


Understanding Non-Cooperation
A Primer for Educators
Over the last five months, several thousand NEA members, and affiliate leaders and staff have participated in trainings by the Freedom Trainers on Understanding Authoritarianism. By next summer thousands more will, as versions of the training are offered at all of NEA’s major conferences this year, at the Leadership Summit, and again at the 2026 Representative Assembly. (The core ideas are presented in the Educators Fighting Authoritarianism slide deck.) 
The workshops introduce the concept of non-violent non-cooperation. Non-cooperation is the act of refusing to cooperate or comply with official policies and actions, with the goal of stopping undemocratic actors and challenging the authority of an unjust or autocratic system.
Non-cooperation tactics are methods of non-violent protest where individuals or groups deliberately refuse to cooperate with an authority, government, or unjust system to show opposition. Such tactics can involve withholding participation in political, economic, or social life through actions like strikes, boycotts, and civil disobedience to weaken an opponent's power, which is reliant on the cooperation of others. Collective non-compliance has proven effective around the globe in reversing democratic backsliding.
Types of non-cooperation tactics
· Economic non-cooperation: Boycotting products, withdrawing buying power, or engaging in strikes to disrupt economic activity.
· Social non-cooperation: Refusing to participate in social activities, sports, or public events to withdraw social support. This can also include staying home or boycotting social norms.
· Political non-cooperation: Refusing to participate in civic or political life, such as boycotting elections, refusing to accept appointed officials, or disobeying regulations.
· Civil disobedience: A subcategory of non-cooperation where individuals knowingly and peacefully violate laws they consider unjust, while accepting the legal consequences. Think of the lunch counter sit-ins and Freedom Riders of the civil rights movement.
This brief does not address civil disobedience, rather it provides examples of legal forms of collective non-cooperation.
Why Is Non-Cooperation Effective
· Undermine authority: Collective non-cooperation tactics demonstrate that an autocrat's power is not absolute, but rather depends on the continued support of the people.
· Remove "pillars of support": Collective non-cooperation tactics can weaken the resolve of institutions and individuals in the government, military, and bureaucracy, by removing the support they rely on from citizens; creating fissures the autocratic regime and its ruling coalition.

EXAMPLES OF LEGAL NON-COOPERATION

1) IDAHO – In January the school principal told Sarah Inama, a middle school teacher,  to take down the “Everyone Is Welcome Here” sign she had posted in her classroom. At first, she complied. But she soon regretted that decision, put the sign back up, and let her principal know. This ignited a months-long fight with the school district. Ultimately, she chose to resign at the end of the school year, and moved to a neighboring district that was more supportive. In the meantime, community members bought and wore more than 10,000 t-shirts that said “Everyone is Welcome Here”. 
      Imagine if every teacher in her school, or in her district, had put the same sign up? There is truly strength in numbers.

2) NEW MEXICO – In April, the Espanola School District directed that all staff collect and report students’ immigration and citizenship status. Their union, NEA-New Mexico, immediately filed a cease-and-desist letter and a demand for impact bargaining. The Superintendent later rescinded the order and subsequently resigned. 

3) LOS ANGELES, WASHINGTON D.C., CHICAGO – Educators in cities that have been targeted for immigration enforcement blitzes by masked federal agents, have quickly built out robust “Sidewalk Solidarity” programs to protect immigrant students and their families. Volunteers escorts accompany students walking to and from school. Others serve as observers, monitoring the immediate vicinity of the school entrances to watch for signs of any ICE activity. With whistles and Signal chats, they have been able to call out scores of staff and neighbors to discourage the abduction of students and their families. They are giving School Safety Patrols a whole new meaning.


4) IOWA – After the Iowa Legislature passed a bill expanding book bans in public schools,  created a Banned Book Club, that met after to school to read and discuss banned books. At first it was an informal club. Once the law was partially overturned by a federal judge, it became an official school club.
     Educators in any school district wanting to stand up against the attacks on the freedom to read could work with students to set up banned book clubs: official clubs where possible, informal clubs where necessary. 

5) BROOKLYN, BOSTON, SAN DIEGO, LOS ANGELES, and elsewhere – In response to the banning of books in school libraries, public libraries in a number of cities now offer Books Unbanned Library Cards that are available to anyone with a mailing address anywhere in their state. Eighteen states have passed laws expanding book bans. In almost every state, there are more progressive cities that could be encouraged to offer similar Books Unbanned Library Cards for students across their states.

6) Little Free Banned Book Libraries – The good folks at Little Free Libraries  encourage supporters to use their libraries to make banned books accessible to readers. A group of educators could support a network of little free libraries to make books accessible to their students that are banned in school. If there are already little free libraries in your neighborhood, collect donated banned books to restock the libraries. If there aren’t nearby little free libraries – work with neighbors to get new libraries put up and stocked near the school.

7) Non-Permission Slips – NEA’s partners at the Alliance to Reclaim Our Schools (AROS) are promoting the use of “Non-Permission Slips”. The slips ask parents to ‘withdraw their consent’ to a range of attacks on public schools: from restrictions on  the teaching of honest history to school privatization and de-funding of special education. Imagine if entire schools – or districts – organized thousands of parents to sign.

8) NEBRASKA – when the White House cut off SNAP food assistance for low-income families, a bookstore in Lincoln quickly set up an emergency food bank. Schools and public libraries could do the same, to resist attacks on school meals programs, our students and their families.

9) When Elon Musk and his “department of government efficiency” ordered all federal employees to submit weekly reports on their five major accomplishments of the week, an estimated 1.5 million federal employees simply refused to comply.


10) Many federal appointed officials have refused to resign in the face of demands from the White House that they do so. Federal Reserve Governor Lisa Cook refused to step down and has filed a lawsuit challenging the President’s demand that she do so. The Federal Reserve Chair, Jerome Powell, has said he would not resign even if the President demanded that he do so. A number of career diplomats, senior FBI officials and a member of the US Commission on Civil Rights have all resisted demands that they resign.

11) . 

12) .
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