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Course Details

COURSE INFORMATION
Course Topic
Workplace challenges and organizing strategies in unions
Tone
professional, motivational, empathetic, direct
Audience
UniServ Directors and Organizers in their first two years of employment with unions representing NEA members, including ESPs, K-12 teachers, higher education faculty, members of color, and LGBTQ+ members.
Goals
Learners will be able to identify the key workplace challenges facing different NEA member groups and explain how organizing strategies can address those challenges to build collective power and achieve workplace improvements.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
1. Describe the major workplace challenges facing ESPs, K-12 teachers, higher education members, members of color, and LGBTQ+ members.
1. Compare and contrast organizing, mobilizing, and advocacy approaches.
1. Explain how relationship-building and listening contribute to member retention and union strength.
1. Recognize barriers to inclusion and career advancement for marginalized groups within unions.
1. Demonstrate understanding of how organizing builds collective power and leads to actionable improvements.
1. Identify practical ways UniServ Directors and Organizers can utilize organizing tactics to address member challenges.
Course Outline

OVERVIEW
Organizing for Power: Addressing NEA Member Challenges Through Collective Action
Description
Are you ready to make a real difference in the lives of NEA members? This course is designed for new UniServ Directors and Organizers who want to understand the workplace challenges faced by ESPs, K-12 teachers, higher education faculty, members of color, and LGBTQ+ members. Discover how relationship-building, listening, and strategic organizing can transform member engagement and drive positive change. By mastering the distinctions between organizing, mobilizing, and advocacy—and learning how to apply organizing tactics to real-world problems—you’ll be equipped to help your members build collective power and achieve lasting workplace improvements.
Lessons
1. Understanding ESP Workplace Challenges
1. Key Issues for K-12 Classroom Teachers
1. Challenges in Higher Education Workplaces
1. Barriers for Members of Color and LGBTQ+ Members
1. Organizing, Mobilizing, and Advocacy: Theories of Change
1. Building Power: Organizing Tactics and Member Retention

LESSON #1
Understanding ESP Workplace Challenges
Description
This lesson will examine the major workplace challenges faced by Education Support Professionals (ESPs) as identified by the NEA. It will break down issues such as poverty-level wages, staff shortages, safety risks, lack of respect, career advancement barriers, and threats of privatization. The lesson will start with an overview of ESP roles, then explore each challenge in detail with supporting data, and conclude by connecting these challenges to broader union strategies.
Key Topics
Poverty-level wages and benefits, Staff shortages and workload, Safety and abuse concerns, Lack of professional respect and inclusion, Barriers to advancement and privatization threats

LESSON #2
Key Issues for K-12 Classroom Teachers
Description
This lesson will outline the top workplace challenges facing K-12 classroom educators, using NEA research and policy positions. Topics will include behavioral and mental health issues among students, overwhelming workloads, compensation gaps, burnout, and the effects of political and societal pressures. The lesson will progress from identifying current trends to analyzing their impact on teachers’ work and well-being, concluding with implications for union support and advocacy.
Key Topics
Student behavior and mental health, Workload and time constraints, Compensation and out-of-pocket costs, Burnout and demoralization, Political and societal pressures

LESSON #3
Challenges in Higher Education Workplaces
Description
This lesson will focus on the unique challenges experienced by higher education faculty and staff. It will review issues such as stagnant pay, mental health crises, political interference, student debt, funding cuts, and job insecurity for adjunct and contingent faculty. The lesson will start by differentiating higher ed contexts from K-12, then delve into each challenge, incorporating real-world examples and NEA priorities.
Key Topics
Stagnant pay and benefits, Mental health and burnout, Political attacks and policy shifts, Student debt and funding cuts, Job insecurity for adjuncts and contingents

LESSON #4
Barriers for Members of Color and LGBTQ+ Members
Description
This lesson will explore the unique and intersecting workplace barriers faced by NEA members of color and LGBTQ+ members. Drawing on NEA reports, it will cover workplace isolation, invisible taxes, discrimination, underfunded schools, legislative attacks, and mental health impacts. The lesson will begin by defining key terms, then examine the systemic and interpersonal barriers, and conclude with strategies for fostering inclusion and equity within unions and schools.
Key Topics
Workplace isolation and lack of representation, Invisible taxes and discrimination, Resource gaps and underfunded schools, Legislative attacks and censorship, Mental health and safety for LGBTQ+ members

LESSON #5
Organizing, Mobilizing, and Advocacy: Theories of Change
Description
This lesson will compare and contrast organizing, mobilizing, and advocacy as approaches to building union power, using Jane McAlevey’s framework. It will clarify the differences in strategy, focus, and outcomes for each method, with examples relevant to NEA members. The lesson will begin with definitions, then use scenarios to illustrate the strengths and limitations of each approach, and emphasize the foundational role of organizing.
Key Topics
Definitions of organizing, mobilizing, and advocacy, Comparing strategies and outcomes, Role of structure-based vs. self-selecting groups, Importance of mass participation and agency

LESSON #6
Building Power: Organizing Tactics and Member Retention
Description
This lesson will synthesize how organizing can address the challenges identified in previous modules. It will focus on relationship-building, listening, and practical organizing tactics that UniServ Directors and Organizers can use to build collective power and retain members. The lesson will start with research on member retention, then outline actionable steps for one-on-one conversations, leadership development, and inclusive organizing, concluding with real-world applications.
Key Topics
Relationship-building and listening techniques, Member retention strategies, Developing leaders and inclusive organizing, Practical tactics for UniServ Directors and Organizers, Building sustainable collective power
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