Occurring with 
Social Construction Codes 
 

Social Constructions Racial Composition of Teachers 

 <50% of 
Teachers White 

>50% of 
Teachers White 

Diverse Racial 
Composition 

Deserving 52.86% 62.86% 44.35% 

Associate with Children 24.29% 18.21% 11.29% 

Education as a Public Good  8.57% 15.00% 2.42% 
Worthy of Respect/Economic 

Benefits 17.14% 28.21% 8.87% 

Undeserving 18.57% 8.75% 23.39% 

High Power 91.43% 89.46% 94.35% 

Associate with #RedforEd 65.71% 65.54% 75.81% 

Associate with Union 61.43% 16.61% 81.45% 

Low Power 0.00% 0.54% 0.00% 

Total Images (N) 70 560 124 
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Looking at the two strike locations where teachers of color were more represented in the 

media images – Los Angeles and Chicago 2019 – complicates some of the associations between 

race and constructions. Images from both of these urban, city strikes showed teachers as 

deserving less frequently and undeserving more frequently compared to other strike locations. 

These two strikes also more frequently showed teachers affiliating with union power. However, 

when looking at just these two strike events, there are only small differences in the proportions 

of images that show teachers as politically powerful if the image shows a majority of white 

teachers (90.80%), a majority of teachers of color (98.08%), or a racially diverse group 

(94.78%). In regards to deservingness, for the Chicago 2019 a greater proportion of the 

photographs showing a majority of teachers of color showed teachers as deserving compared to 

photographs showing a majority of white teachers (51.43%, N=18 of the 35 images with a 

majority teachers of color showed teachers as deserving; 23.21%, N=13 of the 56 images with a 

majority white teachers showed teachers as deserving). Images with a majority white teachers 

also showed teachers as undeserving (N=9) slightly more often than images with a majority 

teachers of color (N=5). This relationship between race of teachers in the image and 

deservingness measures is unique to Chicago. While the images from the Los Angeles teacher 

strike follow the pattern of the majority of the data set – images with a majority of white teachers 

showed teachers as deserving more frequently than images with a majority of teachers of color 

(18 images both deserving and with majority white teachers vs. 8 images both deserving and 

majority teachers of color) and vice versa – the differences between frequency of occurrences is 

considerably smaller. This suggests that in urban areas with a greater representation of teachers 

of color, there is less difference in how teachers are portrayed by racial characteristics. This also 

provides evidence that the less-deserving constructions of the Los Angeles and Chicago teacher 
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strikes may be driven by factors beyond race, such as union power.  

It is difficult to determine precisely how perceptions of race impact social constructions 

of teachers. There is a complex interplay of other contextual factors, including the relative power 

of the teachers’ union, the urbanicity of the place, and the representation of teachers of varying 

racial backgrounds in the news coverage, that all seem to relate to how teachers on strike are 

viewed. Because these characteristics are endogenous and influence each other, it is important to 

consider that associations of social constructions of teachers with the racial composition of 

images are not causal and are likely explained by a combination of contextual characteristics. 

While this analysis does not determine which individual factor has the greatest impact on social 

constructions of teachers, it does show clearly that there are differences in social constructions 

between teachers in states that are more rural and suburban contexts with higher proportions of 

their teaching force identifying as white and teachers in urban cities with smaller proportions of 

their teaching force identifying as white. Inherently, place and demographic characteristics are 

linked, and so the social constructions are associated with characteristics of both place and race. 

Differences in Social Constructions of Teachers on Strike over Time 

 One possibility is that the construction of teachers on strike as an advantaged population 

is linked to the association with the Red for Ed movement and the particular moment in history. 

To better understand how the Red for Ed movement is influencing social constructions and 

potential policy images of teachers, I compare the coverage of the 2019 Chicago teacher strike to 

the 2012 Chicago teacher strike that predates the Red for Ed movement. First, it is worth noting 

that the 2012 strike received more media coverage than the 2019 strike by six of eight news 

sources (Breitbart and USA Today had more articles and images covering the 2019 strike). One 

potential explanation is that the 2012 strike was considered more newsworthy as a rare strike 
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event when compared with the 2019 strike, coming at the end of over a year of teacher strikes. 

 Teachers during the 2019 strike are portrayed as deserving with almost the same 

frequency (30.54% of images, N=239) as they were in the 2012 strike (29.97% of images, N= 

377), though they are portrayed as undeserving slightly less often. This is consistent with the text 

analysis data, that shows nearly equal proportions of news articles with deserving language in 

both the 2012 and 2019 strikes (45.80% of 2012 articles and 44.62% of 2019 articles), but 

slightly less use of undeserving words in the coverage of the 2019 strike, with only 43.08% of 

articles containing undeserving words in the 2019 coverage compared to 54.96% of articles in 

2012. A quarter of images (25.94%, N= 239) from the 2019 strike showed teachers as 

undeserving compared to a third of images portraying teachers as undeserving from the 2012 

strike (33.42%, N=377). Interestingly, the media portrayed teachers as deserving in the same 

ways and in similar proportions in both 2012 and 2019, with the most common way to show 

teachers as deserving being associating them with children, with themes of teachers as worthy of 

respect or economic benefit and highlighting education as a public good appearing less 

frequently. It is also worth noting that images of both Chicago strikes had the lowest proportions 

of images with deserving portrayals of teachers and the highest proportions of images with 

undeserving portrayals. It is possible that the consistent levels of deservingness may be because 

Chicago teachers could be viewed as one of the least deserving groups of teachers, and that if 

there was another recent strike in an area with Red for Ed strikes that comparing strikes over 

time in a different location may yield different results. However, one of the reasons that the Red 

for Ed strikes were so newsworthy was because they spread across states where teacher strikes 

were not just uncommon, but often illegal, making it difficult to compare constructions in other 

cases. 
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 Noticeably different is how often teachers were portrayed as having high levels of 

political power. During the 2012 Chicago teachers’ strike, 62.54% of images showed teachers 

having high political power, compared to 81.17% of images from the 2019 strike. Results from 

the text analysis also find that high political power words were only applied to 86.26% of the 

2012 articles, compared to 96.92% of the 2019 articles. During the 2012 strikes, there were more 

images of political leaders, parents, and even Tony Danza (e.g., CNN, 2012) with captions 

relating to these other stakeholders’ views of the teachers’ strike. Teachers were included in 

photographs less frequently in the 2012 strike coverage than in the 2019 strike coverage or in the 

dataset as a whole, with only 66.84% of the 2012 images (N=377) showing teachers and 77.82% 

of images from the 2019 strike (N=239) including teachers (similar to the 75.22% of all images, 

N=2002). As over 90% of the images associated with strong political power for teachers pictured 

teachers, including images of teachers less frequently and also including on other stakeholders in 

coverage in 2012 seems to have limited the frequency at which teachers were shown to have 

political power in this earlier strike. The news media’s editorial discretion to focus on multiple 

stakeholders and not just teachers impacted the overall collective social construction of teachers 

during this event. The coverage of the later strike, coming at the end of the Red for Ed 

movement, focused more on teachers. 

 The coverage of the 2012 and 2019 Chicago teacher strikes provide evidence to place 

teachers on the border between advantaged and contenders in Schneider and Ingram’s (2019) 

typology. Using the differences in proportions of deserving and undeserving, high power and 

low power code applications visualization strategy, the Chicago 2019 strike falls barely over the 

midpoint of deservingness to the advantaged category and the Chicago 2012 strike is just over 

the midpoint the other direction in the contender category (see Figure 7). The difference between 
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them, however, is minimal, with most other locations varying noticeably more from each other in 

terms of deservingness (Figure 4). When looking at when codes co-occurred in the same image, 

deserving and high power codes (advantaged construction) occurred together more frequently in 

the 2019 coverage compared to the 2012 coverage, but the undeserving and high power codes 

(contender construction) occurred together more frequently as well. As a result, it is difficult to 

conclusive say that the social constructions of teachers in Chicago differed greatly from 2012 to 

2019, but there are slight differences in how media constructed teachers that suggest there were 

changes over time, and these may be related to the Red for Ed movement. 

Figure 7. 
Comparison of Social Constructions of Teachers over Time, Chicago Strikes 
 

   
 
 

CHI 2012

CHI 2019

ALL STRIKES

20% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

UNDESERVING DESERVING 

H
IG

H
 P

O
LI

TI
CA

L 
PO

W
ER

 
LO

W
 P

O
LI

TI
CA

L 
PO

W
ER

 

100% 80% 60% 40% 

ADVANTAGED CONTENDERS 

DEVIANTS DEPENDENTS 



  90 

CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS COMPARING SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS BY NEWS 

SOURCE  

 Much like social constructions of teachers varied subtly by strike event, social 

constructions varied based on the news source. Overall, most news sources’ collective coverage 

of the Red for Ed teacher strikes portrayed teachers as an advantaged target population, both 

worthy of policy benefits and politically powerful. More than 60% of the images from each of 

the eight news sources showed teachers as having high political power, and less than 10% of 

each source’s images showed teachers as politically weak.  

Differences in Social Constructions based on Political Lean of Sources 

For all sources except Breitbart, images that portrayed teachers as deserving appeared in 

a larger proportion of the news sources’ images than images that portrayed teachers as 

undeserving. Breitbart portrayed teachers as contenders in their news coverage, a less-deserving 

construction than other sources. Using the coordinate plane visualization process outlined in 

Chapter 4, we can notice the relative similarity of constructions of teachers across news sources 

and the subtle differences within those portrayals (see Figure 8). 

These relative placements of the social constructions of teachers by each news source 

align with the frequency of co-occurrence of deservingness and political power codes within the 

same image (see Table 13). Seven of eight sources (all except Breitbart) had images with the 

deserving and high-power codes occurring together most often (representing an advantaged 

construction). The next most frequent construction of teachers was that of the contender, with 

images coded as both undeserving and high power occurring the most frequently in Breitbart’s 

coverage and with the second highest frequency in all other news sources’ coverage. Because 

images showed teachers as low power so infrequently, the low power code co-occurred with both 
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deservingness codes less than 2% of the time for all sources. As with the coordinate plane 

visualization using individual code frequencies to approximate the social construction of 

teachers, Breitbart also had the undeserving and high political power codes co-occur together 

most frequently (23.53% of Breitbart images with a social construction code, N=12). 

Figure 8.  
Comparison of Social Constructions of Teachers by News Source 
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Table 13.  
Comparison of Social Construction Code Co-Occurrences by News Source for Red for Ed 
Strikes (N=1,619) 
 

News Source Social Construction Categories 

 
Advantaged: 
Deserving + 
High Power 

Contender: 
Undeserving + 

High Power 

Dependent: 
Deserving + 
Low Power 

Deviant: 
Undeserving + 

Low Power 
 n % n % n % n % 
Breitbart 3 5.88 12 23.53 0 0 0 0 

Fox News 28 40.58 10 14.49 0 0 1 1.45 

Wall Street Journal 18 20.93 7 8.14 0 0 1 1.16 

USA Today 215 36.01 34 5.70 0 0 8 1.34 

Washington Post 72 42.11 10 5.85 2 1.17 2 1.17 

New York Times 74 41.11 13 7.22 0 0 1 0.56 

CNN 129 31.16 43 10.39 0 0 0 0 

Slate 6 46.16 1 7.69 0 0 0 0 

All Sources 546 34.47 130 8.22 2 0.13 13 0.82 
 

There was a larger degree of variation by news source in the frequency of portrayals of 

deservingness than in portrayals of high political power. Breitbart’s coverage, in particular, 

portrayed teachers as undeserving of policy benefits, with teachers portrayed as undeserving in 

32.08% of its images (N=53) and as deserving in only 9.43% of its images. Undeserving images 

within the Breitbart data often included images of angry teachers yelling and appearing 

aggressive. Breitbart also used images with handmade signs from teachers expressing their 

reasons for striking less frequently than almost all other sources. Handmade signs appeared in 

28.81% of strike images in Breitbart coverage (only The Wall Street Journal included images of 

handmade signs less frequently, in only 20.30% of its images). Conversely, 65% of the photos 

included by Slate had handmade strike signs, which contained homemade strike signs with 
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messages like “We [heart] our students” and “I work to make a living. I teach to make a 

difference.” All the photos with handmade signs included by Slate showed teachers overall as 

deserving. 

 Overall, Left-leaning news sources portrayed teachers as deserving more often. All four 

Left and Left-leaning sources (CNN, New York Times, Slate, Washington Post) portrayed 

teachers as deserving more often than the full set of images from the Red for Ed (54.23% of 

images showed teachers as deserving, N=1,619), while the Center (USA Today, Wall Street 

Journal) and Right-leaning (Breitbart, Fox News) sources portrayed teachers as deserving 

proportionately less frequently than the full Red for Ed sample. While Left-leaning sources’ 

images were coded as deserving at relatively similar rates, how teachers were pictured as 

deserving differed by source. The Washington Post and CNN portrayed teachers as deserving 

because they were worthy of respect or economic benefits most frequently. In addition to 

photographs with teachers holding signs calling out low pay or articles spotlighting the financial 

struggles of teachers, The Washington Post and CNN emphasized the economic worthiness of the 

teachers’ demands by including graphs and charts often comparing teachers’ wages overtime and 

relative to other similar professions (e.g., Merrill, 2018; The Washington Post, 2019). 

Conversely, The New York Times and Slate included more images that showed teachers as 

advocating for students and students’ needs. Often, teachers associated themselves with students’ 

needs through strike signs messaging or students aligned themselves with teachers by joining 

picket lines, but the news media also chose to run feature articles highlighting school conditions 

that directly impact students. For example, The New York Times published an article with eleven 

photos of dilapidated school supplies and facilities with images of teachers trying to make 

improvements on their own, without district support (Sedgwick, 2018). A summary of the 
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frequency of social construction code applications relative to the total number of images for each 

source can be found in Table 14. 

Table 14. 
Summary of Frequency of Code Applications of Social Constructions Codes of Red for Ed 
Strikes, N=1619 
 

News Source Social Construction Categories Total 
 Deserving Undeserving High Power Low Power  
 n % n % n % n % n 
Breitbart 5 9.43 17 32.08 44 83.02 0 0 53 

Fox News 39 53.42 16 21.92 52 71.23 1 1.37 73 

Wall Street Journal 31 34.44 20 22.22 56 62.22 7 7.78 90 

USA Today 299 49.18 80 13.16 464 76.32 17 2.80 608 

Washington Post 118 68.21 15 8.67 119 68.79 5 2.89 173 

New York Times 110 58.82 31 16.58 127 67.91 6 3.21 187 

CNN 268 63.66 60 14.25 259 61.52 0 0 421 

Slate 8 57.14 1 7.14 11 78.57 0 0 14 

All Sources 878 54.23 240 14.82 1132 69.92 36 2.22 1619 

 

Both Right-leaning news sources (Breitbart, Fox News) and one Center-bias source (The 

Wall Street Journal) portrayed teachers as undeserving more than 20% of the time. These 

sources emphasized the political power of policymakers at odds with the teachers. However, they 

also highlighted the stereotype of the “militant” teachers’ union that stems from strikes in New 

York and Newark in the 1960s-1970s that were particularly disruptive, intertwined with complex 

debates of the Civil Rights Movement, and occasionally became violent (Goldstein, 2014), often 

through depictions of raised fists, a political symbol that has been associated with unity, but also 

socialism, social justice and in particular fighting racism, strength, and force (Joseph, 2016; 

Korff & Peterson, 1992). Breitbart’s coverage took the subtle association a step further by 
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Table 15.  
Summary of Article Counts of Applications of Social Constructions Text Dictionaries by News Source (N=486) 
 

Social 
Constructions 

Dictionary 
Number of Articles containing Words from Dictionary 

 Slate CNN NYT WP USA WSJ Fox Breitbart 

 n % n % n % n % n % n % n % n % 

High Political 
Power 12 92.31 95 97.94 69 100 95 96.94 89 97.80 48 97.96 39 100 26 86.67 

Deserving 11 84.62 51 52.58 45 65.22 55 56.12 53 58.24 22 44.90 12 30.77 11 36.67 

Undeserving 11 84.62 45 46.39 41 59.42 50 51.02 53 58.24 19 38.78 18 46.15 11 36.67 

Total Articles 13  97  69  98  91  49  39  30  
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labeling strike organizers as “socialists” and in particular highlighting the role of teacher Noah 

Karvelis, an Arizona teacher involved in spearheading the movement in his state, and his links to 

a “Marxist magazine” (Leahy, 2019). The attempts to link teachers to socialists was a clear effort 

to frame them negatively.  

Though more subtly, the text analysis supports the trends in deservingness found in the 

image analysis. Left-leaning news sources (CNN, New York Times, Slate, Washington Post) and 

one of the center-bias sources (USA Today) used words that invoked deserving constructions in 

most of their news articles (see Table 15). Right-leaning sources Breitbart and Fox News used 

words associated with undeserving constructions in at least as many news articles as used words 

with deserving constructions, suggesting a slightly negative portrayal of teachers compared to 

Left-leaning sources. 

Figure 9. 
Comparison of Average LIWC Emotion and Power Percent Word Counts by News Source 
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Figure 10.  
Comparison of Average LIWC Tone Measures across News Sources 
 

 

Similar trends to the text analysis of deservingness were found in the LIWC word 

frequency analysis of positive and negative emotion words (see Figure 9) and tone (see Figure 

10). Variation in the LIWC word frequencies and tone measures are overall small, with the 

differences in the average percent of word count of different types of emotion words differing by 

less than 1% across all news sources. USA Today, as a center-bias source, might be expected to 

have a slightly less deserving construction of teachers than both the text and image data may 

suggest. However, while in 2019 USA Today was ranked as tending towards the center by 

AllSides Media Bias Ratings, in later years this has shifted to a Left-leaning bias rating since 

2021(AllSides, 2023). It is possible that the coverage of the Red for Ed movement may be an 

example of how USA Today’s coverage has shifted over time. USA Today, unlike the other news 

sources, also owns many local newspapers, including in Oklahoma and Kentucky, so covered 

those strikes in greater detail. As coverage of statewide strikes generally portrayed teachers as 

more deserving, this could be upwardly biasing the average tone of the articles and frequency of 



  98 

deserving constructions. Likewise, The Wall Street Journal’s coverage’s proportion of deserving 

and undeserving dictionary words is more similar to Right-leaning news sources despite its 

center-bias rating. While the news coverage for The Wall Street Journal is rated as center-biased, 

the opinion section is rated Right-leaning and has been since 2018 (AllSides, 2023). Thus, the 

coverage from The Wall Street Journal, which includes opinion pieces and news pieces, likely 

reflects this slight Right-leaning tendency in the less deserving portrayal of teachers. 

It seems counterintuitive that both Breitbart and Slate both used deserving and underserving 

words in equal proportions in their news coverage (see Table 15). However, as online-only news 

sources, rather than television network media companies or newspapers, these sources have 

unique use of voice. Breitbart, for example, has a sarcastic writing style. LIWC text analysis 

notes that computer-assisted language analysis cannot differentiate sarcasm from other writing 

styles, so measures particularly of positive words may be skewed upward for this source. For 

example, one Breitbart article noted “[f]ailed Democrat presidential candidate and U.S. Sen. 

Bernie Sanders of Vermont has tweeted that he stands in ‘solidarity’ with the Los Angeles 

teachers’ union” (Berry, 2019). The word “solidarity” is included in the deserving dictionary, as 

in more than 80% of the times it was used in context it referred to teachers in a deserving way. 

The use of quotation marks, a relatively common stylistic choice of Breitbart, helps to indicate a 

sarcastic and negative tone. The inclusion of “[f]ailed Democrat presidential candidate” to 

describe Senator Bernie Sanders also serves to discredit his view of the striking teachers. Slate, 

on the other hand, often qualifies statements that could portray teachers as undeserving, 

essentially softening the blow and potentially skewing measures of undeservingness upward for 

this source. A Slate article begins one paragraph with the sentence, “More than 22,000 West 

Virginia teachers have been on strike since Thursday, and every public school in the state is 
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closed” (Mathis-Lilley, 2018). While this sentence emphasizes schools being “closed” (a word 

included in the undeserving dictionary because of the potential negative impacts of closures), the 

paragraph goes on to justify the strike by explaining that West Virginia teacher pay ranked 48th 

in the nation in one ranking and was considerably lower than neighboring states. The difference 

in writing style and tone for the online news sources deviates from traditional newspaper articles’ 

objective approach. As a result, the measures of deservingness for Breitbart and Slate likely do 

not fully reflect the intended tone of the news sources. 

Across all eight sources, teachers were portrayed as having high political power, with the 

online-only news sources Breitbart and Slate’s images showing political power in roughly 80% 

of their images. While these online-only sources overall published fewer articles and images, 

they had a clear and consistent message about teachers, albeit with opposite views on if teachers 

are deserving of policy benefits. Breitbart also associated teachers with teachers’ unions when 

depicting political power more frequently than any other source. The other seven sources more 

commonly depicted political power through associating teachers with the Red for Ed movement. 

The high levels of political power in news articles were also consistently found in the text 

analysis using social constructions dictionaries (see. Table 15). Center-biased and Right-leaning 

news sources tended to have slightly higher average percent word counts using LIWC’s measure 

of power than Left-leaning news sources (see Figure 10).  

Differences in Social Construction by News Source by Event Context 

 In addition to being differences generally in how news sources portrayed teachers on 

strike, there were also differences by news source in how particular strikes were portrayed. 

Notably, Breitbart and The Wall Street Journal portrayed teachers as contenders during the 

citywide 2019 Red for Ed Strikes (Los Angeles, Denver, and Chicago 2019 strikes). Fox News 
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approaches a neutral dimension of deservingness, with only one more image showing teachers as 

deserving than images showing teachers as undeserving during the citywide strikes. Across the 

board, the coverage of the statewide strikes from 2018 (West Virginia, Kentucky, and 

Oklahoma) portrayed teachers as deserving more frequently. Sources were split on whether the 

statewide strikes or citywide strikes were associated with teachers appearing politically powerful 

more or less often, but all sources had a higher percentage of their images showing teachers as 

politically strong over politically weak. The New York Times, USA Today, and The Wall Street 

Journal all published images of teachers appearing politically powerful more frequently during 

the statewide strikes, while CNN, Fox News, and The Washington Post published more images of 

teachers as politically powerful more frequently during the citywide strikes. Figures 11 and 12 

show the relative social construction of teachers by each of the news sources, comparing the 

statewide strikes to the citywide strikes.13 

Overall, I find that partisan biases do seem to be related to differing constructions of 

teachers. Left and Left-leaning news sources tend to portray teachers as deserving of policy 

benefits more often in their coverage of the Red for Ed strikes. Right-leaning news sources, and 

Breitbart in particular, portrayed teachers as undeserving more frequently. While there was less 

variation in the proportion of sources’ images that portrayed teachers as having high levels of 

political power, Right-leaning and Center-bias tended to show teachers as having political power 

slightly more often and did this through association with teachers’ unions more frequently than 

Left-leaning sources. 

 
13 Because some strikes are covered less by some sources, I decided that there needed to be at least 10 total images 
to analyze a particular source’s coverage of a particular strike. This precluded some strikes and some sources from 
this cross-characteristic analysis. As a result, comparisons by strike event were conducted by groups of strikes 
sharing similar characteristics: statewide strikes from 2018 where unions have less political power compared to 
citywide strikes from 2019 where unions have more political power. Even within these groups, there was minimal 
coverage of statewide strikes by Breitbart and citywide strikes by Slate, and so coverage of these groups was not 
included in comparisons. 
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Figure 11. 
Comparison of Social Constructions of Teachers participating in Citywide Strikes in 2019 by 
News Source 
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Figure 12. 
Comparison of Social Constructions of Teachers participating in Statewide Strikes in 2018 by 
News Source 
 

 

 

  

 
 

Fox News

Wall Street Journal

USA Today

Washington Post

New York …
CNN

Slate
ALL SOURCES

20% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

UNDESERVING DESERVING 

H
IG

H
 P

O
LI

TI
CA

L 
PO

W
ER

 
LO

W
 P

O
LI

TI
CA

L 
PO

W
ER

 

100% 80% 60% 40% 

ADVANTAGED CONTENDERS 

DEVIANTS DEPENDENTS 



  103 

CHAPTER 7: FINDINGS REGARDING TEACHER AGENCY IN INFLUENCING 

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIONS VIA STRIKE SIGNS 

 The media has editorial discretion over what images they choose to publish, however, the 

media is constrained by the context of the event – they cannot publish images of something that 

did not happen (with the exception of digital alteration). Thus, how teachers protest, specifically 

what they wear, what they say, how the act, and in the signs they carry, is a part of the images 

and thus the overall portrayal of themselves as a group that the teachers control. Strike signs can 

be particularly powerful as this provides a way for teachers to thoughtfully frame their views on 

policy issues. The media cannot change the message written on their signs, so this is a way 

teachers can influence what issues are being seen and how they are being discussed. This is a key 

element of agenda-seeding (Wasow, 2020), or using the media attention from a protest event to 

elevate issues from less powerful target groups to the policy agenda. In addition to providing 

media attention, teacher strikes require a response from policymakers, as typically there are 

policy demands that need to be negotiated on in order for teachers to call an end to the strike. 

Thoughtful framing of those policy demands in the media influences what the public knows 

about the issues and likely how the public views strikes and teachers by proxy. To understand 

how teachers helped shape the media portrayal of themselves, I analyzed the strike sign themes 

that appeared in the article images. 

 Across the Red for Ed strikes, 964 images (59.54%) included visible strike signs. Of 

those images with signs, nearly three-quarters (73.34%, N=707) included handmade signs, 

meaning that teachers crafted the messages on the signs, rather than a union or other group 

printing the signs en masse. Handmade signs highlight the teacher agency in shaping messages 

about themselves and the strike. Many of these signs were creative, visually appealing, and even 
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witty, making the signs interesting.  

Table 16. 
Summary of Strike Sign Themes in Red for Ed Strike Images (N=964) 
 

Sign Theme Image Counts and Percent 
 Strike Signs  

(Percent of images with signs) 
Handmade  

(Percent of signs with strike theme) 
 n % n % 
Invoke Children 380 39.41 251 66.05 

Invoke Union 329 34.13 139 42.25 

Invoke Economics 438 45.43 352 80.37 

Invoke Societal Needs 197 20.44 183 92.89 

Invoke Fairness 145 15.04 103 71.03 

Invoke Frustration 285 29.56 266 93.33 
 

Six strike sign themes were identified inductively from the images: signs invoked 

children, unions, economic concerns, societal needs, fairness, and frustration (see Table 16). As 

noted in the analysis of the overall social constructions of teachers (see Chapter 4), teachers tend 

to associate with two traditionally well-defined target populations: children and unions. These 

themes occurred at similar frequencies, with signs invoking children occurring in 39.42% 

(N=380) of the strike sign images and signs invoking unions occurring in 34.13% of strike sign 

images (N=329). Two thirds (66.05%, N=251) of the images with strike signs invoking children 

included handmade signs, while handmade signs were found in only 42.25% of images with 

signs invoking unions. This highlights that many union signs were mass-produced by the unions 

themselves. These signs often carried simple messages – “ON STRIKE for BETTER 

SCHOOLS” or “ON STRIKE for a FAIR CONTRACT” – in bold black letters bordered by 

union logos (Wood, 2019). Some of mass-produced union signs did invoke children, commonly 

“ON STRIKE for MY STUDENTS” (Boyle, 2019), however, in general teachers were sharing 
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more substantive messages to associate themselves with children. Signs included messages 

saying, “You Can’t Put Students First If You Put Teachers Last,” (Ciaglo, 2019), “I TEACH MY 

STUDENTS HOW TO USE THEIR VOICES…NOW I’M USING MINE!” (Wallace, 2018), 

and “FIGHTING FOR THE FUTURE OF OUR KIDS” (Crisp, 2018a). While the message is 

similar to the simple “striking for students” signs, these handmade signs use more emotional 

language to convey that teachers needs are aligned with children’s needs. 

 The four other sign themes arose largely from the handmade signs, highlighting the role 

of teacher autonomy in shaping the messaging. Two themes appeared almost exclusively with 

handmade signs: invoking frustration (93.33%, N=266) and invoking societal needs (92.89%, 

183). Teachers expressed frustration sometimes through calling out political leaders in their 

signs. In Oklahoma, a teacher attending a rally at the Capitol carried a sign reading, “MY 

STUDENTS KNOW WHAT INTEGRITY IS, DO YOU?!” (Carter, 2018), while in Kentucky a 

teacher held a sign saying, “BEVIN BETTA HAVE MY $$” with images referencing a popular 

song. Teachers also carried signs reminding politicians that they were also voters, with either the 

explicit or implied threat that teachers rallied together could vote policymakers out of office if 

they did not comply with demands. The tone of frustration in many ways complimented signs 

that emphasized how teachers benefit society. While these signs lack the slightly negative or 

attacking tone that some of the signs expressing frustration carried, pointing out how teachers 

benefit society broadly often conveyed a sense that teachers felt under appreciated. Common 

sign messages showcasing how teachers address societal needs included, “Teaching made your 

Job Possible” (Orgocki, 2018) and “CAN YOU READ THIS? YOU’RE WELCOME” (CNN, 

2019a). Other signs focused on the impact to the future of a particular state, city, or their 

students, implying that the teachers were asking for policies that were necessary for future 
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societal prosperity. 

Another common theme that was strong associated with the Red for Ed strikes was 

economic worthiness and need, with this theme occurring most frequently (N=438, 45.43% of 

images with strike signs) and the majority of the time conveyed via handmade signs (80.37% of 

signs invoking economics appeared in images with handmade signs). While some mass-produced 

signs invoked themes of economic issues by focusing on contracts, the handmade signs were 

more personalized. For example, a photograph of teachers picketing in Denver prior to the strike 

showed one high school teacher holding a sign made with black marker and the side of a 

cardboard box that read, “I shouldn’t have to worry about Lesson Plans AND being able to PAY 

RENT” (Sangosti, 2019). Messages about not being able to afford housing or similar needs on a 

teachers’ salary were more poignant than “ON STRIKE for a fair contract” union-produced signs 

from Chicago’s 2012 strike (Green, 2012). This theme of economic deservingness was 

particularly emphasized in the early Red for Ed strikes – West Virginia, Oklahoma, and 

Kentucky – where almost all images of strike signs included handmade signs. Teachers could 

drive some of the messaging by referencing personal financial challenges, and this messaging 

was picked up by the news media that spotlighted teachers’ stories of economic hardship in 

feature articles (e.g., Weir, 2018). While this is not causal evidence, teachers were making and 

displaying signs with messages highlighting their economic challenges and worthiness of 

increased pay and funding before news stories began highlighting their struggles.  

Fairness is a concept closely linked to deservingness and worthiness. If something is 

unjust or unfair, those who are wronged may be perceived as worthy of policy benefits that 

would correct or at least address in some ways the inequity. Fairness or a lack of respect was 

invoked in 15.04% of strike sign images, with over two-thirds of those images including 
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handmade signs. As noted, union-made signs often referenced “fair contracts” (Wood, 2019) and 

“Unfair Labor Practices” (Rezin Garcia, 2019) but again the handmade signs used more 

emotional words to convey a similar sentiment that teachers deserved to be treated fairly. Signs 

included messages like, “KEEP YOUR PROMISES #PROTECT PERA #Teachers’LivesMatter” 

(Weisfeldt, 2018), suggesting that it was unfair to teachers to takeaway retirement (or other) 

benefits that past policy had promised. More poignant were signs that teachers deserved greater 

respect such as, “I AM SMART. I AM KIND. I AM IMPORTANT. (apple images) I AM A 

TEACHER” (Strupp, 2018), a play on affirmations for a child in a recent movie, emphasizing 

that teachers are important and suggesting that policy or society have not treated them that way. 

Sign Themes Connections to Social Constructions 

 Notably, these themes regularly intermingled, and together told the story of teachers 

feeling neglected, economically disadvantaged, and frustrated, despite the work they did for both 

children and the benefit of society. This story became the Red for Ed movement’s common 

narrative, reinforced by teachers’ handmade signs and personalized messages. Throughout the 

images with signs, two associations between sign messages and social constructions emerged: 

(1) deservingness was often associated with signs invoking economics and signs invoking 

children and (2) political power was often associated with signs invoking unions and frustration, 

in addition to economics and children (see Table 17). 
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Table 17. 
Co-Occurrence of Strike Sign Themes and Social Constructions Codes in Images with Strike Signs (N=964) 
 

Social 
Constructions 

Codes 
Strike Sign Theme Codes 

 Invoke 
Children Invoke Union Invoke 

Economics 
Invoke Societal 

Needs Invoke Fairness Invoke 
Frustration 

 n % n % n % n % n % n % 

Deserving 245 25.41 129 13.38 288 29.88 157 16.29 90 9.34 155 16.08 

Undeserving 42 4.36 55 5.71 36 3.73 13 1.35 12 1.24 32 3.32 

High Political 
Power 326 33.82 321 33.30 385 39.94 160 16.60 131 13.59 264 27.39 

Low Political 
Power 1 0.10 1 0.10 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0.10 
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Strike Sign Themes and Deservingness 

 Strike signs invoking both economics and children co-occurred with teachers being 

depicted as deserving in more than a quarter of the images with strike signs (29.88%, N=288 and 

25.41%, N=245, respectively). Different strike events seemed to be driving these two 

associations and provide two separate justifications for teachers being worthy of policy benefits. 

Images with strike signs invoking economic themes and showing teachers as deserving were 

frequent in the coverage of the West Virginia 2018, Oklahoma 2018, and Denver 2018. These 

three events were also the three with the most deserving constructions of teachers (see Figure 4) 

overall. A co-occurrence between a social construction and a strike sign theme was considered 

frequent if the two codes co-occurred in at least 25% of the images with strike signs for a 

particular strike event. The coverage from the Oklahoma strike, in particular, associated signs 

with economic themes and deservingness together, with over half of the images with strike signs 

including both codes (55.41%, N=87). Across all three strikes, this association was driven 

largely by handmade signs, as over 98% of the images with strike signs included handmade 

signs. This emphasizes the role teachers had in emphasizing the story of being worthy of 

economic benefit and how this is linked with frequent portrayals of deservingness.  

 Signs invoking children were also commonly associated with deservingness, especially 

among the citywide strikes – Los Angeles, Denver, and Chicago 2019. Strike signs invoking 

children and constructions of deservingness most frequently associated together in Denver 

(41.43% of event strike sign images, N= 29) and least frequently in Chicago (21.02% of event 

strike sign images, N=37).  This follows the pattern found in Figure 4, where I find Denver 

teachers to be portrayed as deserving most often, followed by Los Angeles teachers and then 

Chicago teachers. Notably, the Los Angeles and Chicago strike events also have a high 
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prevalence of union signs, including mass-produced signs that invoke children such as the 

ubiquitous but simple “ON STRIKE FOR OUR STUDENTS” (e.g., Associated Press, 2019b; 

Brown, 2019). The majority of strike sign images in Los Angeles that included both deserving 

codes and invoked children in signs were also handmade (59.70%, N=40) and nearly half of the 

signs in Chicago had all three codes co-occurring (48.65%, N=18), providing evidence that a 

handmade message, even within the same theme, may help teachers appear more deserving. 

 It is also worth noting the mediating role associating with unions seems to have on 

deservingness. The two strikes with high levels of union power, Los Angeles and Chicago 2019, 

also had signs referencing unions most often, with 70.05% of strike sign images in Los Angeles 

invoking unions (N=131) and 78.41% of strike sign images in Chicago (N=138). This is a 

notable difference from the other strike events, where signs invoking unions occurred in less than 

20% of the events’ strike sign images. The most common strike sign theme to be associated with 

undeservingness both within strike events and overall was signs invoking unions. In Los Angeles 

and Chicago, more than two-thirds of images with signs invoking children also had signs 

invoking unions. Signs that invoke children are generally associated with deserving 

constructions, but when those signs are also invoke unions they are more likely to portray 

teachers as undeserving. For example, across the Los Angeles strike event coverage, 15 images 

included signs invoking children that were associated with undeserving constructions of teachers. 

Ten of those 15 images also include signs that invoke unions, and all but two of the images with 

signs that invoke children and unions do so with the same sign – ON STRIKE FOR OUR 

STUDENTS with a United Teachers of Los Angeles union logo. The Chicago 2019 coverage 

tells a similar story, with 16 strike sign images both including signs that invoke children and 

show teachers as undeserving and 9 of those images also including signs that invoke unions. In 
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fact, while teachers appeared deserving 64.47% of the time when an image contained signs 

associating with children, these signs were the third most likely theme to be associated with 

constructions of undeservingness. This seems to be driven by the tendency of unions to explicitly 

associate their demands with children’s needs, rather than teachers. There is a difference in 

perceptions of deservingness when a sign is handcrafted and appears to be from an individual 

teacher compared to when a similar message is shared with a mass-produced sign with a union 

logo. Teachers’ unions have been criticized as putting adult interests before children (Finn & 

Petrilli, 2013; Moe, 2001), so it is possible that unions associating with children does not 

resonate as authentic in the way a handmade sign from an individual teacher does with 

perceptions of deservingness. 

 The case of the Kentucky 2018 strike provides interesting variation in strike sign themes 

and association with deservingness. While overall the images of strike signs invoked frustration 

(59.41% of event strike sign images, N=60) and economic themes most frequently (46.56%, 

N=47), signs that invoked how teachers and education benefit society were most frequently 

associated with deservingness (co-occurring in 29.70% of event strike images, N=30). The 

societal benefits theme was also the only strike sign theme to co-occur with teacher 

deservingness in more than a quarter of strike sign images. Overall, teachers in the Kentucky 

strike event were constructed as deserving less frequently than teachers in the other statewide 

strikes. This may be in part because while signs focusing on benefits to society and the public 

good functions of teaching were most commonly associated with deservingness (79.70% of signs 

invoking societal benefits co-occurred with the deserving code), the argument that teachers 

deserved greater economic benefits was stronger or more clearly associated with deservingness. 

In the Kentucky strikes, signs invoking economics and signs invoking society appeared almost 
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equally as frequently (46.53% and 43.53% of event images with strike signs, respectively), while 

in the West Virginia and Oklahoma strikes that were otherwise similar along many 

characteristics, signs invoking economic themes occurred noticeably more frequently14. Also 

likely contributing to the slightly less positive construction of Kentucky teachers was the focus 

on strike signs with messages suggesting teachers were frustrated. More than 10% (11.23%) of 

the total images with signs that invoked frustration were also images where teachers were 

constructed as undeserving, the second most frequent strike sign theme associated with 

undeserving images after association with unions. The high prevalence of signs invoking 

frustration in strike sign images in Kentucky (59.41%) may have resulted in a more negative 

portrayal of teachers. This suggests that there is a balance point in considering how the tone of 

strike signs influence how deserving a target group is portrayed; while some frustration is 

warranted and can be associated with arguments of economic deservingness that were typically 

associated with teachers being seen as deserving, too much focus on frustration seems to be less 

likely to be viewed as deserving. 

Strike Sign Themes and Political Power 

 Overall, strike signs co-occurred in images that showed teachers as politically powerful 

in just over half (52.38%, N=848) of the images of the Red for Ed strikes. This makes intuitive 

sense as one way of visually showing political power is by striking, and it is logical that many 

photos of strikes would include strike signs. The presence of the signs, rather than what they say, 

is indicative of strong political power. However, some message themes were common in these 

images. Of the Red for Ed images where strike signs invoked unions, 97.57% (N=321) were 

 
14 In the coverage of the Oklahoma strike events, signs that invoked economics occurred in 64.33% of the event 
strike sign images while signs invoking societal benefits occurred in 46.50% of these images. In West Virginia, this 
gap was larger as signs invoking societal benefits were infrequently pictured. Of the images with strike event signs, 
36.43% referenced economic themes and 2.33% referenced benefits to society. 



  113 

associated with high political power. Interestingly, this theme occurred only slightly more 

frequently in images that showed high political power through association with unions (78.12%, 

N=257) than in images where high political power was shown through association with the Red 

for Ed movement (73.25%, N=230). While the majority (84.80% of Red for Ed strike signs with 

the invoking union theme, N=279) of strike signs invoking unions were from urban, citywide 

strike events coordinated by the local union, these strikes also closely affiliated themselves with 

the Red for Ed movement. Notably, there was relatively little variation in portrayals of teacher 

political power across strikes, regardless of whether teachers affiliated with unions or not (see 

Figure 4). This suggests that affiliation with the Red for Ed movement was a way to show 

political power, with or without the backing of the teachers’ unions. It is also possible that the 

unions strategically borrowed the power and deservingness of the Red for Ed movement and 

intentionally played up the association to build on the momentum of the earlier, grassroots 

events.  

 Images that showed teachers and having strong political power and affiliating with the 

Red for Ed movement most frequently (16.92%, N=274) included strike signs with economic 

themes. Themes of benefits to society and invoking frustration were also more commonly 

associated with Red for Ed political power (6.18% and 11.49% of Red for Ed images, 

respectively), rather than union political power (1.54% and 2.72%, respectively). The strike signs 

provided a narrative for the movement: despite all the ways teachers and education benefit 

children and society broadly, teachers have been economically disenfranchised and they are 

frustrated about it, so they are demanding policy change. In addition to providing a clear 

narrative, the fact that this is more clearly associated with the political movement rather than 

unions provides evidence that teachers as a target population can be constructed differently that 
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teachers’ unions as organizations and target populations themselves. Images with handmade 

strike signs also co-occurred in images that showed political power through the Red for Ed 

movement more frequently (26.31% of Red for Ed images, N=426) than they co-occurred in 

images showing political power through unions (8.09% of Red for Ed images, N=131). If 

teachers want to be thought of as the target group of a policy, rather than the target being 

teachers’ unions, it seems that they may be able to portray high political power by associating 

with a social movement, rather than a union. This may be beneficial if teachers collectively seek 

to distance themselves from societal constructions of unions as contenders and instead reframe 

themselves as more deserving of benefits. Handmade signs are something teachers have 

autonomy over that seem to be closely linked to how media is portraying teachers as a group, and 

thoughtful messaging can allow the teachers to influence the narratives about themselves. 
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CHAPTER 8: DISCUSSION 

 This study contributes theoretically to the understanding of social constructions of target 

populations and to the literature on the social constructions of teachers. Previous studies have 

found teachers to be typically constructed as either less deserving (e.g., Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 

2006; Crespo, 2017; Goldstein, 2011) or as lacking political power (Kreitzer & Smith, 2018). 

Media coverage of the 2018 and 2019 Red for Ed strikes portrayed teachers as an advantaged 

group, both worthy of policy benefits and wielding sufficient political power to influence the 

policy conversation.  

One potential explanation for this is that strikes can function much like protests and 

social movements, and that these particular moments in time can be windows for redefining 

policy issues and policy ideas. This research connects social constructions with agenda-seeding 

(Wasow, 2020), which posits that the media attention from a protest can result in the issues from 

the protest reaching the policy agenda, by also showing how media coverage of a political 

activity may influence how the group participating in the political activity is portrayed. In turn, 

the media portrayals can both reflect and shape societal views of the target group, which may 

also influence how an issue is addressed in the policy agenda. Strikes as a form of political 

protest are being used as a tool to shape the public impression of teachers and issues related to 

teachers, providing support and urgency for many of the policies teachers walked out over. 

Future research should consider whether this pattern of teachers as an advantaged group exists in 

other context beyond teachers’ strikes and if the construction is persistent over time.  

Worthy by Association: Constructions through Associations with Other Target Groups 

 Also, this analysis provides evidence that target groups with less established or more 

varied social constructions, like teachers, can affiliate with other groups to associate with those 
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target groups’ more established constructions. Teachers were constructed by association, much 

like the adage of “guilt by association” suggests that who you surround yourself with, and how 

they are perceived, reflects back on yourself. For example, one way for teachers to show political 

power was by affiliating with the teachers’ union. As an organized interest group with financial 

resources and political connections, unions have access to policymakers and the political 

knowledge to navigate the policy process. This is not a new strategy; teachers in the Chicago 

2012 strike were associated with unions in close to two-thirds (61.54%, N=232) of the event 

images. However, there are trade-offs to this association, as the two Red for Ed strikes with the 

most frequent images showing teachers as undeserving – Los Angeles and Chicago 2019 – were 

also the same events that associated with unions most frequently. While teachers could associate 

with unions’ political power, they also were associated with the unions’ historical construction as 

underserving when they visually affiliated with the union. Similarly, teachers associated 

themselves with children’s deservingness. Unlike affiliating with unions, however, associating 

with children did not risk associating with children’s lack of political power. There were no 

images across the Red for Ed dataset that showed both teachers as deserving by affiliating with 

children and teachers as lacking political power. This is likely because the act of striking is a 

strong display of political power, potentially offsetting the less-powerful construction of 

children. Broadly, the implications of these findings are two-fold. First, this is evidence that 

affiliating with children and children’s needs is an effective political strategy for a group hoping 

to be portrayed positively. From a theoretical perspective, this provides evidence that how target 

groups are perceived in relationship to other target groups is important for understanding social 

constructions. Affiliations with other target groups and alliances could change how policymakers 

and the public view a particular target group and potential policy solutions that would benefit or 
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harm that group.  

Agency in Constructions: Teachers as Active Participants in their own Portrayal 

 Furthermore, there is evidence that teachers, particularly through their use of strike signs, 

actively played a role in shaping the narrative about themselves. In framing themselves as 

deserving, highlighting economic concerns, and emphasizing their connection to children and the 

public good through handmade strike signs, teachers provided visuals to tell their own story in 

media coverage. While the media controls which images they publish, they do not control the 

strike signs teachers’ carry. There was some evidence that the image constructions were reflected 

in the article text, and future analysis considering how which policy issues were included in the 

text how frequently and how those discussions are frames could provide additional evidence of 

how teacher strike signs relate to media coverage of the events broadly. Often, social 

constructions literature considers how stereotypes from society are projected onto a target group, 

often speaking of social constructions as labels placed on target groups from outside the group 

itself (Schneider & Ingram, 2005a). This study builds on the limited evidence that target groups 

can actively engage in efforts to shift social constructions of their particular group (e.g., DiAlto, 

2005; Hudson & Gonyea, 2012), indicating opportunities for groups that have traditionally been 

viewed as less deserving or less powerful by society and policymakers to have some agency in 

changing how their group is perceived.  

Race, Place, and Union Strength as Interwoven Strands of the Same Thread: Teacher 

Constructions Vary based on the Complexities of Context 

 Comparisons of events showed that constructions of deservingness varied by event, even 

when teachers were on strike for the same reasons, at the same time, and striking in similar ways. 

Teachers on strike in locations with a higher percentage of non-white teachers and higher union 
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power were portrayed as underserving more frequently, and those strikes that occurred in less 

urban locations with teacher populations that had proportions of white teachers greater than or 

equal to the national average tended to have coverage that showed teachers as deserving more 

frequently. Analysis of the racial composition of teachers in images indicates that white teachers 

were portrayed as deserving more frequently, in alignment with research on social constructions 

of women accepting welfare assistance (e.g., Bensonsmith, 2005; Constance-Huggins, 2011; 

Hancock, 2003) that show in an American context, race and associated racial stereotypes are 

deeply connected to social constructions. While the multiple case studies allowed for 

comparisons by contexts, it is important to note that the characteristics of urbanicity, union 

strength, and teacher racial demographics often varied together across strike events. This 

qualitative study considers how these contexts work in tandem to impact deservingness; future 

work could consider which of these factors has a larger impact on media portrayals and public 

perceptions of teachers. A carefully designed survey experiment varying race, 

urban/suburban/rural contexts, and associations with unions independently could provide causal 

evidence and measures of significance to further untangle the relationships and separate 

influences of these contexts on social constructions of teachers. 

Emerging Partisan Views of Teachers: News Source Matters 

 In a time of increasing political bias in news sources, where readers of one news source 

tend to be ideologically different from the readers of another news source, it is important to note 

that how teachers are being presented by media is different depending on the news source. It is 

especially worth noting that Left-leaning news sources portrayed teachers as deserving in images 

more frequently than right-leaning news sources and Right-leaning news sources portrayed 

teachers as undeserving more frequently than left-leaning news sources, even though almost all 
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news sources portrayed teachers as deserving overall. Given the increasing partisan political 

divide in both news media and education politics, it is likely that the differences in how Left and 

Right-leaning news sources portray teachers have grown, with potentially diverging 

characterizations of teachers. Future research tracking constructions of teachers and other 

educational stakeholders in news media over time should consider the political biases of news 

sources and how that may influence what is published. 

 In the case of coverage of teacher strikes, pictures truly were “worth a thousand words.” 

While there was some variation in tone and in the use of language invoking social constructions 

of teachers, in the case of the Red for Ed strikes the variation in constructions was most apparent 

in the content of the images shared by the media. Ingram and Schneider (2005) note that social 

constructions can be subtle, and this study provides evidence that visual data, including media 

images, can be a rich source of information about subtle social attitudes that can otherwise be 

masked by neutral language.  

Sympathetic Teachers on Strike: Strikes as a Social Movement for Education Policy 

Change 

The Red for Ed strikes as a social movement are an example of the potential power 

teachers can collectively have as a target population, especially when considered in light of the 

policy gains teachers received both for themselves and the education system broadly in 2018 and 

2019. This study, and its finding that teachers were generally portrayed as both deserving and as 

having political power, provide evidence that strategic strikes and protests by teachers are one-

way teachers can influence the conversation around education policy issues. Since 2019, there 

has been significant change in the education policy landscape. The Covid-19 pandemic brought 

an abrupt end to the Red for Ed movement, though teacher strikes have resumed following the 
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re-opening of schools (Will, 2022). Going forward, it will be important to examine how the news 

media portrays teachers in an increasingly politicized and polarized climate, and to consider 

ways that teachers are able to actively participate in the education policy process. As key 

stakeholders in the education system, it is important to consider ways teachers can be perceived 

as worthy of policy benefits and how teachers can effectively marshal and exert political power 

to influence policy. For those who believe teachers’ voices should be reflected in educational 

policy, the Red for Ed movement should be considered an exemplar of strategic political 

involvement, where teachers were able to shape the narrative around policy issues. 
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APPENDIX A: 2018 AND 2019 RED FOR ED TEACHER STRIKE AND PROTEST 
TIMELINE 

 
Table A1. 
Timeline of Teacher Strikes and Protests during the Red for Ed Movement in 2018 and 2019 

 
Location Dates Outcome 

West Virginia (1) 2/22/18-3/7/18 5% pay raise for teachers  

Kentucky (1) 3/30/18, 4/2/18,  
4/13/18 

Increase in per pupil funding; did not stop 
passage of pension reform bill teachers 
opposed 

Oklahoma 4/2/18-4/12/18 
Increased school funding and teacher pay via 
tax increase passed before strike with no 
additional conditions after strike 

Colorado 4/26/18-4/27/18 
Some legislative gains for Colorado Education 
Association backed programs, did not get 
changes to state employee retirement fund 

Arizona 4/26/18-5/3/18 
20% teacher pay raise over next 3 years, 
increased funding for support staff, new 
textbooks, upgraded tech and infrastructure 

Pueblo City School 
District, CO 5/7/18-5/11/18 2.5% cost of living adjustment and new health 

insurance contribution from the district 

North Carolina 5/16/18 
Promised up to 6.2% teacher raises before 
protest, but no additional increases due to 
activity 

Washington (state, 14 
districts collectively 
& independently on 
strike) 

8/2018-9/2018 Several districts provided significant pay raises, 
such as 14.4% raises in Tacoma 

Chicago, IL- Acero 
Schools charter 
network 

12/4/18-12/10/18 
Pay raises for teachers and paraprofessionals, 
reduced class sizes, sanctuary for undocumented 
students 
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Table A1. (cont’d) 
 

Location Dates Outcome 

Los Angeles, CA 1/14/19-1/21/19 6% pay raise, reduced class sizes, more 
school support staff 

Los Angeles- 
Accelerated 
Schools charter 
network 

1/15/19-1/25/19 More job protections, improvement to health 
insurance 

Virginia 1/20/19 5% pay raise for teachers and proposed 
increases in school funding 

Chicago, IL- 
Chicago 
International 
charter network 

2/5/19-2/18/19 
Pay raises for teachers and paraprofessionals, 
reduced class sizes, paid paternal leave for 
teachers 

Denver, CO 2/11/19-2/14/19 Across-the-board teacher pay raise 

West Virginia (2) 2/18/19-2/19/19 
Stopped passage of an education bill that 
would allow for charter schools and vouchers 
in the state 

Oakland, CA 2/21/19-3/1/19 11% pay raise plus one-time pay bonus 

Kentucky (2) 2/28/19, 3/6/19, 
3/7/19, 3/12/19 

Several legislative bills were not passed this 
session after sickouts; ongoing conflict over 
the Governor subpoenaed records of teachers 
who called in sick 

Chicago, IL- 
Chicago Public 
Schools 

10/16/19-11/1/19 
Reduced class sizes, additional school 
support staff, 16% salary increase over 5 
years 

Note. Bold typeface indicates cases selected for study.  
Sources. Loewus, 2019 with supplements from Aguilar, 2018; Honeycutt Spears, 2019; 
McLaren, 2019; Pearson, 2012; Perez & Moreno, 2016; Smith & Davey, 2019; Turner, 
Lombardo, & Logan, 2018; Will, 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b; Yan, 2018 
 



  139 

APPENDIX B: IMAGE CODING SCHEME 

Table B1.  
Chart of Social Constructions Codes 
 

Code Definition Examples 
I. Deserving Positive constructions of teachers that show teachers as 

worthy of policy benefits or as benefitting general welfare 
(Ingram, et al., 2007, p. 101) 
Includes images that depict activities such as: 
• Teachers working with children 
• Teachers hugging children 
• Parents/children/others support teachers by joining strike 
• Teachers celebrating policy wins 
• Teachers dancing while on strike 

Includes teachers displaying positive emotions: 
• Happiness- smiling, looking relaxed, laughing 

Setting includes: 
• American flag, particularly foregrounded or 

carried/worn by teachers 
• Children present as either supporting teachers or 

positively associated with teachers (such as in a 
classroom with a teacher leading a lesson) 

Signs or captions focused on the following messages: 
• Teachers deserving more pay 
• Teachers on strike for students, to benefit students 
• Teacher working conditions as harming students 
• Teachers deserving respect 
• Education funding as insufficient/inequitable 
• Referencing education as benefitting society as a whole 

Signs portraying one of the following common archetypes: 
• Superhero teacher- Either explicitly referencing teachers 

as superheroes, or more subtly, referencing teachers 
doing it all, teachers as heroically helping students, or 
similar. Similar to Bulkley & Gottlieb’s (2017) 
“Individual Great Teachers Can Overcome All 
Obstacles” policy image 

• Teachers combatting greater societal issues- Based on 
Bulkley & Gottlieb’s (2017) “Profession of Teaching 
Struggling Against Difficult Circumstances” policy 
image, references to teachers working in adverse 
circumstances against poverty, trauma, and other social 
problems 

• Teacher in a 
banana 
costume 
dancing in the 
street with 
sign 
• Caption 
mentioned 
activities to 
keep energy 
up 
• Teachers 
celebrating 
the end of a 
strike 
• Teachers in 
a classroom 
with students 
• Students 
making 
protest signs 
• Taco truck 
feeding LA 
teachers on 
the picket line 
• Sign with a 
list of all the 
roles a teacher 
fills 
“counselor, 
nurse, parent, 
coach” etc. 
• “Teacher, 
because 
superhero 
isn’t a job 
title” 
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Table B1. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
A. Borrowing 
from Children 

Images that depict teachers as on strike "for the 
children/students," with students, or otherwise associating 
the strike with benefits for children 

 

B. Ed as 
Public Good 

Image includes references to teachers serving society or the 
greater public good. This may include references to 
teaching the leaders of tomorrow, teaching critical skills, or 
teachers as fulfilling patriotic duty (or images associating 
patriotism with teachers). 

 

C. Respect or 
Economically 
Worthy 

Image includes references to teachers deserving greater 
respect, to teachers deserving greater pay or benefits, or to 
teachers needing to supplement their income  

• “I paid for 
this sign with 
my 2nd job” 

II. 
Undeserving 

Negative constructions of teachers that show teachers as 
unworthy of policy benefits or as not benefitting/harming 
general welfare (Ingram, et al., 2007, p. 101) 
Includes images that depict actions such as: 
• Teachers yelling or confronting people in an aggressive 

manner 
• Someone other than the classroom teacher engaging 

with students (politicians, substitutes, parents taking off 
work to chaperone) 

• Kids alone somewhere with captions or context 
indicating they should be in school 

Includes teachers displaying negative emotions: 
• Anger- Faces with narrowed eyebrows, furrowed 

brows, frowning or open mouths, flushed faces, “steam 
coming out of the ear” 

Caption or image indicates frustration with teachers from 
other stakeholders: 
• Parents or others express frustration with the strike. 

References to the strike as harming/neglecting children 
or being inconvenient. The caption may explicitly 
reference this, the faces of stakeholders other than 
teachers may show frustration (less intense anger), or 
the context of the photo may evoke the idea of children 
alone or parents being burdened. 

Setting includes: 
• Empty classrooms or other school spaces, closed 

school door, suggesting teachers have abandoned 
children 

• Students in alternative spaces other than traditional 
classrooms (i.e., at home with parent, with the Boys & 
Girls Club or similar organization, in a large 
auditorium for class) 

• Mayor 
Lightfoot 
talking with a 
small group of 
elementary 
students 
• Adult 
monitoring a 
gym activity 
• Child and 
parent walking 
hand-in-hand 
up past picket 
line to enter 
school 
• Kids at the 
computer alone 
• Parent in a 
coffee shop 
working with a 
student 
• Caption 
mentions 
parental 
challenges of 
strike 
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Table B1. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
II. 
Undeserving 
(cont’d.) 

Or signs/images/captions portraying one of the following 
common archetypes: 
• Not working full-time- References to the narrative that 

teachers have summers off, leave work at 3, or 
otherwise work less than others; may be used to justify 
less pay or benefits 

• Ineffective teachers- From accountability rhetoric, 
references to failing teachers, teachers unable to 
improve student outcomes. Similar to Bulkley and 
Gottlieb’s “Dysfunctional structures of teaching trump 
teacher quality” 

• Militant union- Beyond solidarity, though possibly 
including solidarity, images of anger, violence, 
disruption, or defiance associated with the union. This 
is inspired by Goldstein (2014) discussion of unions 
during the 1960-70s. 

 

III. High 
Power 

Teachers being shown as politically powerful- images that 
evoke high levels of political resources: large, united, easy 
to mobilize, skilled, focused on issues of concern to it, and 
accustomed to voting, contacting public officials (Ingram, et 
al., 2007, p. 101) 
Includes images that depict actions that suggest a unified, 
organized group effort such as: 
• Teachers marching and protesting 
• Teachers chanting 
• Teachers holding hands or showing other forms of 

mutual support 
• Teachers or union holding a press conference 
• Teachers wearing red (or other union/matching clothes) 
• Teachers present and engaged with 

speakers/rally/negotiations 
Images that suggest power in numbers: 
• Images with more than 20 teachers/supporters, or 

where the frame is filled with teachers to suggest a 
large group 

Images that invoke union power: 
• Includes union leaders 
• Includes signs/apparel/or other indications of union 

organization 
• References contract negotiation 
• A large pile of strike signs to be picked up, produced 

by union 

• Teachers 
walking en 
masse down 
Chicago streets 
• Teachers 
gather in a 
State Capital 
Building 
• Caption 
shares chant 
• Several 
teachers with 
mouths open, 
possibly some 
with fists 
raised 
• Karen Lewis 
walking away 
from a 
microphone 
with cameras 
around her 
• Teachers in 
red shirts 
• Drone photo 
of a sea of 
people 
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Table B1. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
III. High 
Power 
(cont’d.) 

Image or signs invoke voting power: 
• Signs threatening to vote politicians out of office or 

frustration with officials 
Images that invoke archetypes of: 

• Strong women- References to strong women or 
embracing both strength and femineity 

• Union solidarity- Examples of union members banding 
together, such as hand holding or forming a picket 
line; wearing red clothes might fall under this 

• Militant union- Beyond solidarity, though possibly 
including solidarity, images of anger, violence, 
disruption, or defiance associated with the union. This 
is inspired by Goldstein’s (2014) discussion of unions 
during the 1960-70s. 

• In WV, blue 
union shirts 
• Teachers 
sitting in rows 
looking towards 
a presenter 
during 
presentation of 
contract 
• A large group 
in a state capital 
where you can 
see few distinct 
faces 
• “Schools out. 
Justice Cut the 
Bull Out” 
• “I’m here 
more than Jim” 
• Signs 
referencing 
students as 
voters 
• “Rosie the 
educator” 
• Other non-
teacher union 
members 
joining the 
strike 
• Teachers 
marching and 
holding hands 
• “United” signs 

A. Borrowing 
from Union 

Images that invoke union power specifically, either 
through clear union presence, logos, captions, or other 
cues that reference the union 
Images that invoke archetypes of: 
• Union solidarity- Examples of union members banding 

together, such as hand holding or forming a picket 
line; wearing red clothes might fall under this 

 

Images that 
invoke union 
power: 
• Includes union 
leaders 
• Includes 
signs/apparel/or 
indications of 
union 
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Table B1. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
A. Borrowing 
from Union 
(cont’d.) 

Images that invoke archetypes of:  
• Militant union- Beyond solidarity, though possibly 

including solidarity, images of anger, violence, 
disruption, or defiance associated with the union. This 
is inspired by Goldstein’s (2014) discussion of unions 
during the 1960-70s. 

• References 
contract 
negotiation 
• A large pile of 
strike signs to 
be picked up, 
produced by 
union 
Image or signs 
invoke voting 
power: 
• Signs 
threatening to 
vote politicians 
out of office or 
frustration with 
officials 

B. Borrowing 
from 
#RedforEd 

Images where teachers seem to be borrowing power 
specifically from the Red for Ed movement. 

• Signs that say 
#RedforEd 
• A sea of red 
clothing 
• In Arizona, 
Arizona 
Educators 
United is not a 
union –this is a 
group of 
teachers 
organizing the 
Red for Ed 
movement in 
this state 

IV. Low Power Teachers being shown as lacking political power. Often 
the absence of teachers or the presence of others with 
power. 
Images showing non-teachers & supporters as powerful: 
• Political leader holding a press conference who is 

opposed to the strike 
Images that suggest a small strike or low levels of 
teachers participating: 
• Images with fewer than 20 teachers that also suggest 

the few people in the image are not part of a larger 
group/crowd; sparse participation 

• Mayor 
Lightfoot 
talking at a 
podium 
teachers leaving 
without meeting 
demands 
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Table B1. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
IV. Low Power 
(cont’d.) 

Images that show teachers disappointed by strike results, 
see captions for details 
Images that invoke the following archetypes: 
• Missionary teacher- Teachers as serving others for the 

public good, but not necessarily deserving money or 
other compensation; inspired by Goldstein’s (2014) 
historic depiction of early female teachers in the US 
as missionaries of morals and democratic ideals 

• Image with 
caption that 
suggests 
numbers of 
teachers 
participating 
dwindling, 
teachers leaving 
without meeting 
demands 
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Table B2.  
Chart of Image Context Codes 
 

Code Definition Examples 
I. Role What is the role or identity of the 

people/stakeholders pictured? Roles determined 
by context and caption. 
Select all that apply. 

 

A. Teacher Adults participating in strikes who appear to be 
teachers; teachers working in classrooms; caption 
labels subjects as teachers; Adult protesting 
without being identified as another group 

• Teacher group marching 
with signs 
• Teachers chanting 
• Teacher sitting at a 
kitchen table looking 
reflective, and identified 
in caption 

1. Union 
member 

Teachers are identified as union members, 
wearing badges/clothes referencing unions, 
carrying signs with union logo 

• Teacher wearing a CTU 
hat 
• Teacher carrying a sign 
with union logo 
• Teacher handing out 
signs with union logo to 
other teachers 
• Teachers standing 
behind union leader at a 
press conference- like the 
support on stage 

B. Student School-age children; may be participating in the 
strike, may be in out-of-school or in-school 
activity; may be with parents 

• Child with a backpack 
• Group of children in a 
gym while school closed 
• Child making a protest 
sign 

C. Parent Adults who appear to be parents or guardian; may 
be dropping off children, holding hands with 
children, etc. 

• Adult in business jacket 
walking with child with 
backpack 
• Adult sitting with child 
on laptop in coffee shop 
• Adult holding child on 
picket line with sign 

D. Union 
Leader 

Adult who is in leadership role and identified 
with union; may be identified by name in caption; 
may be wearing or holding union gear; may be 
leading a press conference, holding a megaphone 
leading chants, handing out union materials, etc. 

• CTU president Karen 
Lewis 
• UTLA president Alex 
Caputo-Pearl 
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Table B2. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
E. Political 
Leader 

Adult who is an elected official or political 
candidate; may be identified by name in caption, 
may be visibly recognizable 

See categories below 

1. Local A mayor, school board member, or other local 
elected official 

• Mayor Rahm Emmanuel 
 

2. State A governor, state legislator, or other state-level 
elected official  

• WV Governor 
• KY Governor 

3. National The President, Senators, Representatives, and 
national political office candidates (esp. 
Presidential candidates); may be identified in 
caption or visibly recognizable 

• Elizabeth Warren 
• Bernie Sanders 

F. District or 
School 
Admin 

Superintendents, principals, or others who are not 
elected officials but who are also not teachers; 
typically administrators dealing with the logistical 
fallout of a strike who may or may not be 
involved in negotiation; likely identified in 
caption 

• Superintendent of 
district 
• Principal acting as 
substitute in classroom 

G. Union, 
Non-Teacher 

Adult who is either wearing union gear that is not 
the teaches’ union or caption indicates they are a 
union member other than the teachers’ union  

Examples: 
• SEIU- often a union for 
support personnel at 
schools 
• UAW members 
• Grad Student Unions 

H. No People The photo does not include images of people • A closed school door 
• An empty classroom 
• A pile of strike signs 

II. Gender What is the apparent gender balance in the photo? 
TEACHERS ONLY 

 

A. Single 
female 

One person (either alone/within a group) presents 
as female; The goal is to label both individuals in 
portrait shots and individuals who stand out as the 
lone representative in a large group. 

 

B. Single 
male 

One person (either alone/within a group) presents 
as male; The goal is to label both individuals in 
portrait shots and individuals who stand out as the 
lone representative in a large group. 

 

C. Majority 
female 

Over 50% of the group presents as female, or 
female individuals are foregrounded 

 

D. Majority 
male 

Over 50% of the group presents as male, or male 
individuals are foregrounded 

 

E. Diverse 
gender 

The group seems to present an equal balance of 
binary gender presentations 
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Table B2. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
F. Can’t 
determine 
gender 

Unclear from the photo what genders are 
represented in what proportions 

• Sea of people that you 
cannot see faces in 

III. Race What is the apparent racial balance of the photo? 
TEACHERS ONLY 

 

A. Single 
POC 

One person (either alone or within a group) 
presents as a POC 
 
The goal is to label both individuals in portrait 
shots and individuals who stand out as the lone 
representative in a large group. 

 

B. Single 
white 

One person (either alone or within a group) 
presents as white 
 
The goal is to label both individuals in portrait 
shots and individuals who stand out as the lone 
representative in a large group. 

 

C. Majority 
POC 

Over 50% of the group presents as POC, or POC 
individuals are foregrounded 

 

D. Majority 
white 

Over 50% of the group presents as white, or 
white individuals are foregrounded  

 

E. Diverse 
race 

The image contains a range of people of different 
races/ethnicity. There is not a clear majority. 

 

F. Can’t 
determine 
race 

Unclear from the photo what racial identities are 
represented in what proportions 

• Sea of people that you 
cannot see faces in 
 

IV. Strike 
Pictured 

Which strike is actually depicted in the photo? 
This may differ from the primary strike discussed 
in the article. Check captions carefully. 

 

A. CHI 12 Chicago Teacher Strike 2012 
Sept 9-19, 2012 

 

B. WV 18 West Virginia Teacher Strike 2018 
Feb 21-Mar 8, 2018 

 

C. OK 18 Oklahoma Teacher Strike 2018 
April 1-13, 2018 

 

D. KY 18 Kentucky Teacher Strike 2018 
Mar 29-Apr 14, 2018 

 

E. LA 19 Los Angeles Teacher Strike 2019 
Jan 13-22, 2019 

 

F. DEN 19 Denver Teacher Strike 2019 
Feb 10-15, 2019 

 

G. CHI 19 Chicago Teacher Strike 2019 
Oct 16-Nov 1, 2019 
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Table B2. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
H. Other 
2018 ed 
strike 

Any other teacher strike from 2018 i.e., North Carolina, 
Arizona, Colorado 

I. Other 2019 
ed strike 

Any other teacher strike from 2019 i.e., West Virginia 2019, 
Kentucky 2019, Oakland 
2019 

J. Historic ed 
strike 

Image is not of current (as of news coverage) 
strike, but from news archives. Often references a 
similar strike event. May be in black & white. 
 
Strikes in education other than Chicago 2012, any 
in 2018 or 2019 

• Image of Al Shanker and 
UFT leaders on strike in 
NYC in 1968 
• Images from the historic 
1960s FL teachers’ 
walkout 

K. Non-ed 
strike 

Image depicts a strike, but not a teacher strike • GM workers on strike 
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Table B3.  
Chart of Strike Sign Codes 
 

Code Definition Examples 
I. Handmade Signs seem to be handmade, may utilize a variety 

of art supplies and bright colors; often includes 
witty sayings or imagery; may invoke elementary 
classroom bulletin board 

 

II. Invoke 
Children 

Sign language or imagery invokes children. 
 
Includes signs reflecting issues of: 
• Student needs- Sign relates strike demands to 
how it will benefit the kids/learning.   
• Working conditions impacting students- ex. 
"Our students deserve smaller class sizes" 
• Funding impacting children- "For each child, 
CO spends $2700 less than the national average" 

• “Fighting for our 
Students”  
• “You can’t put students 
first if you put teachers 
last”  
• “Fight for the schools 
students deserve”  
• “Students, because 
you’re mine, I walk the 
line”  

III. Invoke 
Union 

Signs reference the union, either directly with the 
union name, or indirectly with labor union 
imagery 

• Signs with the image of 
the raised fist 
• Signs with CTU on them 
in Chicago 

IV. Invoke 
Economics 

Signs the invoke any issue related to money: 
• Bread & butter- The slogan or image on the sign 
is related to wages, pension, work hours, etc.  
• Working Conditions- Sign relates to working 
conditions, infrastructure, overcrowding, lack of 
supplies, support personnel etc. 
• Sign focuses specifically on money for schools, 
budget cuts, lack of money in the system 

• “Keep great teachers in 
Denver. Pay them.”  
• “3% that’s not a raise, 
that’s an insult”  
• “Teachers need more 
than apples”  
• “Will teach for 
insurance”  
• “my second job paid for 
this sign”  
• “Pack em deep, 
teach em cheap”  
• “For each child, CO 
spends $2700 less than the 
national average”  
• “teachers just want to 
have funds”  
• “school funding, not 
corporate tax cuts”  
• “starving the schools, 
feeding the rich”  
• “Unfair labor practices”  
• “Striking for a fair 
contract”  
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Table B3. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
V. Invoke 
Society 

Sign references the benefits of teachers to society 
as a whole 
 
For example, signs that include 
• References to the future- "Fund our future," 
"Dinosaurs extinct, Teachers endangered" 
• Education as a public good- Sign expresses 
importance of schools, state deserves better, we 
owe it to the future, deserve better, ex. “Teachers, 
we work for the people” & “Keep the public in 
our public education”  
• Role of teachers in educating society- teachers 
shape lives/careers, ex. "If you can read this, 
you're welcome" & "Teachers made your job 
possible" 

• “If you can read this, 
you’re welcome”  
• “Teachers made your job 
possible”  
• “Fund our future”  
• “Teachers, we work for 
the people”  
• “Fund/Care About Our 
Future”  
• “Keep the public in our 
public education”  
• “Dinosaurs Extinct, 
Teachers Endangered” 
 

VI. Invoke 
Fairness 

Signs indicate that the status quo is unfair/unjust 
in some way. 
 
This includes unfair to teachers: 
• Signs invoking need for respect- Sign relates to 
teachers deserving respect, being a profession, 
teachers shape lives, etc.  
• Signs invoking social justice- Signs referencing 
social justice language and ideas; participation of 
or reference to civil rights leaders 
Note that WV Governor during 2018 strike is 
name Jim Justice. 

• “Unfair labor practices”  
• “Striking for a fair 
contract”  
• “Arm me with a fair 
contact”  
• “Teachers are worth 
more” 
• “We deserve better”  
• “school funding, not 
corporate tax cuts”  
• “starving the schools, 
feeding the rich”  
 
Social Justice: 
• Caption- “Albert 
Shanker, center, president 
of the United Federation 
of Teachers, and the civil 
rights leader Bayard 
Rustin, right, outside City 
Hall during the 1968 New 
York City teachers’ 
strike.” 
• “Time for real Justice 
for Public Employees” 
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Table B3. (cont’d) 
 

Code Definition Examples 
VII. Invoke 
Frustration 

Includes signs with threats, anger, or other 
indication that teachers are frustrated. 
 
For example: 
• "Fed Up" signs- Signs referencing teachers 
reaching a breaking point 
• Political frustration- Signs referencing 
politicians doing a poor job, being responsible 
for the state of schools, political 
ineptitude/corruption,  
or politics otherwise negatively impacting 
education 
• Aggressive signs- Sign conveys anger or 
aggression on the part of the teacher 

• “We’ve had enough” 
• “Schools out. Justice Cut 
the Bull Out” 
• “I’m here more than 
Jim” 
• “Don’t make me use my 
teacher voice”  
• “Don’t make me go 
all WVa on you”  
• “3% that’s not a raise, 
that’s an insult”  
• “Teacher burnout is why 
we have this turnout!”  
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APPENDIX C: STAGES OF THE DICTIONARY BUILDING PROCESS 

Table C1.  
Political Power Theoretical Definition and Deductive Words to Examine 
 

Ingram et al., 2007 definition (p. 
101) 

Deductive suggested 
dictionary terms 

Present in 20% sample & 
applicable 80% of time in 

context? 
“The political power of the target 

group is one dimension 
indicating the extent of its 
political resources, such as 

whether it is… 

  

large, 
 

large 
hundred(s) 
thousand(s) 
many 
countless 
crowd(s) 
crowded 
numerous 

Present, not valid in context 
Included 
Included 
Not present 
Present, not valid in context 
Included 
Present, not valid in context 
Not present 
 

united, unite/united 
unify/unified 
together 
link/linked 
collective/collectively 

Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
Not present 
Not present 
Present, not valid in context 
 

easy to mobilize, mobilize/mobilized 
assemble/assembled 
marshal/marshalled 
organize/organized 
organization 
driven to 
catalyst/catalyze/catalyzed 
plan/planned/planning 

Not present 
Not present 
Not present 
Included 
Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
Not present 
Present, not valid in context 
 

wealthy, campaign contributions 
money 
cost 

Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
 

skilled, skilled/skillful 
knowledge/knowledgeable 
experienced 
understanding 
strategic/strategy 

Not present 
Not present 
Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
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Table C1. (cont’d) 
 

Ingram et al., 2007 definition  
(p. 101) 

Deductive suggested 
dictionary terms 

Present in 20% sample & 
applicable 80% of time in 

context? 
well-positioned, well-positioned 

important 
key 

Not present 
Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
 

focused on issues of concern to it, focus/focused 
concentrate/concentrated 
engage/engaged 

Present, not valid in context 
Not present 
Present, not valid in context 
 

and accustomed to voting, 
contacting public officials, [and so 
on].” 

vote/voting 
voter 
November 
polls 
elections 

Included 
Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
Present, not valid in context 
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Table C2.  
Deservingness Theoretical Definition and Deductive Words to Examine 
 

Ingram et al., 2007 definition  
(p. 101) 

Deductive suggested 
dictionary term 

Present in 20% sample and 
applicable 80% of time in 

context? 
“It refers to the valence or the 
positive and negative social 
construction of the group… 

 

  

as more-or-less worthy and 
deserving and as contributing 
more-or-less to the general 
welfare” 

worthy 
worthwhile 
deserve 
deserving 
value/valued/valuable 
respect 
respected 
appreciate/appreciated 
admire/admired 
beloved 
esteemed 
needed/necessary 
overworked 
underpaid 
unworthy 
undeserving 
disrespect 
disrespected 
unimportant 
trivial 
unnecessary 
blame 
blamed 

Included 
Not present 
Included 
Not present 
Not present 
Included 
Present, not valid in context 
Not present 
Not present 
Not present 
Not present 
Present, not valid in context 
Not present 
Included 
Not present 
Not present 
Included 
Not present 
Not present 
Not present 
Not present 
Included 
Not present 
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Table C3.  
Lists of Initial Deductive and Inductive Words and Phrases derived from 20% sample of corpus- 
Political Power 
 

 High Political Power Deductive Words or Phrases 

crowd 
crowds 
hundreds 

organize 
organized 
organizers 
organizing 

thousand 
thousands 

vote 
votes 
voting 

High Political Power Inductive Words or Phrases 

across the country 
across the nation 
across the state 
activism 
activists 
advocate 
advocates 
agenda 
battle 
chanting 
demand 
demand higher pay 
demanded 
demanding 
demands 
demonstration 
demonstrations 
demonstrators 
fight 
fighting 
hundreds of teachers 

join 
marched 
marchers 
movement 
movements 
picket 
picket line 
picket lines 
picketed 
picketing 
pickets 
plan to walk 
power 
powerful 
protest 
protested 
protesters 
protesting 
protest 
 

rallied 
rallies 
rally 
rebellion  
RedforEd 
thousands of teachers 
threatened 
union’s demands 
revolt 
revolts 
schools across the state 
statewide strike 
statewide walkout 
stoppage 
stoppages 
striking 
teachers across 
teachers across the 
state 
teachers demand 
 

teachers demanded 
teachers gathered 
teachers rallied 
teachers walk 
teachers walked 
tens of thousands of teachers 
thousands of people 
walk 
walk off the job 
walked 
walked off the job 
walkout 
walkouts 
wave of educator 
wave of teacher 
wave of teacher protests 
wearing red 
work stoppage 
work stoppages 

Low Political Power Inductive Words or Phrases 

concessions    
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Table C4.  
Lists of Initial Deductive and Inductive Words and Phrases derived from 20% sample of corpus- 
Deservingness 
 

Deserving Deductive Words or Phrases 

deserve respect underpaid worth 

Deserving Inductive Words or Phrases 

crumbling 
dignity 
dignity and respect 
dilapidated 
dozens 

grassroots 
great teachers 
improve 
improved 
 

improvements 
improving  
make ends meet 
public support 
solidarity 

supported 
supporters 
supportive 
sympathetic 
teacher of the year 

Undeserving Deductive Words or Phrases 

blame disrespect   

Undeserving Inductive Words or Phrases 

bad teachers 
bully 
canceled classes 
canceling class 
child care 

closed 
closing 
closures 
criticized 
disappointed 

fail 
failing 
propaganda 
schools closed 
scramble 
sexually 

shut 
shuttered 
shutting 
shutting down schools 
teenager wanting a better car 
trouble 
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Table C5. 
Final Social Constructions Words and Phrases Dictionaries, after validity check on full sample 
 

High Political Power Words and Phrases 

activism 
activists 
battle 
chanting 
crowd 
crowds 
demand higher pay 
demanding 
demands 
demonstration 
demonstrations 
demonstrators 
fight 
fighting 
hundreds of thousands 
marched 
marchers 
movement 
movements 
organizers 
organizing 
 

picket 
picket line 
picket lines 
picketed 
picketing 
pickets  
plan to walk 
protest 
protested 
protesters 
protesting 
protests 
rallied 
rallies 
rally 
rebellion 
Red for Ed 
RedforEd 
revolts 
schools across the state 
statewide strike 
statewide walkout 
stoppage 
stoppages 
striking 

teachers demanded 
teachers demands 
teachers gathered 
teachers rallied 
teachers vote to strike 
teachers voted 
teachers walk 
teachers walked 
tens of thousands of teachers 
thousands 
thousands of people 
thousands of teachers 
threatened 
union’s demands 
walk 
walk off the job 
walked off the job 
walkout 
walkouts 
wave of educator 
wave of teacher protests 
wearing red 
work stoppage 
work stoppages 

Deserving Words and Phrases 

crumbling 
deserve 
dilapidated 
dignity 
dignity and respect 

disrespect 
improvements 
make ends meet 
respect 
solidarity 

supporters 
sympathetic 
teacher of the year 
underpaid 

Undeserving Words and Phrases 

bad teachers 
blame 
canceled classes 
canceling class 
child care 

closed 
criticized 
failing 
propaganda 
schools closed 
scramble 

sexually 
shut 
shuttered 
shutting down schools 
teenager wanting a better car 
trouble 
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APPENDIX D: WORD STAT DICTIONARIES WORD FREQUENCY ANALYSIS 

Table D1.  
Distribution of Key Words across the Red for Ed text analysis dataset (N=486) 
 

Dictionary Word and Phrase Counts 

 Frequency (word count) Cases 
 n % n % 

High Political Power 5018 1.13 473 97.33 

Deserving 509 0.11 262 53.91 

Undeserving 480 0.11 250 51.44 

Teachers 8804 1.98 486 100 

Children 3582 0.80 445 91.56 

Union 3439 0.77 428 88.07 

Political Leaders 1961 0.44 378 77.78 

Parents 680 0.15 274 56.38 

Administrators 329 0.07 138 28.40 
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Table D2. 
Distribution of Key Words across the full text analysis dataset (N=617) 
 

Dictionary Word and Phrase Counts 

 Frequency (word count) Cases 

 n % n % 

High Political Power 5690 1.02 586 94.98 

Deserving 604 0.11 323 52.35 

Undeserving 613 0.11 322 52.19 

Teachers 10,858 1.94 617 100 

Children 4750 0.85 571 92.54 

Union 4700 0.84 552 89.47 

Political Leaders 2683 0.95 495 80.23 

Parents 979 0.18 350 56.73 

Administrators 395 0.07 178 28.85 

 

Figure D1. 
Distribution of Deserving Dictionary Words and Phrases (frequency) 
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Figure D2. 
Distribution of Undeserving Dictionary Words and Phrases (frequency) 
 

 

Figure D3. 
Distribution of Most Frequent (occurred more than 50 times) High Power Dictionary Words and 
Phrases 
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