VANCOUVER ISLAND COOPERATIVE PRESCHOOL ASSOCIATION CONTRACT NEGOTIATION GUIDELINES 

VICPA Consultant: Neala St. Hilaire 

EARLY CHIDHOOD  EDUCATORS  CONTRACT  NEGOTIATIONS GUIDELINES

Each year the preschool is responsible for negotiating a new contract with the ECE. This is done on a yearly basis to allow each negotiation to reflect the current state of the preschool. You are negotiating a legal document and this important process deserves proper diligence. The salary and benefits given to the educator are her livelihood, and as well, can affect her feelings of being valued. Any commitments made to her affect the preschool's current and future finances. Both are reasons to pay close attention to what the outcome of the process is and to the process itself. 

These guidelines will provide you with the information you need to professionally negotiate the contract with your educator. This will include information about the information available, the contract negotiation process, current salary recommendations, and completing the contract itself. Should you require more information or have any questions, do not hesitate to contact the VICPA Consultant or the VICPA 1st Vice President for more information or guidance. 

OVERVIEW

Information from VICPA - The VICPA provides the standard basic contract, which is to be used by all VICPA preschools. This contract has been approved by the VICPA board and by the ECE Committee. Using this contract ensures that all necessary issues are dealt with appropriately. Clauses may be added to the contract, but nothing should be deleted. 

At the end of January, the VICPA Salary and Merit Level Committee meets to determine the recommended salary increase and will distribute this information to you at the annual February Contract Negotiation workshop. The recommended salary increase is based on information obtained about the current Consumer Price Index. It is highly recommended that the preschool try to match the recommended increase so that the ECE's salary remains competitive. 

The VICPA also provides information about Merit Level. The Merit Level is designed to give preschools an objective tool to determine the ECE' s experience and education. When hired, an initial Merit Level is calculated. Then each year, the contract negotiation committee needs to determine if any additional merits need to be awarded. If the ECE is awarded additional merits, the salary increase should be more than just the recommended percentage increase. 

The Merit Level is divided into three levels. In conjunction with the recommended increase, the VICP A provides information about the salary range for each Merit Level. This range is not meant to indicate that there is a specific dollar value for each merit point but to give a guide to an appropriate salary. If the ECE is at the lower end of her Merit Level, it is appropriate to pay her at the lower end of the recommended range. If she is at the higher end of her Merit Level, she should be paid at the higher end of the range. 

The VICPA also provides information about possible benefits that a preschool may want to offer the ECE. Sometimes the benefits may be in lieu of additional salary and sometimes it may be in addition to a full salary increase. If the preschool is considering benefits that provide the ECE with time off, the preschool needs to consider the additional expense of hiring a substitute. 

Finally, the VICP A provides a contract negotiation workshop at the beginning of February to provide information to preschools about the contract negotiation process. We ask that at least one member of the preschool's contract negotiation committee attend, as well as the ECE Rep., especially if no one on the committee has previously been involved with the contract negotiation process. All committee members are welcome. 

January/ Early February
The Committee - The contract negotiation committee should be struck by February at the latest. Generally, the Vice President is the chair and the Treasurer sits on the committee. It should also include at least two other members, preferably people who will be returning to the preschool. The president as an ex-facto member of all committees, and may or may not sit on this committee. Generally, the ECE uses their ECE Rep to negotiate the contract on their behalf. This is done so that the ECE is not put in the uncomfortable position of asking for increases or benefits personally and the committee can honestly express concerns without offending the ECE. The ECE Rep may be a former member of the preschool, or it may be someone outside the preschool altogether. Some ECEs choose to negotiate their own contract. This is at the discretion of the ECE. If an ECE chooses to use a rep, all negotiations must be done through the rep. 

February
The Process - Once the committee is formed and the information from the VICP A is received, the negotiation process begins. The chair of the committee sets a meeting date, preferably in the first half of February. It is important to ensure that there is ample time for the meeting itself (allow 2 hours but it may take less time) and for the contract negotiation process to be completed, including approval of the general membership, before the preschool's annual general meeting, usually in April. All committee members should read the information in this handout prior to the committee meeting. 
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Prior to this meeting, the ECE meets with her rep and decides what she would like in terms of increased salary or benefits. It is helpful if at this point the ECE can be clear with the rep about what is very important to her and what would be nice but not critical. If it is a new ECE rep, it is also helpful for the rep to have some background information about previous contract negotiations. This allows the rep to more accurately represent the ECE when presenting the information to the committee. 

It is also helpful that the Treasurer has current budget information available at the meeting so that the committee has some idea of the preschool's finances. If the Treasurer is not on the committee, it is critical that the budget information be available. However, the preschool should not have set their budget for the following year prior to the contract negotiation process. The contract is negotiated first, then the budget is set once the expense of the salary is determined. 

During the meeting, the ECE Rep presents the ECE's requests. The committee then openly discusses what the preschool can accommodate. All committee members should be present during this discussion but all comments should be confidential. The outcome of the meeting can be reported, but individual comments should not be. At the end of the meeting, the ECE Rep reports back to the ECE to obtain her approval of the negotiations. If she approves, the committee moves onto the next step. If the ECE does not approve, the committee continues discussions either through meetings or conversations, until the negotiation is satisfactory to both parties. If there are serious concerns, the VICPA Consultant should be contacted to receive direction on how to proceed. 

February / March Executive Meeting 

Once an agreement has been reached, the suggested contract is presented at the next preschool executive meeting. The ECE should not be present during this discussion but the ECE rep should be present. This discussion can take place either at the start of the executive meeting and the ECE is asked to come to the meeting half an hour late, or it can be discussed at the end of the meeting and the ECE can leave early. Again, it is imperative that the ECE Rep be present for this discussion. 

March General Meeting 

If the executive approves, the contract is presented at the next general meeting, again with the ECE absent but the ECE Rep present. It is appropriate at both the executive and general meetings to be explicit about what the salary and benefits are but it is critical that the confidentiality of the information be maintained to just preschool members. Remind preschool members that this is personal information that should not be shared. Again, if there are serious concerns, contact the VICPA Consultant for guidance. 
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Documentation - After approval at the general meeting, six copies of the contract should be completed. A copy should be give to each of the following: ECE, ECE Rep, President, 1st Vice President, Treasurer and the school file. Information about the ECE's current merit level should be recorded including what merits were awarded for specific experience or education. Information should also be recorded about the contract negotiation process itself. This is particularly important if the ECE has been denied something that was requested. This documentation is very important given the changing membership of the negotiating committee. 

Considerations and Cautions - There are a few points that should be remembered when negotiating the contract. 

· The ECE has the only constant role in the preschool. If the ECE feels like she is respected and appreciated, she is more likely to keep working for the preschool, which affects the stability of the preschool. She needs to feel like she is valued for her contributions. 

· The ECE is a fully trained professional, who continues to upgrade her training and skills in implementing age appropriate programs for your children, and as such, deserves a decent salary. 

· ECEs in parent participation preschools often have a higher salary than ECEs working in private preschools. This is due to the additional responsibility of working with parents both in the classroom and on the executive. Your ECE requires special people skills to be able to work effectively with both children and adults. Comparisons with other ECEs are not appropriate, as the job requires additional skills. 

· Your ECE puts in a lot time beyond the preschool sessions preparing for the program, supporting parents and the executive, and attending meetings. The "session" rate is just a gauge to determine a monthly salary and should not be understood as being the amount the ECE is paid for each session. 

· A cash bonus is a good way to show your appreciation for the ECE without affecting future budgets. Some items may be negotiated on a "one year only" basis. 

· Respect the confidentiality of the contract information, as this is private information. The negotiating process should also remain confidential. You should not be discussing this information with anyone outside the preschool, including members from other VICPA preschools. 
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