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Community Agreements for Our Time 
Awareness and Self-Knowledge  
This requires self-knowledge and self-awareness. Self-knowledge allows you to see what causes you pain and conflict and 
enables you to embrace your contradictions and inconsistencies. It allows the space to work on things about yourself that 
you are not happy with. In turn, self-knowledge helps to prevent you from projecting your negative aspects onto other 
people. Bringing your best self also requires that you have a positive attitude, are willing to deeply explore your 
perspectives and remain open to the perspectives and experiences of others.  

Listening for Understanding 
Be an active listener. Active listening involves paying full and careful attention to the other person, looking him or her in 
the eye, avoiding interruptions, reflecting your understanding, clarifying information, summarizing the other person’s 
perspectives and sharing your own. Remember that most people need time to open up and might not be willing to 
immediately share their personal stories, hopes, fears and/or concerns.  

Being Gracious 
Being kind is a vital way of bringing meaning to our own lives, as well as the lives of others. Kindness is about caring 
genuinely for others around you, wanting the best for them and recognizing in them the same wants, needs, aspirations 
and even fears that you may have. Being kind and generous allows us to communicate better with others, to be more self-
compassionate and to be a positive force in other people’s lives. We are gracious when we accept and genuinely work to 
use the pronouns that others ask us to use. Being gracious includes following the COVID protocols that are in place to 
protect the health of this learning community.  

Staying Engaged 
Staying engaged requires you to be morally, emotionally, intellectually and socially involved in the conversation. Staying 
engaged means that you are listening with curiosity and willing to deepen your understanding. Staying engaged might also 
require you to sustain the conversation even when it gets uncomfortable or diverted.  This means a commitment to 
keeping your electronic communications to a minimum with folks not present in this learning community.  This also 
means being present for all portions of the learning agenda.  

Being Open and Suspending Judgment 
Listening with an open mind includes being receptive to the influence of others. You can suspend judgment by becoming 
aware of preconceived notions and listening to everything someone has to say before jumping to conclusions. Most 
importantly, suspending judgment also means listening to what the speaker has to say for understanding, not just to 
determine whether the speaker is right or wrong.  This means that we recognize each of us will make mistakes and that 
we have the capacity to grow.  We should expect imperfections.  

Saying “I”- tell your truth 
Speaking your truth in authentic and courageous conversations about race and other issues where 
experiences/perspectives may differ widely from yours requires a willingness to take risks. It means that you will be 
absolutely honest and candid about your own thoughts, feelings, experiences and opinions and not just saying what you 
perceive others want to hear. Speaking your truth will require you to speak from the “first person” and use “I” 
statements.  

Seeking Discomfort  
Leaning in to discomfort will require you to let go of `understandings and stereotypes that you may be holding onto in 
order to move forward. Leaning in means that you will avoid pre-judgment and be open to the kernel of wisdom in each 
individual’s experiences. Leaning in to discomfort will require you to sit through moments of embarrassment, confusion, 
anxiety, and/or fear.  
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Reaching Empathy 
Empathy and compassion allow you to understand the other person’s point of view. When you are empathetic, you are 
more understanding, patient and kind. Expanding your capacity to feel empathy will also allow others to enter your circle 
of human concern. Sharing, using, and respecting pronouns is a very simple form of empathy.  

Expecting Non-Resolution and Non-Closure 
Expect and accept that there may not be closure. It is not likely that you will resolve your personal understanding about 
race or another person’s racial experience in a single conversation. The more you talk about race or other issues with 
another person, the more you learn and the more they will learn. Authentic and productive conversations about race and 
other issues where experiences/perspectives may differ widely from yours are continuous and always evolving. This 
means that sometimes we will have unfinished, unexplored, and shortened conversations about some concepts.  

*Adapted from “Embracing equity and inclusion”, Annie E. Casey Foundation

What questions do you want to ask about any of the ideas in these agreements? 

What additional agreements do you need in order to be a fully participating member of our learning community? 

Can you commit to these agreements?  IF not, what would it take for you to be able to commit? 
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C.AN ORGANIZED
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AIM FOR THE BULLSEYE

FOLD FOLD

ORGANIZED PEOPLE HAVE POWER

The other side of this page shows how the boss structures the workplace. Managers and supervisors are 
organized in a hierarchy, and this helps them wield power over a disorganized workforce.

Steps 1, 2, and 3 show what you can do about it. A workplace organizer seeks out leaders who have their co-
workers’ respect, and recruits these leaders to form a committee that knits the whole workforce together.

Fold along the dotted line to see the result. Together, organized workers have power—enough to 
challenge the organized power of management.

A.

B.

C.
ORGANIZ

IN
G

Another way to visualize your progress is to picture 
your co-workers distributed on a dartboard. In the 
center is the core group, people who are always
thinking about how to get others involved.

In the first ring are activists. When an issue heats up
they will take responsibility to get the word out and ask 
other people to take action, too.

In the next ring are supporters, who will wear a
button or sign a petition. The disengaged don’t
participate at all.

Once you get enough leaders working together in 
the core and activist circles, your network can reach 
everyone. As an organizer, you’re always looking for ways 
to move people closer to the center, one step at a time.
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SHIFT SUPERVISORS

A. HOW THE BOSS
STRUCTURES THE
WORKPLACE
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B. HOW WE ORGANIZE OURSELVES

FOLD

1


Organizer has 
one-on-one 
conversations.
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Organizer 
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leaders.

3



Organizer 
recruits 
leaders to 
organizing 
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LABOR NOTES: Secrets of a Successful Organizer  labornotes.org/organizedpeople
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  Seattle Educators Score Major Victory for Students 
BY CINDY LONG 

When members of the Seattle Education Association (SEA) ratified 
a new contract with the school district on September 20 ending a 
six-day strike, it was a victory not only for educators, but also a 
major win for students, public schools, and the communities they 
serve. The contract — approved by 83 percent of teachers, 
87 percent of paraprofessionals and 96 percent of office 
professionals – gives educators a raise, but also guarantees more 
recess time for elementary students, an educator voice in the 
standardized testing regime, and new policies to ensure equity at 
the city’s public schools. 

“This is a hard-fought victory for the kids of Seattle, and I am proud of SEA members and our 
incredible bargaining team,” said Jonathan Knapp, SEA president. “This agreement signals a new era 
in bargaining in public education. We’ve negotiated a pro-student, pro-parent, pro-educator 
agreement. We really appreciate the strong support from parents and students.” 

When the union, representing 5,000 educators in the Seattle district, voted to go on strike, parents 
scrambled to find daycare, but they also demonstrated support for their children’s educators by 
writing op-eds, signing a Change.org petition, rallying in front of the school district’s administrative 
offices,or by joining the educators picketing at their children’s schools. 

Elizabeth Gay, her 10 year old daughter, and 13 year old son, showed up at their elementary school 
every morning to march with their teachers. 

“We wanted them to know we appreciated them, supported them, and recognized that they were 
asking for things that enhanced our children’s lives – not just their own,” she said. “Learning does not 
only happen in a classroom and our teachers showed my children that it is critical to organize and 
stand up for what is important.” 

The family made signs, brought coffee (very important in Seattle), and created an online sign-up so 
that there were always at least ten families joining the educators to help keep their energy up as they 
clocked in ten to fifteen miles of marching each day. 

“We fully supported our educators and their contract demands, even though it wasn’t convenient for 
our family to have school start later due to the strike,” Gay said. “But our personal convenience was 
not as important as the things our teachers wanted. We agreed that it was important for kids to have 
more recess, reasonable testing, equitable discipline, professionals who don’t have impossible case 
loads, and teachers who are paid well. It’s unacceptable to me that we lose great Seattle teachers to 
districts north of here because they pay better and their cost of living is lower.” 

Naomi Wilson, who has a first-grader and fourth-grader in the district, picketed in front of her 
children’s school. She told The Huffington Post that educators deserved a raise after going without for 
six years in one of the country’s most expensive cities, but “things like recess and reasonable testing 
and workloads and special education and equity — that’s them fighting for you,” she said. “Those are 
the issues we raised. So we come out strong and support [educators’] ability to bargain and fight not 
just for us, but for the education system. These are our kids. These are my kids.” 

Page 8Page 6



Members of SEA were also supported by the Seattle City Council, which voted unanimously to 
designate the week educators went on strike as “Seattle Educators Week” and to ask the district to 
continue negotiating in good faith with the union to bring the strike to an end. They also directed the 
city-run community centers to open their doors 
to care for elementary-age students at no additional costs to parents. 

“A victory for the union is also a victory for education across the country. It shows that if we organize 
and remain united, we can resist attacks on public education,” said Councilwoman Kshama Sawant. 

Often when educators strike, the public perception is that it’s all about money. But SEA members 
showed their dedication to students with a list of goals that included a guaranteed daily recess of 30 
minutes for elementary school children. At some schools, kids were getting as few as 15 minutes for 
lunch and recess, forcing a choice between food and play. 

They also demanded that the district create committees at 30 schools to examine issues of race and 
equity, including disciplinary measures that disproportionately affect minorities. Studies have shown 
that black students are far more likely to face harsh disciplinary measures like suspensions and 
expulsions. After the end of the strike, the Seattle School Board voted for a one-year ban on out-of-
school suspensions of elementary students who commit specific nonviolent offenses, and called for a 
plan that could eliminate all elementary school suspensions. 

SEA also won an end to the use of student standardized test scores to evaluate teachers, and 
educators will now be included in decisions on the amount of standardized testing required of 
students. 

Special education teachers will have fewer students to work with at a time. In addition, there will be 
caseload limits for other specialists, including psychologists and occupational therapists. 

“These issues are about our kids,” said Phyllis Campano, SEA vice president and chair of the SEA 
Bargaining Team. “It’s about giving our children what they need.” 

Negotiations on the agreement that centers on student success had been ongoing since May; this 
was the first contract-related strike of Seattle educators since 1985. 

“There is no stronger voice or advocate for Seattle students than Seattle educators,” said NEA 
President Lily Eskelsen García. “They worked diligently for an agreement with the Seattle School 
Board that centers on student success, addressing issues such as ensuring opportunity for every 
student, regardless of ZIP code; providing the one-on-one attention that students need; and creating 
more time for students to learn with less focus on harmful standardized tests. As educators, student 
success is at the center of everything we do, and I’m proud that Seattle educators are standing up for 
the schools students deserve.” 

http://neatoday.org/2015/09/29/seattle-educators-score-major-victory-for-students/ 
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“S
hannon—but she doesn’t like the union,” said a 3rd-grade 
teacher, then a 4th-grade teacher, and then eight more teach-
ers over the course of the day we spent at an elementary school 
in North Seattle in spring 2014. My partner, a board member 
of the Seattle Education Association (SEA), and I were on a 

union listening tour. The question we’d posed to each teacher, after first asking how 
their year was going and about our upcoming bargaining, was “Who’s trusted and 
respected here in the building?”

SEA was then two years into an effort to reorganize. We’d visited at least 80 of 
the District’s 100 schools and spoken with more than half of SEA’s 6,000 teachers 
and certificated staff, para-educators, and office administrators.

Trusted and Respected
Seattle’s site-based organizing

BY JOHN DONAGHY

KATHERINE STREETER
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The reorganization would culminate in a seven-day strike in September 2015, 
led by a 40-member bargaining team of largely first-time bargainers and activ-
ists. The action won guaranteed recess time for students, removed any connection 
between test scores and teacher evaluations, won significant raises, and launched 
Racial Equity Teams in dozens of schools.

The cornerstone of the reorganization was an effort to identify natural school 
leaders—educators trusted and respected by their co-workers, regardless of their 
disposition toward the union—and invite them to engage with and shape the 
union’s direction.

New Leaders Elected
Recognizing their union was not nearly as powerful as it could be, a new slate of 
SEA officers and the union’s executive director, Glenn Bafia, looked for a new ap-
proach in spring 2012. Membership participation and educator morale were low 
following the bruising regime of an education reformer as superintendent. The 
union had eaten a high-profile, though somewhat symbolic concession on teach-
er evaluations and student testing without much of a fight. The regular monthly 
meetings of building representatives were contentious and caustic, often focusing 
on “taking positions” on issues but with little action to back them up. Member 
engagement lagged well behind other locals in the state. SEA staff were buried in 
disciplinary hearings, grievance meetings, and evaluation conferences, without a 
strategy or much time to organize.

SEA’s new president, Jonathan Knapp, was a high school auto-shop teacher 
who’d just finished a term as vice president. Phyllis Campano, an elementary special 
education teacher, was the new vice president. They were both on full-time release 
from their teaching jobs. When I first met them, after I was assigned by the Wash-
ington Education Association (WEA) to support local organizing, the two indicated 
they wanted to meet one-on-one with every SEA member. Across WEA and other 
NEA state affiliates, local leaders were being asked to sit down with each member 
for a half hour or so to get to know them. I looked at my watch, pressed a button, 
and said, “Go!” With only four-year terms, they would need to start right away.

In Aesop’s fable, the strength of a single stick is contrasted with that of a bun-
dle of sticks. A single stick can easily be broken, but wrap together enough of even 
the flimsiest sticks, and they can’t be broken. This is of course the very premise of 
unionism. But while Aesop’s fable holds much truth, we know as organizers that 
rather than members being simply scattered individuals, they have instead already 
grouped themselves informally around natural leaders. The work of the union, 
then, is to unite as many of the natural leaders as possible, who then bring along 
those in their circles of influence.

In unions that regularly and successfully organize unorganized workers, the 
identification and recruitment of natural leaders is the basis for developing effec-
tive campaigns. When the employer fights back hard against the union, either the 
natural leaders can assure their co-workers that the struggle is worth it, or the 
campaign is defeated.
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The opposite approach, which is more common, puts a premium on activ-
ism and affinity for the union over actual leadership. The ticket to getting union 
roles is simply willingness to do something—lobby, make phone calls, come to a 
school board meeting—rather than any ability to bring others along. Some who 
get involved are in fact leaders, but many are not. When activists complain about 
co-worker apathy, a common refrain, it can be an indicator they simply do not have 
leadership. I was on a building visit in another local, and my partner there began 
recruiting someone we’d just met to be a building rep after she told us how big a 
union supporter she was—even though she also told us that she was new in the 
building and isolated from everyone else! We had no reason to think this person 
would influence any of her co-workers; if she did become rep, it was likely to be a 
frustrating experience for everyone.

SEA’s leaders instead decided to apply a natural leaders approach. Early in the 
reorganization we were running phone banks for an upcoming school levy vote. 
Our usual turnout methods—email blasts, announcements at union meetings, 
etc.—were getting the usual poor turnout. One afternoon we received a call from 
an elementary teacher, Michael Tamayo, asking for the phone-banking details. A 
half-dozen or so of Michael’s co-workers had named him among the most trusted 
and respected educators in his school. A few hours later, he showed up with eight 
co-workers in tow. Although the union was a bit of a vague idea to him, he cared 
a lot about the school levy, since it provided more resources to his low-income 
school and to a program that provided a path for people of color to become teach-
ers. Jonathan and Phyllis continued to seek him out, and he became progressive-
ly more involved in SEA, especially around teacher quality and racial equity, and 
eventually he became SEA’s president in late 2019.

With the understanding that natural leaders exist in every school, our plan 
was to identify and engage such leaders across Seattle’s 100 schools. That seemed 
more doable than sitting down individually with 6,000 members! Our theory of 
change went something like this: “We can reboot the Seattle Education Association 
by relentlessly identifying natural school leaders, building relationships with them, 
and inviting them to lend their leadership to a new shared purpose.”

The First Listening Tour
Eager to help the state’s largest local reinvent itself, WEA’s state president and ex-
ecutive director joined the SEA team of staff and local officers in June 2012 for the 
first listening tours. We broke into teams of two to go from room to room and office 
to office in our target schools to seek out staff for brief one-on-one conversations. 
We didn’t announce our visits ahead of time, lest various gatekeepers—principals, 
office managers, human resources—try to herd us into break rooms or otherwise 
restrict access.

The teams spoke individually with more than 700 educators in 20 schools 
over four days. While some union staff feared members would close their doors to 
us or even be hostile, the opposite occurred. Members were eager to talk with us. 
If they couldn’t speak when we visited, they’d insist we come find them later in the 

Page 10



277REIMAGINING OUR UNIONS TO BUILD POWER

day. While some shared criticisms, most were curious about our visits and hopeful 
that the union could make a difference.

The individual visits were intended to last about 10 minutes. These were not 
classic one-on-ones, but a survey with an eye toward mapping important relation-
ships in the building. We mostly asked how their year was, what the school was 
like, and what they thought their union should be focusing on. And then we asked, 
who would you say is trusted and respected here in the building?

Trust and respect are the main currency in cultivating a following. You can 
trust someone without respecting them, or vice versa. You might have a colleague 
you trust enough to share complaints about the principal, but whose teaching 
doesn’t meet your standards. Likewise, you might admire someone’s excellent les-
sons, but you wouldn’t share a complaint with them for fear it would get back to the 
principal. Without a measure of both trust and respect, it’s unlikely someone will 
have much influence with you.

When the Seattle teams returned to the union office, they wrote visit reports, 
and then, on large posters of each school’s roster, placed a colored adhesive dot 
next to a person’s name for each time they were named by someone as trusted and 
respected. Dozens of educators had five or 10 dots next to their names, and in larg-
er schools some had more than 20! While some of those members (and with union 
shop in place, nearly all were members) were known to union staff and leaders, 
others were not. Many were wholly uninvolved in SEA.

As the team looked at the posters, it was inspiring to think of the power ed-
ucators could wield if these natural leaders were united. In subsequent presenta-
tions we’ve done with other locals, showing leaders and staff one of these charts is 
enough to set them salivating.

Based on my experience in Seattle and then in other locals around the coun-
try, not all team members are immediately successful at asking the “trusted and 
respected” question. Sometimes they aren’t fully committed to the reason for ask-
ing (which can result from a less than timely orientation). They may think that the 
real value of the tour is in showing members their union is active and cares about 
them. That’s a common viewpoint, but unfortunately one that reinforces the idea 
that the union is a third party. Others may struggle because the question can feel 
like a non sequitur. It takes a bit of skill to have a 10-minute conversation with 
someone where you establish enough trust and credibility that you can get up from 
the table and say, “Great talking with you today. Before we go, who would you say 
are some of the folks who are really trusted and respected among the staff here at 
Longwood Elementary?”

In the experience of most tour leaders, members are actually happy to answer 
that question and recognize some esteemed co-workers. It does tend to be better 
not to ask them directly who they themselves trust and respect; that can feel too 
personal. But asking them who is generally trusted and respected seems to create 
the needed personal distance (and in fact often results in the member sharing who 
they personally trust and respect, saying for example, “She’s such a great teacher.”) 
The No. 1 mistake we make is not to give enough time to answer the question. In-
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stead of letting the question hang out there while the person mentally goes down 
the building’s roster (or looks at the roster we have), we rephrase the question, 
most typically into something like “you know, who do people go to?” That’s actu-
ally a different question, one that tends to result in a skew toward naming people 
with more access to knowledge or resources, such as department chairs, team lead-
ers, office secretaries, union building reps, or even the principal.

Combating Racism and Implicit Bias
Evidence-based leadership identification and recruiting is an important check on 
implicit bias. Without it, we are likely to pick people who tend to be like us. At fu-
ture decision points, SEA leaders would check the name of every potential recruit 
to a committee, lobbying team, or other union body against what their co-work-
ers indicated. We weren’t shy about calling each other out for seeking to elevate 
someone we personally liked in the absence of evidence of leadership. If none of 
your co-workers placed you among their most trusted and respected colleagues, 
it wouldn’t make sense for the union to ignore their views and elevate you into a 
representative role. This created some delicate situations when eager volunteers 
or longtime activists were turned away. While this could be awkward, officers be-
lieved the benefit to the union made it worthwhile.

Officers and staff were keen to discern the leadership of educators of color. On 
one hand, we had a fairly objective measure, but on the other, it was an overwhelm-
ingly white certificated workforce (parapros and office staff were much more ra-
cially mixed) naming whom they trusted and respected. Although there were in 
fact many educators of color who were named by their white co-workers as trusted 
and respected, we chose to bake an assumption of bias into our future recruitment 
efforts. If you ask a white educator to name colleagues they trust and respect, we 
assumed that they would be at least somewhat more likely to think of other white 
people first. So when we were recruiting elementary teachers to a committee, for 
example, we might build a starting list from all the educators of color who received 
at least three dots and all white educators who received at least five dots.

While this method supported robust recruitment of educators of color into 
union roles—membership of color on SEA’s 40-member bargaining teams has 
been at least 40 percent over the last three bargains, far higher than the share of 
educators of color in the workforce—some wondered whether the chosen edu-
cators of color were those who were named more by their white peers than their 
peers of color and how that might be skewing representation. (No one argued that 
the leadership of an educator of color who was frequently named by white peers 
should be discounted, only that we needed to be sure that educators of color were 
represented by leaders of their choosing as well.) To some degree this concern was 
met by over-recruiting from schools with higher proportions of educators of col-
or, virtually guaranteeing that the leaders were named by educators of color. SEA 
has also begun in recent years to enter more data into NEA’s new membership 
database, called NEA 360. This allows the union to note exactly who each mem-
ber names as those they trust and respect, and thus reports can be generated that 
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provide some insight into that question. In the meantime, SEA did generate one 
useful data point on that question: a survey about new graduation requirements 
asked 1,000 high school staff to name staff they trusted and respected to serve on a 
bargaining committee with the district. SEA was able to disaggregate responses by 
race and compare who educators of color and white educators each chose and fine-
tune recruitment (although in that survey, at any rate, largely the same educators 
were chosen by both groups).

Intentional Leadership Recruitment
The issue that led us to Shannon’s North Seattle school in 2014 was that we’d gotten 
almost no signatures from there on a petition to place a class size initiative on the 
Washington state ballot. The union’s building rep told us people were apathetic. We 
were puzzled, as members at other buildings were collecting signatures like cra-
zy—the first fruits of our efforts to involve more natural leaders over the previous 
two years. For the first time anyone could remember, SEA was among the state’s 
leaders in participating in a coordinated WEA action.

Members at the school told us that Shannon (not her real name) didn’t like the 
union and had spoken against the initiative at a meeting. It would have been easy to 
take a pass on initiating contact with Shannon—there were 100 other schools to get 
signatures from. But not every school has a Shannon, trusted and respected to the 
virtual exclusion of anyone else. We often find three or four staff taking top billing. 
If we were going to get any signatures from her school, or probably much support 
for anything union, we needed to meet Shannon.

Vice President Phyllis Campano stopped by a few days later. As it turned 
out, Shannon was not anti-union, but rather simply believed the union’s priority 
needed to be compensation, not class size. Phyllis couldn’t persuade her our ballot 
initiative was the right priority, and we never did get many signatures from her 
school. But a relationship was begun that eventually led to Shannon being a mem-
ber of the 2015 bargaining team, and then of SEA’s executive board. In the years 
that followed, I can’t recall a union event that Shannon attended, and there were 
many, where she didn’t bring along a sizable group of colleagues.

After the initial round of visits in June 2012, SEA visited another 50 schools 
the following school year. But the follow-up with leaders was slow and not terribly 
successful. The officers invited identified school leaders to lobby days and other 
events, but had few takers. SEA’s leadership team knew the union wasn’t seen as 
very powerful, and these natural leaders were clearly reluctant to invest time and 
energy in an uncertain proposition. Also, many of them were already highly en-
gaged both at school and in their personal lives.

One leader at a North Seattle high school was on our radar for several years. 
Although she always seemed on the edge of getting involved, she never made the 
leap. She led a vibrant after-school horticulture program, was science department 
chair, and was in training to be a principal. A few weeks after the strike in 2015, 
however, she walked into the union office and told us she’d stepped down as de-
partment chair and wanted to prioritize union activism. It took the success of the 
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strike for her to believe collective action by educators, and her union, held more 
potential to make the change she wanted to see. While we were fortunate that not 
all natural school leaders needed this level of proof, there is a positive feedback 
loop between organizational success and leadership commitment: More of one 
spurs more of the other.

The leadership team pivoted in the winter of 2013–14. Instead of recruiting 
leaders to join the union’s work, which hadn’t borne fruit, we set up a series of meet-
ings that simply brought these leaders together to meet and talk about what was 
important to them. We approached about 75 of the newly identified leaders, most of 
whom had little or no union involvement, and more than 60 participated, an aston-
ishing turnout. After a brief welcome from Jonathan and Phyllis, they rotated World 
Café-style in groups of four for the next hour or so, responding to some open-ended 
questions. The leaders were excited to have met and to have had rich conversations, 
and were intrigued by what this convening said about their union.

The meeting did not include an ask, which is something of a sin in organizer 
circles, but making an ask is what they expected us to do, and we knew we needed 
these new leaders to join us in figuring out what was worth asking and doing as a 
union. We never did get around to reconvening these groups, but they provided 
an important entrée to establish new relationships and signal to these leaders that 
there was untapped possibility in their union.

Time to Fight Back
SEA’s leaders correctly assessed that there was a significant lack of trust in the 
union and its leadership. SEA had accepted a concession on testing and evaluation 
in 2010 and failed to remove it in bargaining in 2013. While the practical impacts 
of the provision were limited, and the contract settlement was otherwise pretty 
typical, the contract passed by only a thin margin. Educators at Seattle’s Garfield 
High School had organized a high-profile and successful boycott of the district’s 
use of the standardized MAP tests that spring, but the union had failed to leverage 
that into a robust or successful contract fight over testing and evaluations. Mem-
bers were understandably reluctant to express approval for a deal that reflected that 
failure. While the union had tried to organize some pushback in the summer of 
2013, it was too little, too late.

In truth, the natural leaders of the workforce were largely on the sidelines as 
far as the union was concerned and were not responsive to calls to action, such 
as there were. Most immersed themselves in the work of their individual schools. 
Some joined Social Equity Educators (SEE), a member caucus, to push the union 
and Seattle Public Schools toward a more progressive agenda. When natural lead-
ers did choose to become reps, many quickly quit or confined themselves to their 
buildings. As many confessed to us, they found the monthly Rep Assembly ab-
surdly contentious, and seemingly irrelevant. Indeed, the first Rep Assembly I wit-
nessed featured a lengthy debate over a letter to an elected official of another state. 
Meanwhile the union’s bargaining team had just begun bargaining and virtually no 
time was devoted to any meaningful discussion of what was at stake.

Page 14



281REIMAGINING OUR UNIONS TO BUILD POWER

Following the 2013 bargain, SEA’s leadership team and staff conducted more 
school visits but also focused on following up with the hundreds of members iden-
tified as natural leaders. They found that almost to a person they were angry about 
education reform, cynical about the district’s leadership, and, although wary of 
SEA, appreciative that union leaders had 
recognized their leadership and were reach-
ing out to them. Finally feeling some sense 
that they could turn things around, union 
leaders were challenged in early 2014 by an 
announcement from the district that it was 
going to cut 50 positions due to an unex-
pected budget shortfall.

Union leaders believed the district had 
enough in reserves to cover the shortfall, but 
complaining publicly about that in board 
meetings hadn’t stopped such cuts before. So rather than focus on getting a few 
dozen or even a few hundred people to a school board meeting to protest, leaders 
devised a strategy to create chaos in the school-by-school budgeting process then 
underway. It would require schools to vote down their budgets, which by contract 
would trigger a mediation process facilitated by a central office administrator. 
Even though the superintendent held final say over each school’s budget, such a 
strategy would have the potential to involve thousands of educators right where 
they worked.

Successful execution of the strategy would require influential educators in 
each school to endorse it and validate the union’s recommendation to vote no on 
their school budget, even if their school was untouched by the cuts. The SEA Rep 
Assembly endorsed the strategy somewhat lukewarmly, expressing doubts about 
the union’s analysis and strategy. But SEA’s leaders then began reaching out to the 
school leaders they had been cultivating relationships with to get their thoughts on 
the strategy. With many schools at a loss on how to cope with the coming cuts, they 
took a leap of faith and, along with many of the building reps, began recommend-
ing that schools vote down their budgets to force central office administrators to 
come explain themselves.

Within three weeks, nearly 50 schools voted to reject their budgets, with more 
reporting in each day. After the first school’s mediation, and faced with the pros-
pects of dozens more, the district called the union to say they were re-analyzing 
their budget for ways to avoid the cuts. In a school board meeting shortly thereaf-
ter, the district’s budget director publicly thanked SEA for pointing out that there 
was a “fudge factor” that could cover the cuts. District administrators then private-
ly appealed to the union for help in getting new school budgets passed, without the 
cuts, expressing particular bewilderment about “all these solidarity votes” where 
even schools without cuts had rejected their schools’ budgets.

Following the budget action, SEA began recruiting its team for the upcoming 
bargaining. While the budget fight had garnered SEA’s leadership some credibility, 

With many schools at a loss 

on how to cope with the 

coming cuts, they began 

recommending that schools 

vote down their budgets.
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they still barely won re-election later that spring. The following school year, SEA’s 
leadership team proposed quadrupling the size of its bargaining team. We wanted as 
many members as possible to know someone on that team who held their trust and 
respect. The countless hours of relationship-building, the success of the budget fight, 
and the commitment to open the process to many more people led to a tremendous 
amount of interest from heretofore inactive leaders in joining the new team.

2015 Bargain and Strike
The 2015 bargaining kicked off a year later as locals up and down the I-5 corridor 
had been going on one-day strikes against the Washington Legislature. Seattle chose 
May 19 for its one-day strike, the day before bargaining was to start. The march 
through downtown Seattle was a blocks-long warning shot to the school district; 
this was not the SEA they had been dealing with in recent years. While everyone 
from SEA’s building reps to district officials expressed doubt that a 40-member 
team could functionally bargain, as team members walked into bargaining in their 
red T-shirts, still jubilant from the previous day’s action, our power was evident.

Most team members were new to bargaining, and many to being active in the 
union. Others were seasoned bargainers, and at least five were members of the SEE 
caucus. SEA’s leaders had made a particular effort to recruit natural leaders who 
were in SEE, including their candidate for vice president in the recent election. 
SEE members, for their part, made it clear they weren’t going to drop their critique 
of union leadership nor back off from their own progressive advocacy, including 
guaranteed recess for all students, not a typical union demand (and which was im-
mediately dismissed by the district as outside legal bargaining parameters).

The union officers knew that all on the team, even their critics, were highly 
credible to their co-workers, and that would lead to a cohesive and effective bar-
gaining team. The team debated and hashed out proposals from recess to teacher 
quality, from racial equity for students to the pay gap between ESPs and certificated 
staff, and won on virtually all of them (including recess). When the district brought 
a late-game takeaway to the table, a raucous meeting of thousands of SEA members 
gave the team unanimous authority to call a strike. When talks broke down the 
night before school was to start, our team let the district know that we were now 
on strike.

Any large strike of any length is a story in itself, and Seattle’s seven-day 
strike is no exception. Almost to a person, the WEA and NEA staff who joined 
in to support our strike noted how incredibly well organized each school’s strike 
operation was, and how little was needed of them. The natural school leaders 
were in charge. O

John Donaghy is a former middle school math teacher and president of the Highline 
Education Association, as well as a former organizer for SEIU. He served as executive 
director of the Seattle Education Association from 2013 to 2019 and now works for 
the NEA Center for Organizing.
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EXERCISE: IDEN
TIFYIN

G LEADERS

Background
: 

You are a the U
niServ Director for W

alking Path High School, and are trying to restart the school site 
leadership com

m
ittee. This com

m
ittee w

orks closely w
ith the building adm

inistration on solving w
ork site 

problem
s around schedules, curriculum

, and contract m
aintenance.  The com

m
ittee used to have 10 

m
em

bers, but hasn’t been m
eeting for a w

hile. You w
ould like to recruit som

e new
 leaders to the 

com
m

ittee.

Instructions:
Read the profiles of the contacts you m

ake and the inform
ation they share w

ith 
you. You have no m

ore than 15 m
inutes to determ

ine w
ho you think you w

ant to recruit as a leader. 
Develop consensus in your group about w

ho are the best prospects to recruit. Rate the three best 
prospects (1 = the best).

  1. _______________________________________________________

2. _______________________________________________________

3. _______________________________________________________

4. _______________________________________________________

W
ho is the w

orst possible choice to build the union?
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t en

o
u

g
h

 p
rep

 tim
e an

d
 teach

ers h
ave n

o
 vo

ice.

Contact 2
Sally Rivera

W
e n

eed pow
er an

d w
e n

eed respect. It’s abo
u

t 
tim

e so
m

eo
n

e listen
ed to

 u
s. I’ve been

 talkin
g 

to
 so

m
e of th

e o
th

er teach
ers an

d th
ey agree.

Page 19



LABOR NOTES: Secrets of a Successful Organizer
 labornotes.org/secrets

T
h

ey pro
m

ised m
e an

 assistan
t prin

cipal 
position

. I’m
 n

ot gettin
g involved u

n
til I 

kn
ow

 if I am
 go

in
g to

 get m
y pro

m
o

tio
n

. 

m
e an

 assistan
t prin

cipaaaal 
ot gettin

g involved u
n

til I 
oin

g to get m
y prom

otion
. 

T
h

e yo
u

n
ger w

o
m

en
 seem

 to
 

stick to
geth

er. T
h

ey party a 
lot an

d S
ally R

ivera is th
eir 

rin
gleader.

Everyo
n

e respects P
au

la 
H

arris. S
h

e w
as teach

er of th
e 

year last year. Yo
u

 sh
o

u
ld see 

H
elen

 R
o

ckw
ell. S

h
e speaks 

h
er m

in
d.

Tim
e at school: 12

 years
Issues: T

h
e w

o
rklo

ad
 is to

o
 h

ig
h

.

Contact 3
Eve W

inters

B
ren

da H
am

m
o

n
d is a great teach

er, bu
t a 

little shy. P
ow

ers is a great gal. A
 little n

u
tty, 

bu
t peo

ple fo
llow

 h
er.

I’m
 n

ot sayin
g anyth

in
g or doin

g anyth
in

g 
u

n
til th

en
. If it go

es to
 o

n
e of th

eir pets, 
I’ll be m

ad as h
ell.
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W
e’re ju

st victim
s h

ere. T
h

e sch
ool board 

doesn’t care abou
t u

s or th
e stu

den
ts.  

B
ren

da H
am

m
o

n
d an

d Evie 
W

in
ters w

ou
ld be good leaders. 

B
ren

da got th
e sh

aft w
h

en
 th

ey 
m

oved h
er to

 1st grade. S
h

e 
h

ad been
 teach

in
g 5

th
 grade              

fo
r 14

 years!

Tim
e at school: 8

 years
Issues: P

ace of w
o

rk

Contact 4
Francis Pow

ers

 I really do
n’t like P

au
la H

arris, bu
t I do

 
respect h

er. R
o

ckw
ell is a lo

u
dm

o
u

th
 ju

st 
like M

ary S
m

ith
.

S
o

m
e of th

ese yo
u

n
ger fo

lks do
n’t care eith

er. 
T

h
ey o

n
ly care abo

u
t h

avin
g fu

n
. H

alf th
e tim

e 
I do

n’t even
 kn

ow
 w

h
at th

ey are talkin
g abo

u
t. 

C
in

dy T
h

o
m

as is th
e o

n
e yo

u
n

g perso
n

 I do
 

like. S
h

e is a real firecracker. 

D
on’t both

er talkin
g to any of 

th
e yo

u
n

g teach
ers. T

h
ey do

n’t 
take anyth

in
g serio

u
sly. 
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W
e n

eed to
 sh

ake th
in

gs u
p. W

e n
eed a sick 

o
u

t o
r so

m
e so

rt of actio
n

. I do
n’t care w

h
at 

th
e prin

cipal th
in

ks. W
e n

eed to
 teach

 th
em

 
h

im
 a lesso

n
. 

h
in

gs u
p. W

e n
eed a sick 

actio
n

. I do
n’t care w

h
at 

W
e n

eed to
 teach

 th
em

 
a lesso

n
. 

B
u

t th
ere is o

n
e w

o
m

an
 n

am
ed 

B
ren

da. S
h

e w
as real n

ice to
 m

e 
w

h
en

 I first started. S
h

e m
ade 

m
e feel at h

o
m

e.

O
th

er n
am

es of teach
ers w

h
o

 
w

an
t to take action? You

 don’t 
n

eed n
am

es. Yo
u

 ju
st n

eed to
 

call an
 actio

n
. I’ll be th

ere an
d 

so
 w

ill everyo
n

e else.

Tim
e at school: 3

 m
o

n
th

s
Issues: D

isresp
ect fro

m
 th

e p
rin

cipal.

Contact 5
Cindy Thom

as

W
h

o
 w

o
u

ld I talk to? W
ell, I do

n’t really kn
ow

 
th

eir n
am

es, I ju
st kn

ow
 th

eir faces. I do
n’t talk 

to th
em

 m
u

ch
. T

h
ey are all a bu

n
ch

 of robots.

J
u

st give m
e th

e w
o

rd an
d I’ll talk to

 fo
lks 

abo
u

t w
alkin

g o
u

t. I do
n’t care if th

ey fire m
e. 

I w
as lo

o
kin

g fo
r a jo

b w
h

en
 I fo

u
n

d th
is o

n
e.
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Developing Your Script for One on One Conversations 

 

Example of a Relationship Building Script (Based on 25 Minutes) 

 

Purpose VERY BRIEF 1 minutes:  
Hello my name is ______________. I am with the _________________. I am excited that we could meet today to 
talk about ___________.  We scheduled (amount of time) so I want to jump right in.  (In your Script think about  2 or 
3 BRIEF sentences about you that allow you to be more relatable – for example what are your values related to this 
conversation, purpose for your work, who you are working with.) 
Exploration and Exchange  80% OF THE CONVERSATION 20 Minutes: 
Exploration -Ask probing questions to learn about the other person’s values and interests, as well as resources they 
might hold. In response, it’s up to you to share enough about your own values, interests, and resources so that it can 
be a reciprocal exchange – relatable. But remember the focus is on them.  
Start by asking questions like: 

• “Why is this issue important enough for you to act?” 
• “Can you remember the first time you stood up for something you believed in?” 
• “Did you always feel strongly about this issue? Why / why not and what changed that?” 

Exchange -once you have an understanding of their story and motivations,  briefly share yours. Wherever you 
find similarities between their story and yours, make a connection. 
Commitment 3 Minutes: 
 A good one on one  meeting ends with a commitment to work together. This commitment is best secured through a 
direct ask: 

• Stress the urgency of the commitment you are asking for: 
“Your colleagues need more people like you to join them in making this school a better place to work”  
• Emphasize the values you have in common: 
“To achieve a better place to work we both know it is going to take hard work and standing together.” 
• Frame it so that it seems the person you’re asking is the solution to the problem: 
“Would you join the union today to help your colleagues make this a better place to work?” 
• Be specific, make sure they understand what it is you are asking them. Provide time and space for them to 
ask questions until they’re clear. 
• End the meeting with an understanding of next steps – that is, they should leave knowing the next time 
you will meet or how and when they will hear from you 

Leadership Identification 1 Minute:  Who here is trusted and respected?  
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Building Relationships

Key Concepts
The is a key tool for establishing and maintaining relationships; there 
are three types of 1:1s – recruitment, maintenance, and escalation.

 A “ ” is an effective way to ask for a commitment to establish a relationship.
 can signi cantly increase the rate at 

which new people join and stay on your team. 

Why Build Relationships?  
Again, we de ne organi ing as leadership that enables people to turn the resources they 
have into the power they need to make the change they want. Power comes from our -

to work together to achieve common purpose, and commitment is developed 
through relationships.  
 

Building Intentional Relationships 
 

We can identify values that we share by 
learning each other’s stories, especially “choice points” in our life journeys. The key is asking 
each other “why?”
 

 Organizing relationships are not simply transactional. We’re 
not simply looking for someone to meet our ask at the end of a 1:1 meeting (read on for 
what this means) or house meeting. We’re looking for people to join with us in sustained, 
long-term growth and action. 
 

An exchange becomes a relationship 
only when each party commits a portion of their most valuable resource to it: time. Because 
we can all grow and change, the purposes that led us to form the relationship may change 
as well, offering possibilities for deeper relationships or more enriched exchange. The 
relationship itself becomes a valued resource.
 

 When nurtured over time, rela-
tionships sustain motivation and inspiration and become an important source of continual 
learning and development for the individuals and communities that make up your organiz-
ing campaigns. 

“Organizing is a 
fancy word for 
relationship- 
building.”
– Mary Beth Rogers
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1. Recruitment 1:1
These meetings happen at the start of a relationship 
to connect you and a new organizer and establish a 
connection based on shared goals and values. The 
goals of the recruitment 1:1 are to make a personal 
connection, use your personal story to identify and 
gauge potential and interests, probe for a shared 
experience and connect on values, and lastly, pivot 
to engagement – that is, move the volunteer to action 
based on what you’ve discussed. Think about the 
volunteer’s aptitude, skills, and connections when 
considering how to best engage them. 

See page 18 later in this section for a sample recruit-
ment 1:1 meeting agenda. 

2. Maintenance 1:1
These meetings should occur regularly between you 
and each of your organizers (assuming that you are in 
a leadership role in your team or snow ake). This is an 
opportunity to catch up on a personal level, debrief 
recent actions taken by the organizer and their team, 
and offer coaching. Maintenance 1:1s should be 
scheduled regularly and proactively: do not wait for a 
problem to occur to schedule one. A good guideline 
is to schedule a maintenance 1:1 every two weeks.

3. Escalation 1:1
These meetings are for organizers who are ready to 
take the next step on the “ladder of engagement” in 
assuming more responsibility and taking on ownership 
of goals (see the Structuring Teams section for more 
information on the “ladder of engagement”). First, 
recognize the accomplishments the organizer has 
already made, then propose the idea of taking on this 
new leadership role. If all goes as planned and the 
organizer accepts, take the time to clearly lay out the 
responsibilities and expectations for this new role.

Because every organizer has a limited amount 
of time, and maintenance 1:1s need to happen 
regularly, each organizer has a limit to how 
many relationships they can maintain. See the 
Structuring Teams section for information on 
“sustainable relationship ratios.”

Maintenance 1:1s are the primary opportunity 
to coach an organizer. See the Coaching section 
for more information on how to approach 
coaching. 

he  eeting
The 1:1 meeting is a tool to establish, maintain, and grow relationships in organizing. Each 1:1 meeting has four key 
pieces:
 

 – Be up front in establishing why you are meeting in order to make sure you are both on the same page. 
If you plan to ask the person you’re meeting with to make a commitment at the end of your 1:1, it is appropriate 
to let them know when you set up the meeting and remind them at the beginning of your meeting, so that they 
aren’t caught off guard. 
  

– Most of the 1:1 is devoted to exploration by asking probing questions. If you are meeting a person 
for the rst time, ask questions that help you understand their story, values, and resources that may be relevant 
to your shared purpose (e.g. knowledge or skills they may have). If you already have a relationship, ask questions 
that help you understand what’s going on in their life, or the challenges or success they are experiencing in their 
organizing.
      

 – We exchange resources in the meeting such as information, support, and insight; you may connect 
your stories or provide coaching on a challenge. This creates the foundation for future exchanges. 
      

– A successful 1:1 meeting ends with a commitment to start working together or continue working 
together.  

h ee ypes o   eetings

There are three types of 1:1s that you will use or engage in in your organizing relationships.
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Hard Asks
When you ask someone to make a commitment – for instance, attend an event or take on a 
new role – it’s important to make an effective ask, or what we call a “hard ask.” A hard ask is 
an ask that results in a commitment to a speci c action. ere are some best practices for a 
hard ask:

 Ask in .
 » Example of an effective hard ask: 

“Can you come to our team meeting next Wednesday at 6pm at Alisha’s 
house?”

 » Example of an ineffective ask: 

“Would you be interested in coming to a meeting at some point to meet the 
team and talk about how you might want to get involved?”

 Never apologize for asking: organizing is an opportunity, not a favour. Sometimes 
we feel badly for asking someone to take action because we feel it is an inconve-
nience, when really, we’re providing the person we’re asking with an 
to take action.

 Don’t ask them to commit to something general; instead, 
. If it’s an event (e.g. a canvassing event or house meeting), include the 

date, time, and location in your ask.
 : Describe an urgent problem and how the person you are asking 

is the solution to the problem.

Three Types of No

When securing commitment, it’s inevitable that our hard asks will sometimes be met with 
“no.” In organizing, there are  that you will encounter – “ ,” “

” and “ ” – and being attuned to the difference will dictate how you proceed 
with the person you’re asking. 

If someone says “no” they might mean “not that time,” so try offering another time or date. 
For example:

“Can you come to our next team meeting on Monday at 5PM?”  
“No, I have to work then.”  
“No problem, we have another meeting next Sunday at 1PM, can you come to that?”

If someone says “No, I don’t want to do that,” it probably means “not that.” Try asking them 
to commit to something else. For example:

“Can you come door-to-door canvassing with us on Tuesday at 5PM?”  
“I don’t know if I feel comfortable going door-to-door, I’ve tried it before and found it 
really intimidating.”  
“That’s okay! We are also planning an event to recruit new volunteers for the end of 
the month. Will you come to the planning meeting for that on Sunday at 1PM?”
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If someone says de nitively “No, I’m not interested in doing more” or “No, I don’t want to 
join the team,” then don’t worry about it! Thank them and move on. For example:

“Can you come door-to-door canvassing with us on Tuesday at 5pm?”  
“No, I am too busy right now to take on anything else, I’m sorry!”
“That’s okay, thanks for taking some time to talk with me. Have a great day!”

Sample Recruitment 1:1 Agenda

The following is a sample recruitment 1:1 meeting agenda. Reminder here that this is a 
framework you can follow, not an exact formula for what you must do in a 1:1. 

(2 minutes) – Be up front about your purpose for the meeting (e.g. “Our team 
needs a new canvass lead.”), but that rst, you’d like to take a few moments to get 
acquainted.

(20 minutes) – Most of the 1:1 is devoted to 
exploration by asking probing questions to learn about the other person’s values and 
interests, as well as resources they might hold. In response, it’s up to you to share enough 
about your own values, interests, and resources so that it can be a reciprocal exchange. 
Start by asking questions like: 

“Why is this issue important enough for you to act?”
“Can you remember the rst time you stood up for something you believed in?”
“Did you always feel strongly about this issue? Why / why not and what changed 
that?”

Once you have an understanding of their story and motivations, share yours. Wherever you 
nd similarities between their story and yours, make a connection.  

 (10 minutes) – A successful 1:1 meeting ends with a commit-
ment to work together. This commitment is best secured through a hard ask:

 Stress the urgency of the commitment you are asking for:  
“We need another canvass lead to enable our team to meet our target.”

 Emphasize the values you have in common:  
“To achieve the change we want we need to meet our targets.”

 Frame it so that it seems the person you’re asking is the solution to the problem: 
“Will you take on the role of canvass lead?”

 Be speci c, make sure they understand what it is you are asking them. Provide time 
and space for them to ask questions until they’re clear.

 End the meeting with an understanding of next steps – that is, they should leave 
knowing the next time you will meet or how and when they will hear from you. 

In this portion of the 1:1, 
you are trying to get them 
to share their Story of 
Self with you, and then to 
share your story to build a 
Story of Us. See the Telling 
Stories section for what this 
means.
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Best Practices for a 1:1

Do Do
Schedule a time to have this conversa-
tion (usually 30-60 minutes)

Be unclear about purpose and length 
of conversation

Plan to listen and ask questions Try to persuade rather than listen and 
ask questions

Have a plan for your meeting – give 
context or purpose, connect with one 
another, and secure commitment  

Chit chat about your interests

Share experiences and motivations Skip stories to ‘get to the point’

Illustrate a vision that articulates a 
shared set of interests for change 

Miss the opportunity to share ideas 
about how things can change

Be clear about your next steps together End the conversation without a clear 
plan for next steps

Split the bill if you meet in a coffee 
shop or restaurant

Pay for the whole bill (note: it can make 
the relationship feel transactional and 
can get expensive in the long run!)

Meet in public unless you know them 
well (e.g. a coffee shop or public park)
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Recruitment & Retention Best Practices
Employing best practices can signi cantly increase the rate at which new people join and 
stay on your team. Here are some key best practices to keep in mind when building and 
maintaining relationships:

 Don’t be apologetic: organizing is an opportunity, not a favour. When asking for 
commitment, be enthusiastic. 

 Always Follow-Up: When someone offers to get more involved, ask for their contact 
information and give them yours. Follow up with them as soon as possible, ideally 
within 48 hours.

 Always schedule for the next time: don’t let anyone leave without asking when 
they’ll be coming back.

 Con rm commitment: use a hard ask and make sure your people understand that 
you are counting on them.

 Plan for no-shows: assume that half of your people will turn up. For example, if you 
need four people for a successful event, plan on scheduling eight.

 Design actions that are empowering to participate in. 

In organizing, it’s up to us to create welcoming, organized spaces and engage volunteers 
so that they keep coming back. The following is a list of top reasons why volunteers don’t 
return:

 They don’t feel it is worth their time
 Atmosphere is disorganized and they don’t feel they’re receiving attention or 

direction
 No one explained why the work they are doing is important
 They are uncomfortable doing what they have been asked to do
 They feel overwhelmed by tasks and goals
 The volunteer environment is unwelcoming
 No one recognizes their contribution
 No one asked them 

To summarize, building strong, resilient relationships is critical for effective community orga-
nizing. Our power stems from our commitment to one another and to taking action togeth-
er, and the hard ask, the 1:1 meeting, and best practices for recruitment and retention are 
key ways we can secure commitment in our work. 

Designing actions so 
that they are inherently 
motivational is a key way 
to keep people engaged. 
See the Acting: Targets & 
Timelines section for infor-
mation on “motivational 
engagement.”

Page 29



One on One Observations 
What is the member’s “agenda” or “why” ? 
 
 
 
 
 

 
What is the organizer’s  “agenda” or “why” ? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When did it become  clear to you if this person would be a leader  or not aligned 
with the agenda presented by the organizer?  
 
 
 
 
 
Did the organizer get a commitment? 
 
 
 
 
 
What were some good questions that the organizer used? 
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Leadership in the Age of Complexity: From Hero to Host 
 
Margaret Wheatley with Debbie Frieze  ©2010 
 
published in Resurgence Magazine, Winter 2011 

 
For too long, too many of us have been entranced by heroes. Perhaps it’s our desire to 
be saved, to not have to do the hard work, to rely on someone else to figure things out. 
Constantly we are barraged by politicians presenting themselves as heroes, the ones 
who will fix everything and make our problems go away. It’s a seductive image, an 
enticing promise. And we keep believing it. Somewhere there’s someone who will make 
it all better. Somewhere, there’s someone who’s visionary, inspiring, brilliant, 
trustworthy, and we’ll all happily follow him or her. Somewhere… 
 
Well, it is time for all the heroes to go home, as the poet William Stafford wrote. It is 
time for us to give up these hopes and expectations that only breed dependency and 
passivity, and that do not give us solutions to the challenges we face. It is time to stop 
waiting for someone to save us. It is time to face the truth of our situation—that we’re 
all in this together, that we all have a voice—and figure out how to mobilize the hearts 
and minds of everyone in our workplaces and communities. 

 
Why do we continue to hope for heroes? It seems we assume certain things:  

 
• Leaders have the answers. They know what to do. 
• People do what they’re told. They just have to be given good plans and 

instructions.   
• High risk requires high control. As situations grow more complex and 

challenging, power needs to shift to the top (with the leaders who know 
what to do.) 

 
These beliefs give rise to the models of command and control revered in organizations 
and governments world‐wide. Those at the bottom of the hierarchy submit to the 
greater vision and expertise of those above. Leaders promise to get us out of this mess; 
we willingly surrender individual autonomy in exchange for security.  

 
The only predictable consequence of leaders attempts to wrest control of a complex, 
even chaotic situation, is that they create more chaos.  They go into isolation with just a 
few key advisors, and attempt to find a simple solution (quickly) to a complex problem.  
And people pressure them to do just that.  Everyone wants the problem to disappear; 
cries of “fix it!” arise from the public. Leaders scramble to look like they’ve taken charge 
and have everything in hand.   
 
But the causes of today’s problems are complex and interconnected. There are no 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simple answers, and no one individual can possibly know what to do. We seem unable 
to acknowledge these complex realities. Instead, when the leader fails to resolve the 
crisis, we fire him or her, and immediately begin searching for the next (more perfect) 
one.  We don’t question our expectations of leaders, we don’t question our  
desire for heroes.   

 
The Illusion of Control 
 
Heroic leadership rests on the illusion that someone can be in control. Yet we live in a 
world of complex systems whose very existence means they are inherently 
uncontrollable. No one is in charge of our food systems. No one is in charge of our 
schools. No one is in charge of the environment.  No one is in charge of national 
security.  No one is in charge!  These systems are emergent phenomena—the result of 
thousands of small, local actions that converged to create powerful systems with 
properties that may bear little or no resemblance to the smaller actions that gave rise to 
them. These are the systems that now dominate our lives; they cannot be changed by 
working backwards, focusing on only a few simple causes.  And certainly they cannot be 
changed by the boldest visions of our most heroic leaders.  

 
If we want to be able to get these complex systems to work better, we need to abandon 
our reliance on the leader‐as‐hero and invite in the leader‐as‐host. We need to support 
those leaders who know that problems are complex, who know that in order to 
understand the full complexity of any issue, all parts of  the system need to be invited in 
to participate and contribute.  We, as followers, need to give our leaders time, patience, 
forgiveness; and we need to be willing to step up and contribute. 
 
These leaders‐as‐hosts are candid enough to admit that they don’t know what to do; 
they realize that it’s sheer foolishness to rely only on them for answers.  But they also 
know they can trust in other people’s creativity and commitment to get the work done.  
They know that other people, no matter where they are in the organizational hierarchy, 
can be as motivated, diligent and creative as the leader, given the right invitation.   
 
The Journey from Hero to Host 
 
Leaders who journey from hero to host have seen past the negative dynamics of politics 
and opposition that hierarchy breeds, they’ve ignored the organizational charts and role 
descriptions that confine people’s potential. Instead, they’ve become curious. Who’s in 
this organization or community? What skills and capacities might they offer if they were 
invited into the work as full contributors? What do they know, what insights do they 
have that might lead to a solution to this problem? 
 
Leaders‐as‐hosts know that people willingly support those things they’ve played a part 
in creating—that you can’t expect people to ‘buy‐in’ to plans and projects developed 
elsewhere. Leaders‐as‐hosts invest in meaningful conversations among people from 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many parts of the system as the most productive way to engender new insights and 
possibilities for action. They trust that people are willing to contribute, and that most 
people yearn to find meaning and possibility in their lives and work. And these leaders 
know that hosting others is the only way to get complex, intractable problems solved. 
 
Leaders‐as‐hosts don’t just benevolently let go and trust that people will do good work 
on their own  Leaders have a great many things to attend to, but these are quite 
different than the work of heroes.  Hosting leaders must: 
 

• provide conditions and good group processes for people to work together. 
• provide resources of time, the scarcest commodity of all. 
• insist that people and the system learn from experience, frequently. 
• offer unequivocal support—people know the leader is there for them. 
• keep the bureaucracy at bay, creating oases (or bunkers) where people are less 

encumbered by senseless demands for reports and administrivia. 
• play defense with other leaders who want to take back control, who are critical 

that people have been given too much freedom. 
• reflect back to people on a regular basis how they’re doing, what they’re 

accomplishing, how far they’ve journeyed. 
• work with people to develop relevant measures of progress to make their 

achievements visible. 
• value conviviality and esprit de corps—not false rah‐rah activities, but the spirit 

that arises in any group that accomplishes difficult work together.  
 
 
Challenges from Superiors  
 
It’s important to note how leaders journeying from hero to host use their positional 
power.  They have to work all levels of the hierarchy; most often, it’s easier to gain 
support and respect from the people they lead than it is to gain it from their superiors. 
Most senior leaders of large hierarchies believe in their inherent superiority, as proven 
by the position they’ve attained.  They don’t believe that everyday people are as 
creative or self‐motivated as are they.  When participation is suggested as the means to 
gather insights and ideas from staff on a complex problem, senior leaders often will 
block such activities.  They justify their opposition by stating that people would use this 
opportunity to take advantage of the organization; or that they would suggest ideas that 
have no bearing to the organization’s mission; or that people would feel overly 
confident and overstep their roles. In truth, many senior leaders view engaging the 
whole system as a threat to their own power and control.  They consistently choose for 
control, and the resultant chaos, rather than invite people in to solve difficult and 
complex problems. 
 
Leaders who do know the value of full engagement, who do trust those they lead, have 
to constantly defend their staff from senior leaders who insist on more controls and 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more bureaucracy to curtail their activities, even when those very activities are 
producing excellent results.   Strange to say, but too many senior leaders choose control 
over effectiveness; they’re willing to risk creating more chaos by continuing their take‐
charge, command and control leadership. 
 
Re‐engaging People 
 
Those who’ve been held back in confining roles, who’ve been buried in the hierarchy, 
will eventually blossom and develop in the company of a hosting leader.  Yet, it takes 
time for employees to believe that this boss is different, that this leader actually wants 
them to contribute.  It can take 12 to 18 months in systems where people have been 
silenced into submission by autocratic leadership.  These days, most people take a wait‐
and‐see attitude, no longer interested in participating because past invitations weren’t 
sincere, or didn’t engage them in meaningful work.  The leader needs to prove him or 
herself by continually insisting that work cannot be accomplished, nor problems solved 
without the participation of everyone.  If the message is sincere and consistent, people 
gradually return to life; even people who have died on the job, who’re just waiting until 
retirement, can come alive in the presence of a leader who encourages them and 
creates opportunities for them to contribute.  
 
Leaders‐as‐hosts need to be skilled conveners.  They realize that their organization or 
community is rich in resources, and that the easiest way to discover these is to bring 
diverse people together in conversations that matter. People who didn’t like each other, 
people who discounted and ignored each other, people who felt invisible, neglected, left 
out—these are the people who can emerge from their boxes and labels to become 
interesting, engaged colleagues and citizens. 
 
Hosting meaningful conversations isn’t about getting people to like each other or feel 
good. It’s about creating the means for problems to get solved, for teams to function 
well, for people to become energetic activists. Hosting Leaders create substantive 
change by relying on everyone’s creativity, commitment and generosity. They learn 
from firsthand experience that these qualities are present in just about everyone and in 
every organization. They extend sincere invitations, ask good questions, and have the 
courage to support risk‐taking and experimentation.   
 
Are You a Hero? 
 
Many of us can get caught up acting like heroes, not from power drives, but from our 
good intentions and desires to help. Are you acting as a hero? Here’s how to know. 
You’re acting as a hero when you believe that if you just work harder, you’ll fix things; 
that if you just get smarter or learn a new technique, you’ll be able to solve problems 
for others. You’re acting as a hero if you take on more and more projects and causes 
and have less time for relationships. You’re playing the hero if you believe that you can 
save the situation, the person, the world. 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Our heroic impulses most often are born from the best of intentions. We want to help, 
we want to solve, we want to fix. Yet this is the illusion of specialness, that we’re the 
only ones who can offer help, service, skills. If we don’t do it, nobody will. This hero’s 
path has only one guaranteed destination—we end up feeling lonely, exhausted and 
unappreciated.  
 
It is time for all us heroes to go home because, if we do, we’ll notice that we’re not 
alone. We’re surrounded by people just like us. They too want to contribute, they too 
have ideas, they want to be useful to others and solve their own problems.   
 
Truth be told, they never wanted heroes to rescue them anyway.  
 
 
 
 
 
Parts of this article are excerpts from  Walk Out Walk On: A Learning Journey Into 
Communities Daring to Live the Future Now.  Margaret Wheatley & Deborah Frieze. 
Berrett‐Koehler Publishers, Forthcoming April 2011. 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Engagement Grid 
John Donaghy, Organizational Specialist, NEA 
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Gather PAC Donations 

Design  Professional Development for Colleagues 

Representative Assembly 

Member Leads Grievance Process for Another Member 

Hold a Ten Minute Meeting 

Attend Staff Led Bargaining Training 

Attend an Early Career Education Networking Event 

Attend NEA Led Events 

Provide Testimony to Board of Education or Legislature 

Find five People Who Want to Plan an Action and Coordinate that Plan 

Participate in a Phone Bank 

Determine What the Script for a Phone Bank Should Be 

Working with Members to Craft Bargaining Language 

Lead a Team to Participate in a Phone Bank  
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Recruiting and Coaching Potential Leaders 

Planning and Leading a Community Forum  

Recruit Other Members to Design a Professional Development for Colleagues 

Plan and find Other Members to Deliver Important 10 Minute Meeting Updates 

Participate in a Survey 

Design a Survey  

Identify a Team who will Design, Distribute, Collect and Analyze a Survey 

Read an Important Bulletin 

Distribute and Important Bulletin 

Find a Team to Design, Distribute and Follow up About an Important Bulletin 

Find and Invite Early Career Educators to a Networking Event 

Identify a Team of Early Career Educators to Determine What they Need 

Donate to PAC 

Coordinate a Team to Determine Goals and implement a Plan for PAC Donations 
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Attend a Rally  

Endorse Candidates 

Find a Team who Sets Candidate Endorsement Criteria and Plans the Process 

Participate in a One on One 

Develop a plan for doing one on ones across a worksite 

Leading a team doing one on ones, debriefing them and identifying issues  
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Campaign Design Opportunity 1-  Eagle Nest Elementary 

This is a Title 1 school with a high English Language Learner population.  Because of concerns about low 
reading and math scores, students have very limited recess and almost no non-academic curriculum. 
There are 43 certified members with a 100% membership. This school is a low performing school and 
many types of school reform have been pushed into this school. Turnover of all staff is high. The 
certified building rep struggles to get people to come to meetings as they say they don’t want the 
principal to retaliate against them for attending. The building rep attends every RA but does little on her 
own to solve small contract issues, relying on calling UniServ. She has been the building rep for at least 
20 years and says she can’t get anyone else to do the role. 

There are a large number of new teachers – 14 in their first and second years of teaching.  They each 
have mentor teachers and will need to complete three successful years at standard on the district’s 
evaluation system before they can transfer.  Many of them are not from the area and are not familiar 
with the culture of the students they serve. They struggle themselves to find affordable housing within 
Enchanted County. Teachers feel pressured to work through their lunch by the Title 1 Literacy Coach – 
especially new teachers. Due to the bullying, command and control nature of the administrator, 
teachers are not included in decision making and the leadership team reports that they are splintered 
between the two literacy coaches who are “principal favorites” and more senior teachers.   

There is a large group – 18 - education support professionals (ESP) who work in the school.  They are 
equally dissatisfied with the working conditions and they are just as fearful of the principal. They don’t 
have any member willing to be the building rep and most don’t know their contract rights.  If there are 
any contract violations, either people are unaware of their rights or they are too timid to file the 
grievances.  While the ESP group has 100% membership, they are not connected with each other well.  

This school has a very strong Parent Teacher Organization and the school is used for a number of after-
school and community programs. Two of the parents are connected with a community group focused on 
ensuring all residents know their voting rights. Two of the Support Staff are also parents of students at 
this school. The community loves this school and are very distressed that the principal wants to limit 
parent and community access to the building.  Since becoming principal, the home and community 
coordinator position has been cut, popular evening music and art programs cut, the community garden 
paved over and new fees for building use by community groups have been assessed that are above what 
the district policy requires.  

Problem Solving Scenario 

You have received several voice messages about poor working conditions at Growing Tree Elementary – 
but no one will leave a name or contact – all are anonymous and they even state in their message that 
they are afraid they will be fired if the principal finds out the union has been called. You have repeatedly 
checked with the building rep – who corroborates the stories, but says she is not having any issues and 
cannot get anyone who is willing to meet with the UniServ Director. They don’t want to be seen talking 
to the “Union.” 

From the multiple messages, here is the story you have pieced together. The Literacy Coaches are 
personal friends with the Principal.  All three of them believe that the mostly Spanish speaking 
community is likely full of illegal immigrants. They have openly stated this and because of this – that is 
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why they have to crack down on these slackers so children will be able to read and score well on the 
district reading tests. This school was designated a dual language immersion school – meaning that 
white, English speaking families can choose to have their students attend in order to learn Spanish.  
These are the parents and students – in the faculty’s opinion, that these three cater to.  

The real problem is a contract violation.  Every new teacher is approached by the literacy coaches to sit 
during lunch in the staff lounge and go over their data – they call it data and dine. This request has never 
been put in writing, and the new teachers want to keep their “noses clean” so they can transfer after 
three years.  The senior teachers know this is happening and never eat in the staff lounge – and are 
never asked by the data coaches to do so. The number one complaint of the new teachers – they don’t 
even have a chance throughout the day to get to the bathroom as lunchtime is their only break. 

 

More Context: 

This principal has been investigated several times for bullying Spanish speaking staff – but none of the 
cases were ever completed as the employees dropped them. 

The coaches are bargaining unit members but not active in the union. 

The contract requires a 30 Minute duty free lunch for all employees.  
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Campaign Opportunity 2-  Gate Keeper Middle School 

This is middle school with a very high Free and Reduced Lunch rate. It is in a neighborhood that people 
from community say is, “in decline,” with a number of the single family homes now converted to multi-
family rentals.  There is a newly elected head building rep at this building. She attended this school when 
the neighborhood was still very middle class. Her first job here was as support staff in the special 
education program. She went to school at night to get her teaching degree and is now striving to be a 
principal. She has worked to fill the other possible rep positions and held elections for the two open rep 
seats.  Five people ran for the two openings.  The head rep is respected by a strong portion of the staff 
and feels that she gets things done. This head rep reports a strong relationship with the principal – a 
man with a similar background as hers - and asks that the UniServ stay away – even though the other 
building reps don’t trust that she supports their positions when meeting with the principal.   

Because of this school’s free and reduced lunch rate, the district has implemented a new curriculum for 
schools like this, that requires a placement exam to be passed by any student wishing to take Algebra. 
Many of the math teachers have reported that they don’t feel that they were provided enough time to 
give all their students a fair and equitable chance to be successful.  There are a large number of African 
American parents who are also upset by this policy as they feel it is unfairly keeping their students from 
taking Algebra.   

There is a group of newer teachers who eat each day in one particular teacher’s room. These teachers 
are mostly all African American and feel that the principal has some unconscious bias issues.  Most of 
the people in this lunch bunch are not from Tip Top District and came here because of the pay scale and 
benefits. This teacher who is hosting this lunch bunch is not a building rep and we don’t even know how 
she feels about the union - but most people agree that they go to her for good advice on working with 
the parents in the community and the students at this school. They trust her opinion and support. The 
people who eat in this room believe that ALL teachers should be treated with professional respect by 
the principal and that it is a problem regarding the inherent racial bias of some of this principal’s policies 
and actions. Even though they have told their head building rep, she won’t bring up to the administrator 
because of her aspirations to be a principal.  

Three members of this lunch group have determined a set of actions they could take to improve the 
placement test problem. They have developed a set of 10 minute meetings, a building member survey 
and a draft administrative complaint. They have also reached out to their colleagues in other buildings 
to see if this is an issue in other middle schools and if those schools want to join them in correcting this 
condition.   

Problem Solving Scenario  

A new building rep from Bright Skies Middle school just sent you a very detailed email describing a 
situation that he is very concerned about.   

Dear UniServ Director 

I am writing to you because I have already spoken to our head rep, and I don’t think she 
understands the situation – or she just does not want to deal with it.  I have talked with Vice 
President Liberaling and he says I should run with any plans I can come up with to solve the 
problem. I thought I would run the issue by you to see what you think.  
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We have a policy at our school that before an eighth grader is allowed to take Algebra, they 
must pass an entrance exam at the end of 7th grade. As you know, Algebra is the gateway to 
entrance in most colleges and  three additional math classes. The large number of requisite 
courses in this district for high school graduation, along with the number of math requirements, 
make it very hard to make up Algebra in high school AND take all the other “college ready” 
courses if Algebra is not taken in the eighth grade.  

I am concerned because as an African American, I know that this policy is keeping almost all our 
black and brown students out of the 8th grade class. There are a number of my colleagues in the 
7th grade that are telling the students to simply take pre-algebra in 8th grade because they will 
have a hard time passing algebra.  This issue is compounded by the racially unaware no 
tolerance policies for attendance, homework, and tardiness put in place by our principal.  I have 
asked our building rep to set up a meeting to discuss this, but she says she is uncomfortable 
discussing this topic with our principal. She says he is a good guy and just wants to do his best 
for “those kids.”  

A number of us have been developing a plan for meeting with parents, maybe writing a letter of 
no confidence, or possibly attending a school board meeting to bring up these issues.   

I am a new to this building rep work, but this seems like an issue we should be dealing with. 
What would you suggest that I do? 

Sincerely,  

Building Rep 

Some context:  

There is nothing about advancing racial justice issues in the Agreement 

The district does have a Racial Equity Framework that is to be applied to all policy decision to ensure 
unintended consequences have been examined 

There have been numerous claims of bias against this principal- but none have risen to official 
complaints 

The neighborhood is known for having a strong activist personality 

What will you do?  
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Campaign Opportunity 3-  Higher Ground High School 

One of the district’s largest high schools has 95 employees with 35% of them in their first 5 years of 
teaching. There are 6 building reps and 4 of them have been in their position for as long as anyone can 
remember.  One of them recently lost his bid for re-election as EA Vice-President. He was defeated by a 
new rep from this building. They hold regular monthly building meetings that are attended by about 20 
of the most senior members and routinely pass out information from the state and national union. They 
often discuss problems – but almost never suggest or take action on solutions. The 4 long term reps 
routinely attend almost every event that their union offers and make full use of their professional and 
personal leave. These four plan their family vacation to coincide with their regular attendance at the 
NEA RA. The two newer reps have been engaged with their state and local union and would like to 
implement some new programs that would lead to more participation by rank and file in the work of the 
union.  The long term reps see this as a way to take away the leadership that they have earned. The 
newer reps are also interested in getting a number of people to take action against some new, top down 
“rules” the new principal is putting in place. The long term reps just want to have the Union file a 
grievance and take care of the issues.  

The long term reps say that the number one priority is that there were not large enough pay scale gains 
bargained into the last contract for those at the top of the scale and that there was an increase in the 
health insurance premium for single members.  These leaders routinely ask the UniServ to come and 
lead their after school meetings and always include them in any member issue. There have been a 
number of member calls to the union help-line indicating issues with work-load, length of day, 
observation and evaluation, school discipline policies, and too much time out of the schedule for testing 
- but when the long term reps are asked, none are aware that there are any issues.  Everything is fine.
These reps all have a great relationship with the principal and with their UniServ.

The two new reps live in the same house. They became reps because a sizeable portion of the staff 
found them respectable and very credible after being participants in a program these new reps designed 
to help their colleagues better understand how to support LGBTQIA students. They are also co-trainers 
with a non-profit group that is providing race, equity and diversity training to the staff. These reps 
volunteer at the teen homeless shelter and want their union to be a place that seeks equity and justice 
for marginalized youth in the community.  

Membership is at 70% with the number of non-members creeping up – especially with new and younger 
teachers.   

Problem Solving Scenario  

President Donna DeMiddle has called the Union Office looking for a UniServ Director. She starts the call 
by saying, “I know that I am supposed to be handling everything myself, but I really want your help with 
an issue. “  

“There are a number of the new staff at Higher Ground High School who wants to file a grievance and 
they don’t have any one of their building reps that feels it is warranted. Of course, I have only heard 
from one of our long time reps – and I know he has his finger on the pulse. He says that a few of the 
new-type folks want to have some sort of uprising or file a grievance but the guys that know how things 
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work there – think they just need you to come calm the upstarts down. You know, explain that they 
have to put up with some challenges in the beginning.”   

“Here’s what I am told their issue is - the Principal for the high school has asked the teachers that are 
still in their first three years of teaching or anyone that has a high rate of behavior issues or a below 
standard evaluation rating to turn in their lesson plans. Because  it is mostly the new teachers who are 
struggling with student behavior – the principal – who is a good guy and always works with the union – 
just wants them to get their acts together. The members with seniority aren’t too concerned – except 
that two of our long time reps received poor evaluations last year – so they are going to have to do this 
new stuff. It’s really the newer folks who feel like this is an inequity in workload – but we all had to pay 
our dues when we were new,  didn’t we?”  

“The Principal and the Reps are also a little concerned that there is too much of this equity stuff and not 
enough attention to good old teaching.”  

“So, they need you down there pronto to help bring the newbies into the fold. They need to understand 
that the role of the union is not to change the world – it is to get them a paycheck and benefits.  I can't 
do the meeting with them because I have to be over at the middle school training. The reps can’t do it 
because they don’t want to upset the principal.  I really don’t know how I am supposed to do all this 
Union Staff work as the President.  Thanks, and I know they will be happy to see you soon. “ 

Some context:  

The state statute and district policy are silent on the issue of lesson plans.  

The Agreement, in the section on "Evaluation" requires, " ... demonstration of the ability to plan," as a 
requisite criterion for successful teaching and it is the purview of the principal whether these plans are 
required to be turned in.  

The other three high schools seem to have teachers doing these sorts of plans, at least nominally, 
without a peep from anyone.  

The entire faculty gets a minimum of five planning periods per week, guaranteed, in the Agreement. 

The newer teachers, who did not feel adequately prepared to teach the students in their class – have 
requested the training and have asked for support in crafting instruction that is equitable for all 
students.  

 

What will you do?  
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Campaign Opportunity 4-  Sunrise Elementary 

There is a long time principal at this school – well liked. This is a heavily impacted school – high poverty, 
large class sizes, and high non-dominant English speakers. The staff recently unanimously voted to 
support an in-class breakfast program that causes them to give up 15 minutes of their contractually 
granted daily planning time. There is a high number of new teachers -20% in their first three years. 
Membership is at 80% in the certified unit. There is a new assistant principal who was a long time union 
leader and a National Board Certified Teacher.  There is a new Head Building Rep who has been teaching 
for three years. She believes that it is every employee’s responsibility to belong to the union. There are 3 
building reps who have developed a system for doing one on ones in their building with a target of 
reaching all their contacts by mid-year.  These leaders have surveyed their colleagues seeking input on 
issues and have identified three issues that colleagues want to improve – workload, coordination with 
special education and resource services, community connections.  One of the reps is taking on the issue 
of helping parents understand curriculum requirements and is using her networks within the Latino 
community to set up meetings at local churches and the community center.   

Attendance at the monthly RA from these reps is 100% and they have a 100% return from their building 
level colleagues on a recent Commitment to Vote campaign.  This school has signed up to host a school 
board candidate at their next staff breakfast and invite them to see the breakfast in the classroom 
program.  These members have increased their PAC contributions by 30%.  They have sent three teams 
of 7 to the union led summer professional development and leadership programs.  Members at this 
school have designed and led a number of professional learning groups based in what they determine is 
most useful for their students. Members at this building tend to contact their UniServ for information, 
resources and to “double-check” if actions they have planned make sense and are in keeping with sound 
practice.   

The support staff in this building feel like they are invisible – especially to the classroom teachers. While 
the teachers are not particularly happy about the breakfast in the classroom program – it has been an 
enormous shift in the amount of work expected of the kitchen and office staff.  The kitchen staff are 
expected to do more, within the same amount of hours with no down time for clean-up prior to getting 
ready for the early lunch wave. The office staff are in charge of delivering the breakfast to the 
classroom, doing lunch accountability and handling clean up – while still trying to cover phones and 
attend to access for the building via the front door and security sign-in.  The one Support Staff building 
rep has a small group of members who want to do something – but they don’t know who they can get to 
help them or join them in making a change.   

 

Problem Solving Scenario  

Velma Overly the Support Staff President wants to get some answers for her members – and potential 
members at Sunrise Elementary – specifically the kitchen and office staff.  She is sitting in your office 
when you arrive in the morning and jumps right in --- 

“Well, I think I have finally done it! I have found the issue that will get those non-members at Sunrise to 
sign-up. I am tired of having to do stuff for them when most of them are free-riders.”  
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“You know Sunrise,  it is that huge elementary with all those before and after school programs and has 
both of the homeless shelters for families in its neighborhood.  They also have a dual language and a 
Pre-K  program – lots of Support Staff there along with a big lunch program. Due to all the services and 
rather transient family population – there is also quite a large office staff group.  Anyways – I know the 
issue that is finally going to get them to see the value in the union!!”  

“Sunrise got a federal grant to provide breakfast in the classrooms.  No one is happy about it. It is a 
mess, teachers are losing 5 minutes off their morning planning time AND the kitchen staff have no down 
time between prepping and sending the breakfasts out to the classrooms and getting lunch ready – 
because of the size of the school, the first lunch wave for Pre-K is at 10:30.  Of course – the principal will 
not give the kitchen staff more hours because then 5 of them would become eligible for health 
insurance.” 

“The office staff are none too happy either – they have to deliver and pick up the breakfasts at each of 
the classrooms – it is a huge school and that means that it takes nearly all of them off the phones, the 
entry scanner and other front office issues.  Mornings in that school’s office are a jungle.” 

“I want the Union to lead the charge to get rid of breakfast in the classroom! I know the teachers would 
jump in on this issue too!”  

 

Some context: 

This neighborhood is the poorest most densely populated in the county and food insecurity is a top issue 

It is true that the breakfast in the classroom program does infringe on the Certified Members contract – 
but not the Support Staff contract – as they are hourly and the building principal sets hours.  

This is one of the hardest to staff buildings in the county, and this is the building with the lowest Support 
Staff membership density.  

 

What will you do?  
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Campaign Opportunity 5-  Tip Top District  and the Tip Top Education Association 

This is a mid-size school system consisting of 65 schools. There are about 3,700 employees that could be 
covered by either the Certified Employees Contract or the Support Staff Contract. There are 2,900 total 
members – 1,600 are certified members and 1,300 are support staff (bus drivers and custodians are 
represented by two other unions). There are 700 non-members in the certified unit, and 5 non-members 
in the support staff unit. The trend for both units has been membership declines especially in new to the 
profession certified employees and kitchen workers.   

For the most part, most members tend to call the union staff or executive leaders directly with 
questions and problems instead of using their representative system.  Union meetings are not well 
attended. Only about half of the building reps attend monthly meetings and engagement in actions is 
often driven by staff. On the last contract ratification vote only 28% of the members voted. 

The district is facing a number of challenges. The long-term and popular Superintendent and a number 
of long time school board members have just changed. Their replacements are focused on raising 
expectations and holding educators responsible for student success. There have been substantial cuts 
coming from the state to support school budgets.  This means that the school board is seeking a raise in 
property taxes. The most recent negotiations were closed and the final results contentious. There is a 
growing narrative from the public that the school system is only concerned in seeking higher wages and 
maintaining a rich benefit package.  The educators in this district are some of the most well-paid 
employees in the community. This once, relatively middle-class and white district has transitioned in the 
past five years to majority non-white district with non-dominant English speakers making up the 
majority of K-3 students.  Despite these changes in student population, the certified employees remain 
95% white, mostly women and mostly English only speakers.  Support staff tend to be more reflective of 
the county population, with large numbers of them living in the “affordable” neighborhoods.  

The elected, executive leadership of the unions consists of: 

President of Certified, Donna DeMiddle– a middle-aged, middle-class, suburban living, white 
woman that taught middle school for 22 years. She is a full-time release president. She is a 
native of Enchanted County and graduated from the district. She was chief negotiator for the 
new contract. She simply wants to return to the days when parents took responsibility for their 
children and sent them to school with proper values. She remembers when her UD came to her 
and did the work of the union that she paid for – bargained, talked to those in power and made 
sure her rights were protected.  She has grown dissatisfied with the way that the newer union 
staff do their work. She would like to become a UD someday and feels she could do a better job.  

Vice President of Certified, Stavon Liberaling–  relatively new to the profession – 6 years of 
experience – high school teacher in one of the largest, poorest, most diverse schools in the city 
by choice. He has purposely purchased and is rehabilitating a home in the neighborhood of the 
school he teaches in. Stavon’s parents are immigrants and he wants to ensure that all 
immigrants and their children have access to the community resources they deserve.  He wants 
the union to use its power in ways that allow members to fight the injustices that matter most 
to them and the community.  He ran a slate with the newly elected Secretary and Treasurer who 
are on the newer end of the profession – both are elementary school teachers - and won 
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primarily because they have openly criticized the current contract bargained by the current 
President.  

President of Support Staff  Velma Overly – a long-time employee working out of the office of the 
districts’ largest high school. Her native language is Spanish and she is known widely throughout 
the county’s large Spanish, Catholic Church system.  She is a leader in her church and she is 
widely respected by her members – but not the president of the certified union. She is not a full-
time release like the certified president, and due to her work schedule often has to miss 
important organizational meetings due to the timing set by the Certified Union leadership.  She 
wants to make sure that her members jobs are not contracted out and that they see their union 
as a place of connectivity. Velma a much loved and respected leader – but she does everything 
for her members.  She has made it her life calling to serve her church community and her union. 
There is no vice president or other officers for the Support Staff Union – there could be, but 
members site limited time and that Velma does a great job for them anyways.  She is a bit 
frightened at the thought of public actions – but knows these have been effective in other 
places.  

Problem Solving Scenario and Context: 

A salary schedule was recently settled with an 8% increase in salary, but the members did not 
completely understand what would be expected in return for this increase in salary.   The school year 
was lengthened by five days as well as the school day by 40 minutes.  Many of the newer members are 
increasingly unhappy with the district and especially with their elected union leadership.  The more 
experienced members who remembered the previous collaborative relationship between union and 
district were neither as angry nor as vocal as the newer members -  and they staunchly defended the 
district and its practices and labeled dissenters as unprofessional and not wanting the best for kids.   

This local is in turmoil.  The newer teachers have felt ignored by their association leaders for the last 
couple of years  and feel that the new contract unfairly burdens younger, newer members who are 
trying to raise young families, work second jobs to afford mortgages and attend night courses to achieve 
permanent certifications. They have started calling the vice-president INSTEAD of the president and 
shared with him their deep unhappiness with their new work load.  They want to take actions that 
would bring attention to their issue.  Several long time members of the local, including the President feel 
that doing visible union actions is a negative for the profession, a feeling strongly shared and articulated 
by several key central office members.   

The Support Staff Association is about to enter bargaining with the new superintendent and school 
board who have made it clear that they are looking at sub-contracting to cut costs. The President – 
Velma Overly is accustomed to doing most of her bargaining one on one with the superintendent and 
plans to approach this upcoming bargaining in the same manner. Velma has not reached out for any 
support or coaching about bargaining but you have heard from a number of building reps who attended 
the last meeting that there a lots of issues that members would like to address in bargaining and Velma 
seemed overwhelmed or dismissive.  
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Leaders and Structures that Have Achieved Change 
You were assigned an article to read and know well. You will use that article for this discussion activity.  

Title of your article: _____________________________________________________ 

During Round 1 – you will be meeting with the others who were assigned this same article – your goal in the 
time allotted is to have thoughtful conversations and answers to the following three questions. 

What were the ways that leaders were identified and grown?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
What were the structures were developed, expanded and tested? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What do you think was the role of the staff in these examples? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

During Round 2: You will be reorganized into quads – with one person from each assigned reading as part of 
the group. You will use this time to share across the articles.  Your task during this round is to develop answers 
for the following three debrief questions.   

What was similar across all the examples? 
 
 
 
What was something surprising or new to you?  
 
 
 
What are you still left wondering and want to talk about?  
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Adapted from the working paper 'Toward a Framework for Coaching,' by Ruth Wageman at Harvard University 

Modified by Hope Wood at the New Organizing Institute 
  1 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COACHING 101 
 
 
 

   “How do I enable others to find purpose in the face of challenge?” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Page 51



 
Adapted from the working paper 'Toward a Framework for Coaching,' by Ruth Wageman at Harvard University 

Modified by Hope Wood at the New Organizing Institute 
  2 

 

 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 
We welcome your suggestions for improving this guide further for future trainings.  We also welcome 
you to use it and adapt it for your own trainings, subject to the restrictions below. 
 

The coaching framework is from the work of Ruth Wageman and Richard Hackman,  
and the full framework can be found in Wageman, 2010 "Toward a framework for coaching" 

Working Paper, Harvard University, and in Hackman and Wageman, (2005).  
"Toward a theory of team coaching," Academy of Management Review, 30, 269-287.  

Adapted here by Hope Wood, New Organizing Institute. 
 
  

RESTRICTIONS OF USE 
 
The following work [this workshop guide] is provided to you pursuant to the following terms and 
conditions.  Your acceptance of the work constitutes your acceptance of these terms: 
 

• You may reproduce and distribute the work to others for free, but you may not sell the work 
to others. 

• You may not remove the legends from the work that provide attribution as to source. 
• You may modify the work, provided that the attribution legends remain on the work, and 

provided further that you send any significant modifications or updates to 
hope@neworganizing.com. 

• You hereby grant an irrevocable, royalty-free license to Ruth Wageman and New Organizing 
Institute, and their successors, heirs, licensees and assigns, to reproduce, distribute and 
modify the work as modified by you. 

• You shall include a copy of these restrictions with all copies of the work that you distribute 
and you shall inform everyone to whom you distribute the work that they are subject to the 
restrictions and obligations set forth herein. 

 

Page 52



Adapted from the working paper 'Toward a Framework for Coaching,' by Ruth Wageman at Harvard University 
Modified by Hope Wood at the New Organizing Institute 

3 

C O A C H I N G :   
F R O M  E X T E R N A L  C O N T R O L  T O  G R O W T H

Why is coaching an important organizing practice? 

Leadership in organizing is about enabling others to achieve purpose in the face of uncertainty. 
Coaching, put simply, is the act of enabling others. 

Organizing campaigns are rich with challenges and learning opportunities, but sometimes we are fish 
in our own water and we cannot see the challenges we are swimming in. Coaching in organizing helps 
to alleviate this problem.  Coaching helps individuals to overcome motivational, strategic, and 
informational challenges that might otherwise hinder the progress of the individual, and or the team, 
and thus the campaign or training.  

What is coaching in organizing? 

Coaching is a direct intervention in an individual or team’s work process to help them improve their 
effectiveness. 

Coaching is a leadership practice that is useful in a variety of contexts in organizing campaigns.  Some 
examples of when coaching skills are necessary: 

– Preparing leaders to get over the anxiety that most of us feel when we ask other adults to
do tasks that might not be enjoyable.

– Facilitating the goal setting of a leadership team struggling with common understanding of
the goals

– Debriefing with a leader who has not kept a commitment

– Helping a leader overcome motivational challenges with managing volunteer teams in the
field

– Assisting a leadership team in creating strategy for their organizing campaign

OBJECTIVES: 
By the end of this training, you will… 

• Learn a simple diagnostic framework and a 5-step process for coaching others in organizing
efforts

• Practice the coaching process through role-plays and reflective discussion
• Learn to build a culture of coaching into your team
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  4 

 

Coaching is useful whenever we are working to enable others to build their own capacity to act, 
and though the contexts vary, the process is very similar throughout.   

Effective Coaching Is Effective Coaching Is Not 

-Showing up and being present to another 
person's experience and listening, with both your 
head and heart 

- Being so prepared that you figure out all the 
answers for the coaches before you even hear or 
observe their challenges 

- Helping the coaches explore and make sense of 
their challenges and successes and what they 
learned from it all 

- False praising of the coaches or only focusing on 
their strengths because you do not want not to 
hurt their feelings  

- Helping the coaches to find solutions to 
challenges 

- Solely criticizing the coaches for their 
weaknesses 

- Asking questions that both support and 
challenge the person you are coaching. 

- Telling the coaches what to do 

 
How do I practice coaching in organizing? 

Good coaching requires learning how to identify a person’s or team’s strengths and weaknesses in 
order to find ways to help them mobilize their strengths to overcome their weaknesses.  People often 
know what they “should” do, but a fresh set of eyes is helpful in diagnosing the specific challenges 
they’re facing and initiating a brainstorm of solutions to maneuver through them.   There are three 
basic practices of coaching: 

Basic Practices of Coaching: 
– Motivational (heart) coaching is aimed at enhancing effort. 

 
– Strategic (head) coaching is aimed at helping the team or individual plan, evaluate, 

or think about its strategic or structural approach. 
 

– Skills-based (hands) coaching is aimed at helping the team or individual execute 
with skill (and learn from execution). 
 

The first part of effective coaching is diagnosing which coaching practice is most needed in any given 
moment.  For example, if an organizer is struggling with strategy but you try using motivational 
coaching, it is likely to frustrate them further.  

As is true for the other practices of leadership, coaching is a practice that only gets honed by DOING, 
and then reflecting on what works and what doesn’t.   
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Following this simple, 5 step coaching process can help you dive in and begin your coaching practice: 

 
 

1.   Inquire &/or Observe - What do I see and hear?  
When you are observing a person’s actions in the field or someone comes to you for help, 
your first inclination may be to draw conclusions from the initial observations you make. As a 
coach, you need to take time to dig deeper. Are you seeing all the angles here? What 
information is missing? Think about the “who, what, why, how, where, when” questions. 

- Motivational (heart):  Is the individual struggling because s/he is not putting forth enough 
effort? Is she not trying hard enough because she’s embarrassed? Is he quitting too soon 
because of frustration or fear? 

- Strategic (head):  Is the individual struggling because the goals are not achievable?  Or 
because they’re not thinking creatively enough about how to use the resources they have to 
meet goals?  Or because the overall strategy doesn’t make sense and needs to be clarified or 
adapted to their situation?   

- Skills-based (hands):  Is the individual struggling because of not being able to muster the 
behavioral skill to execute effectively? Does he not have the skill in his repertoire? Is he 
getting interference from other habits and behaviors (like someone well-versed in marketing 
speak may think that skill set is a substitute for authentic story-telling skills)? Is there 
something you could model, or that this person that just needs more help practicing and 
debriefing? 

Step 1: 
Inquire &/or 

Observe

Step 2:  
Diagnose

Step 3: 
Intervene

Step 4: 
Action

Step 5: 
Check-in

5 Step 
Coaching 
Process 
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6 

2. Diagnose & 3. Intervene:  Which form of coaching does this require? How will I intervene?

If your diagnosis is that the 
individual needs to put in more 
intense effort, choose a 
motivational intervention, – for 
example: 

If your diagnosis is that the 
individual is not understanding 
the focal practice adequately, or 
thinking about it appropriately, 
choose a strategic intervention – 
for example: 

If your diagnosis is that the 
individual lacks execution skill, 
choose an educational 
intervention – for example: 

o Encouragement and
enthusiasm—you can do it!

o Helping the individual
understand and confront fear,
embarrassment, or other
emotions that get in the way of
the willingness to try harder or
persist in the face of setback

o Incentivizing, rewarding and
praising courage

o Modeling courage and
emotional maturity in your
own behavior, confessing fear
and explaining how you move
toward it rather than away

o Kick in the pants (offered with
love)

o What else?

o Asking good questions about
how the individual is thinking
about the key leadership
practice
– “Why did you choose to

do this and not that?”
– Based on where you are

now what resources could
you draw on to take this
story/team/strategy to the
next level?

o Offering your assertions about
what you are observing and
how you think the individual
might fruitfully think about the
practice differently
– “When you stop at that

angry point in the story, I
think you may be
forgetting that your
listeners need a reason to
hope in order to be called
to action.”

o Offering the opportunity for
silent reflection and self-
diagnosis
– “Why don’t you take a

moment to think through
what you believe is
working and not working
and let’s talk about that?

o Model the behavior and invite
the coaches to imitate you or
work side by side with you to
get the “feel” of the activity

o Break it down into smaller
parts and invite the individual
to try one at a time

o Practice, feedback, repeat
o Offer three or four different

practice exercises and observe
which ones “take” for that
person

o Repetition, repetition,
repetition

o What else?
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4.    Action:  How can I allow the coaches to develop their leadership skills? What action will 
they take that would allow them to move forward? 

- Avoid the urge to do it for them. 
- Allow the coaches to try the intervention.    
- Observe them in action and note observations for your debrief. 

 
5.    Check-in and Debrief:  What do I ask the coaches to help them reflect on their experience? 

- What went well?  
- What are you challenged by?  
- What are some possible solutions?  
- What are your goals/next steps? 
- Schedule periodic check-ins to support your coaches in integrating this new or revised                          

             solution into their regular practice. 
- Find out from the coaches how the situation has changed.   
- Assess whether the diagnosis and intervention was successful. Celebrate success! 
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Originally adapted from the work of Marshall Ganz, Harvard University.  Modified by the New Organizing Institute. 
 

WORKSHEET: 
REFLECT ON COACHING 
 
 
How does this way of COACHING compare with other types of COACHING you have experienced? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What is most challenging and most new or interesting about this way of supporting others’ 
development? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How could this type of coaching be used to help you support other organizers (volunteer and staff) 
out in the field? What are some of the practices that you will use next time you work with another 
organizer? 
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Coaching Cycle Scenarios – For Use with Coaching 101 Package 

Below are 4 scenarios,  you have been provided enough information  for Step 1:  Inquire and/or 
Observe - What do I see and hear? of the coaching cycle – and you are free to use a little imagination 
to round out the scenario.  Your task is to determine what kind of coaching they need – Motivational, 
Strategic, Skills-based.   

Scenario 1:  The context – You are preparing leaders to get over the anxiety that most of us feel when we
ask other adults to do tasks that might not be enjoyable.   

This is a group of local leaders that have secured member volunteers to run a phone bank asking for campaign 
contributions for a school board candidate’s campaign.  The leaders  are scared of hearing no’s from their 
colleagues on the phones and are a little by the growing “clarifying questions” coming from their volunteers. 
Ultimately, they feel they should just scrap the whole thing because they are not confident that the volunteers 
will show up and they are sure they won’t raise much money.   

Type of Coaching: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Scenario 2: The context – You are facilitating the goal setting of a leadership team struggling with common
understanding of what their campaign should be able to achieve.   

The team members have a wildly divergent notions of what the outcomes should be and they keep shying 
away from setting a goal and straying into thinking about “cool” actions they could plan. It appears to you that 
they may not have run this kind of meeting before and they may not understand how to develop a plan for 
action.  

Type of Coaching: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Scenario 3: The context – You are debriefing with a leader who has not kept a commitment.

The leader is relatively new and quite a bit younger than others at the worksite – but has good relationships 
and is well respected. The commitment was a relatively small one that was dependent on using already 
established relationships – a.k.a. “ask five friends to…”  You get the sense that this leader has not taken this 
commitment seriously at all.  

Type of Coaching: ____________________________________________________________________ 

Scenario 4: The context - Helping a leader overcome motivational challenges with managing other members
across several worksites who are supposed to be making a face to face contact with each employee in the 
worksite to update contact information and establish a basic presence in each worksite.  

The leader is having difficulty keeping the teams to following the protocol of relationship building – various 
teams are reverting to – “ place a notice in the mailbox” – send a broadcast email – or are leaving it to one 
person at the worksite to do alone – or are not doing it at all.  The leader has been shy to redirect the teams to 
the protocol of face to face contact and feels that it is “not their place” to question if other adults have kept up 
their end of the work.  

Type of Coaching: ___________________________________________________________________ 
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The Consultancy Coaching Protocol 
15 

mins 
What How 

Opening  by Lead 
Facilitator 

Facilitator reviews protocol and adjusts time as desired by presenter or as fits the 
group. The group may decide to spend more time on the preparation section, or in the 
discussion. Timing also depends on how many are in the group.  

5 Presenter Shares  1. Presenter shares the dilemma—this can be verbally shared or presenter can offer
a written document. If a written description is shared, presenter can also verbally
add anything he’d like before or after the group reads the document. It’s
appropriate for the group members to take notes about what they’re hearing.
Presenter might also share an artifact such as a transcript of a coaching
conversation, an email, a plan for a conversation, etc.

2. Presenter can ask for feedback or input in one area or around one key question.
Asking for specific feedback or support can help a discussion stay focused and
useful.

3 Clarifying Questions 

NOT Probing 

Group asks presenter clarifying questions. Clarifying questions are yes/no or require 
very short answers.  
The facilitator needs to interrupt if probing questions are asked and can remind the 
group that probing questions can be raised during the discussion.  

5 Group Fishbowl 
Discussion 

1. Presenter moves his/her chair outside of the circle and can take notes if desired.
2. The presenter can remind the group of the presenter’s key question.
3. Group members can raise probing questions, share the insights they gained, and

share any other comments or reflections they came up with. The facilitator can
open this section by suggesting that each group member briefly (in about one
minute) share his/her initial thoughts on the dilemma and the group can whip
around so that all can share a thought before opening into a less structured
discussion.

4. Group needs to ensure that discussion stays focused on the presenter’s dilemma
and if requested, on his/her key question. Group may also take actions to ensure
equity of participation.

2 Closing Presenter shares any reactions, insights, feelings about protocol or what was said; 
he/she doesn’t need to respond to questions that were raised in the group discussion. 
If time permits, group can share reflections on process.  
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General	
  Coaching	
  Sentence	
  Stems	
  
	
  

Active Listening Stems Nonjudgmental Responses  
• So…	
  
• In	
  other	
  words…	
  
• What	
  I’m	
  hearing,	
  then…	
  Is	
  that	
  correct?	
  
• What	
  I	
  hear	
  you	
  saying	
  is…	
  Am	
  I	
  missing	
  

anything?	
  
• I’m	
  hearing	
  many	
  things…	
  
• As	
  I	
  listen	
  to	
  you,	
  I’m	
  hearing…	
  Is	
  there	
  anything	
  

else	
  you	
  feel	
  I	
  should	
  know?	
  
	
  

• I	
  noticed	
  how	
  when	
  you…the	
  students	
  really…	
  
(to	
  identify	
  something	
  that	
  worked	
  and	
  why	
  it	
  
worked)	
  

• I’m	
  interested	
  in	
  learning	
  (or	
  hearing)	
  more	
  
about…	
  

• I’d	
  love	
  to	
  hear	
  more	
  about…	
  
• Thank	
  you	
  for	
  sharing	
  your	
  thoughts.	
  Can	
  you	
  

tell	
  me	
  more	
  about…?	
  

Clarifying Stems Probing Stems 
• Let	
  me	
  see	
  if	
  I	
  understand…	
  
• I’d	
  be	
  interested	
  in	
  hearing	
  more	
  about…	
  
• It	
  would	
  help	
  me	
  understand	
  if	
  you’d	
  give	
  me	
  an	
  

example	
  of…	
  
• So,	
  are	
  you	
  saying/suggesting…?	
  
• Tell	
  me	
  what	
  you	
  mean	
  when	
  you…	
  
• Tell	
  me	
  how	
  that	
  idea	
  is	
  like	
  (or	
  different	
  from)…	
  
• To	
  what	
  extent	
  is…?	
  
• I’m	
  curious	
  to	
  know	
  more	
  about…	
  
• I’m	
  intrigued	
  by…	
  
• I’m	
  interested	
  in…	
  	
  
• I	
  wonder…	
  
	
  

• What’s	
  another	
  way	
  you	
  might…?	
  
• What	
  would	
  it	
  look	
  like	
  if…?	
  
• What	
  do	
  you	
  think	
  would	
  happen	
  if...?	
  
• How	
  was…different	
  from	
  (or	
  similar	
  to)…?	
  
• What’s	
  another	
  way	
  you	
  might…?	
  
• What	
  sort	
  of	
  an	
  impact	
  do	
  you	
  think…?	
  
• What	
  criteria	
  do	
  you	
  use	
  to…?	
  
• When	
  have	
  you	
  done	
  something	
  like…before?	
  
• What	
  do	
  you	
  think…?	
  
• How	
  did	
  you	
  decide…(come	
  to	
  that	
  

conclusion?)?	
  
• I’m	
  curious	
  to	
  know	
  more	
  about…	
  
• I’m	
  intrigued	
  by…	
  
• I’m	
  interested	
  in…	
  	
  
• I	
  wonder…	
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Facilitative	
  &	
  Directive	
  Coaching	
  Stems*	
  
FACILITATIVE DIRECTIVE 

Cathartic Stems Informative Stems 
• I’m	
  noticing	
  that	
  you’re	
  experiencing	
  some

feelings.	
  Would	
  it	
  be	
  OK	
  to	
  explore	
  those	
  for	
  a	
  few
minutes?

• What’s	
  coming	
  up	
  for	
  you	
  right	
  now?	
  Would	
  you
like	
  to	
  talk	
  about	
  your	
  feelings?

• Wow.	
  I	
  imagine	
  I’d	
  have	
  some	
  emotions	
  if	
  that
happened	
  to	
  me.	
  Are	
  you	
  experiencing	
  strong
feelings?

• There’s	
  a	
  useful	
  book	
  on	
  that	
  topic	
  by…
• An	
  effective	
  strategy	
  to	
  teach	
  ___	
  is…
• You	
  can	
  contact	
  ___	
  in	
  ___	
  department	
  for	
  that

resource…
• Your	
  principal	
  will	
  be	
  in	
  touch	
  about	
  that.
• ____	
  is	
  very	
  effective	
  at	
  teaching	
  that	
  skill;	
  maybe

you	
  could	
  observe	
  him.

Catalytic Stems Prescriptive Stems 
• Tell	
  me	
  about	
  a	
  previous	
  time	
  when	
  you…	
  How	
  did

you	
  deal	
  with	
  that?
• I	
  hear	
  you’re	
  really	
  struggling	
  with…	
  How	
  do	
  you

intend	
  to	
  start?
• It	
  sounds	
  like	
  you’re	
  unsatisfied	
  with…	
  What	
  would

you	
  do	
  differently	
  next	
  time?
• You’ve	
  just	
  talked	
  about	
  five	
  different	
  things	
  you

want	
  to	
  work	
  on	
  this	
  week.	
  The	
  last	
  thing	
  you
mentioned	
  is…	
  How	
  important	
  is	
  this	
  to	
  you?

• How	
  do	
  you	
  want	
  your	
  students	
  (or	
  a	
  particular
student)	
  to	
  remember	
  you?

• How	
  do	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  remember	
  this	
  time	
  or
situation	
  in	
  fifteen	
  years?

• Who	
  do	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  be	
  in	
  this	
  situation?

• I	
  would	
  like	
  you	
  to	
  discuss	
  this	
  issue	
  with	
  your
supervisor.

• You	
  need	
  to	
  know	
  that	
  the	
  school’s	
  policy	
  is...
• Have	
  you	
  talked	
  to	
  ___	
  about	
  that	
  yet?	
  Last	
  week	
  you

said	
  you	
  planned	
  on	
  doing	
  so.
• Would	
  it	
  be	
  ok	
  if	
  I	
  share	
  some	
  advice	
  that	
  I	
  think	
  might

help	
  you?	
  You’re	
  welcome	
  to	
  take	
  it	
  or	
  leave	
  it,	
  of
course.

• I’d	
  like	
  to	
  suggest...

Supportive Stems Confrontational (Interrupting) Stems 
• I	
  noticed	
  how	
  when	
  you…the	
  students	
  really…	
  (To

identify	
  something	
  that	
  worked	
  and	
  why	
  it
worked)

• It	
  sounds	
  like	
  you	
  have	
  a	
  number	
  of	
  ideas	
  to	
  try
out!	
  It’ll	
  be	
  exciting	
  to	
  see	
  which	
  works	
  best	
  for
you!

• What	
  did	
  you	
  do	
  to	
  make	
  the	
  lesson	
  so	
  successful?
• I’m	
  interested	
  in	
  learning	
  (or	
  hearing)	
  more

about…
• Your	
  commitment	
  is	
  really	
  inspiring	
  to	
  me.
• It	
  sounds	
  like	
  you	
  handled	
  that	
  in	
  a	
  very	
  confident

way.
• You	
  did	
  a	
  great	
  job	
  when	
  you…
• I’m	
  confident	
  that	
  you’ll	
  be	
  successful.

• Would	
  you	
  be	
  willing	
  to	
  explore	
  your	
  reasoning	
  (or
assumptions)	
  about	
  this?

• I’d	
  like	
  to	
  ask	
  you	
  about…	
  Is	
  that	
  okay?
• What’s	
  another	
  way	
  you	
  might…?
• What	
  would	
  it	
  look	
  like	
  if…?	
  Is	
  there	
  any	
  other	
  way	
  to

see	
  this	
  situation?
• What	
  do	
  you	
  think	
  would	
  happen	
  if...?
• What	
  sort	
  of	
  an	
  effect	
  do	
  you	
  think…would	
  have?
• I’m	
  noticing	
  (some	
  aspect	
  of	
  your	
  behavior)…What	
  do

you	
  think	
  is	
  going	
  on?
• What	
  criteria	
  do	
  you	
  use	
  to…?
• Who	
  do	
  you	
  want	
  to	
  be	
  in	
  this	
  situation?	
  How	
  do	
  you

want	
  to	
  show	
  up?
• How	
  do	
  you	
  want	
  others	
  to	
  see	
  you	
  in	
  this	
  situation?

*	
   The labels for these categories—cathartic, catalytic, supportive, informative, directive, confrontational—are from the work of John Heron.
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Checklist for Starting a Coalition 
What is a coalition? 

___You know that a coalition is a group of individuals and/or organizations with a common interest who agree 
to work together toward a common goal 

Why start a coalition? 

___To address an urgent situation. 

___To actually obtain or provide services. 

___To bring about more effective and efficient delivery of programs and eliminate any unnecessary 
duplication of services. 

___To pool resources. 

___To increase communication among groups and break down stereotypes. 

___To revitalize the sagging energies of members of groups who are trying to do too much alone. 

___To plan and launch community-wide initiatives on a variety of issues. 

___To develop and use political clout to gain services or other benefits for the community. 

___To create long-term, permanent social change. 

When should you start a coalition? 

___You respond to dramatic or disturbing community events 

___You react to new information 

___You respond to changes in circumstances or regulations 

___You take advantage of new funding 

___You address an outside threat 

___You try to create significant change in the community 

___You form a coalition when trust and perception of a need make it possible 

___You recognize the barriers to starting a coalition. 

Who should be part of a coalition? 

___You include stakeholders, both beneficiaries of the work of the coalition and those otherwise affected by 
it. 

___You include opinion leaders. 

___You include policy makers. 

___You include members of the community at large 

How do you start a community coalition? 

___You form a core group. 

___You identify necessary coalition members. 
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___You recruit coalition members, using appropriate means: 

• Personal contact 
• Phone 
• E-mail 
• Letter 
• Advertising 
• Posters and flyers. 

___You plan and hold an inclusive and exciting first meeting, where something actually gets done and people 
leave with assignments and the next meeting scheduled. 

___You follow up on the first meeting, checking on assignments, reminding people about the next meeting, 
and continuing to recruit new members. 

You continue to pursue the important tasks started at the first meeting: 

___Defining the issue and drafting vision and mission statements 

___Developing an action plan 

___Working out an acceptable coalition structure 

___Deciding on the need for professional staff 

___Obtaining resources. 

You continue to pay attention to the general guidelines for coalition success: 

___Free, open, and multi-directional communication 

___Inclusiveness and participation 

___Networking 

___Setting reachable goals 

___Holding creative meetings 

___Being realistic about what the coalition can do 

___Acknowledging and using diversity 

___Rewarding accomplishment and celebrating success 
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Checklist for Maintaining a Coalition 

___You understand that maintenance of a coalition and other social partnerships is as important as 
physical-world maintenance for optimal functioning. 

___You have made a decision to engage in maintenance, considering the various parts of the coalition that 
need attention: 

• The coalition's reason for being-its vision, mission and objectives
• The basic governance and operating rules of the coalition
• The coalition leadership
• The coalition membership
• The division of labor, within and among the leaders and members
• The coalition's strategic and action plans, both short-and longer-term
• The coalition's actions and results, so that it is accomplishing something (what it means to) in the

world
• The coalition's funding, so that those accomplishments can be continued
• The coalition's visibility in the larger community
• The coalition's public support
• The spirit of the coalition

___ You have designed a maintenance plan, deciding: 

• who should design the plan (or multiple plans if appropriate)
• how comprehensive the plan should be
• how formal the plan should be
• who should carry out the plan
• how frequently maintenance should take place

___ You carry out your maintenance plan, including external or internal review. Internal review may be 
formal or informal. 

___ You consider and choose, if appropriate, alternatives to maintaining the coalition 

• Growing
• Spinning off
• Changing focus
• Cutting back
• Ending
• Staying the way you are

Contributor 
Phil Rabinowitz 

https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/assessment/promotion-strategies/start-a-coaltion/checklist 
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The First Coalition Meeting 

1 

Workplace Violence 

Background:    You are a staff Organizer or UniServ Director who works with a school district/building 
that has been experiencing an untenable amount of student violence.  Members have 
asked you for help, and you in-turn have done some investigation, talked to some 
employees, requested some information from the school, but you don’t have a 
complete picture of the issue yet. 

After having met with several individuals and small groups of stakeholders, you believe 
there is enough shared issue awareness that pulling together coalition of school and 
community members would be useful towards addressing the problem of student 
violence in this district/building. 

Objective:  Assess the participants of a coalition meeting to determine the characteristics of the 
participants, what roles they might they fill, and how you might manage coalition 
participants towards meeting coalition goals. 

Directions: Slips of paper have been passed out which indicate your role, background, and school 
district. 

When directed, you will go to the corner of the room where your school district 
coalition meeting is being held. 

For this simulation, one person will be the chair for the meeting (they are the 
Association staff person).  Their function is to guide the group through the meeting. 

The other members at the meeting will assume the character described in their slip, but 
not reveal their character until debrief. 

The meeting will be 10 minutes in duration, after which the whole group will reveal their 
characters and discuss the experience.  

The Meeting 

The Chair person (Association staff) will introduce themselves and then ask each 
coalition participant to introducing themselves, encouraging the participants to share 
what they perceive the issue or problem to be at the school district/building. 

The chair will lead the group with guiding questions like: 

• What is the cause or consequence of student violence at our school (issues)?
• What kinds of things can our group actually do (goals)?
• How do we want to organize ourselves to achieve our goals? (structure)
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The First Coalition Meeting 

2 

Participants should respond to the prompts from the chair in character. 

Participants may also use the “Coalition Member Callout” sheet to note who they 
believe each type of member is at the meeting for use during the debrief. 

The Debrief 

While still in your meeting groups, participants can now come out of character for a 
discussion about their experience and insights from the coalition meeting.   

• Who was who?  Could you figure out which participant was which member
type?  What barriers did you hear?

• What challenges and advantages does your coalition present?  As Association
Staff, how would you manage such a group taking into consideration member
types and barriers?  What is YOUR role?

Choose a person from your group to share out insights with the whole group. 
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Member Type Who might be this 
member? [name] 

What (if 
any) is their 
Barrier? 

How might this member contribute (role) and/or 
how might you manage this member in your 
coalition? 

The Wallflower 

The Brainstormer 

The Cynic 

The Eternal 
Optimist 

The Evaluator 

The Volunteer 

The Leader 

The Dominator 

The All-Around 

Coalition Member Callout! Directions:  As the meeting is going on, try to figure out the member 
types in your coalition.  After the meeting, think about if they have 
barriers and how they could contribute or be managed. 
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Activity – Coalition Member List 

Member Type Description Community Sector Barrier How they Joined 
The Wallflower This member likes to sit and 

listen, but very rarely actually 
contributes to the group. This 
member often has a lot to 
contribute when others seek 
their input. 

Health/Medical 
community sector 

Asked by a 
colleague to attend 
this coalition 
meeting. 

Member Type Description Community Sector Barrier How they Joined 
The 
Brainstormer 

This member is all ideas, some 
of them good. Sometimes this 
member has so many ideas that 
the entire meeting is taken up 
discussing their many ideas, 
without ever really making a 
decision to adopt an idea or to 
develop any concrete planning. 
This member commonly 
interrupts others to share their 
ideas on a concept, and often 
forces the meeting off the 
agenda. This person very rarely 
volunteers to take on tasks, 
preferring to just talk. This 
member likes to persuade 
others over to their way of 
thinking. 

Professional/Trade 
Association sector 

(Bad History) Has 
bad history with the 
Dominator – their 
organizations had a 
conflict in the past 
that neither party 
has been able to get 
over 

Found out about the 
meeting via social 
media and decided 
to attend. 

Member Type Description Community Sector Barrier How they Joined 
The Cynic This member doesn’t think 

anything will work. This member 
can usually list a million reasons 
why something is not a good 
idea. This member has vast and 
unprecedented experiences in 
failed projects and usually will 
state, “I’ve tried it and it doesn’t 
work’. 

Business/Labor/Empl
oyment sector 

(Turf) Has issues 
with sharing work, 
their target 
populations and 
especially their 
funding. 

Staff organizer cold 
called them and 
convinced him/her 
to attend. 

Member Type Description Community Sector Barrier How they Joined 
The Eternal 
Optimist 

This member always thinks a 
project will be successful. 
Sometimes this member likes an 
idea so much they have trouble 
taking a realistic look at the pros 
and cons of a project, as well as 
the actual time or resources a 
project will consume. However, 
this member can be a great 
cheerleader for a project when 
times are tough. 

Local Community 
Member sector 

(Poor links to the 
Community)  
Recently moved into 
the area and doesn’t 
know the 
community or its 
history very well.    

Found out about the 
meeting via social 
media and decided 
to attend. 
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Activity – Coalition Member List 

Member Type Description Community Sector Barrier How they Joined 
The Evaluator This member is very good at 

bringing the pros and cons of 
a subject to the table. While 
this member is sometimes 
good at seeing all sides, other 
members should be warned 
that they sometimes have 
trouble presenting 
information in an unbiased 
way. Others often see this 
member as ‘caught up in 
numbers and outcomes’. 

Government/Legisl
ative community 
sector 

(Dominating Elite) 
Has a tendency to 
rush to solve 
problems or to 
‘help the 
disadvantaged’ 
and in doing so 
sometimes will 
neglect to involve 
the people most 
affected by the 
issue at hand and 
other community 
members. 

Joined the group 
through Action 
Network. 

Member Type Description Community Sector Barrier How they Joined 
The Volunteer This member is always the 

one who says, “I’ll do it’. This 
member often quits or leaves 
the group feeling burnout or 
that they’re the only one who 
ever actually does anything. 
Other members often take 
advantage of this member, 
and will sit quietly during task 
assignment hoping that the 
Volunteer will feel obligated 
to take on all of the tasks. 
This member is the 
workhorse of the group, and 
is the mechanism by which 
the group is often successful. 

Local Community 
Member sector 

(Time & Loyalty 
Conflicts) Is 
involved with 
multiple 
community 
groups. 

Asked to attend 
the meeting by 
email blast. 

Member Type Description Community Sector Barrier How they Joined 
The Leader This member may or may not 

actually have a ‘position’ 
within the group. This 
member keeps the group on 
task and can usually bring the 
other members back to the 
topic and on task. This 
member can help others to 
see the big picture when they 
are bogged down in details. 
This member is often also a 
Volunteer. 

Recreational 
Organizations/Facili
ties community 
sector. 

Joined via Action 
Network. 

Page 70



Activity – Coalition Member List 

Member Type Description Community Sector Barrier How they Joined 
The Dominator This member wants to be in 

charge. Often this member is 
the one who is always 
speaking. This member also 
usually has a ‘sub-type’ (i.e. 
Brainstormer, Cynic, etc) that 
is present as well. Other 
members often avoid this 
member or may not return to 
future meetings just to avoid 
this member. This member 
can easily get their feelings 
hurt when confronted. 

Religious/Faith-
based sector 

(Bad History) Has a 
bad history with 
the Brainstormer – 
their organizations 
had a conflict in 
the past that 
neither party has 
been able to get 
over. 

Asked by a 
colleague to 
attend this 
coalition meeting. 

Member Type Description Community Sector Barrier How they Joined 
The All-Around This member has a good mix 

of the traits of the other types 
of members. This member 
can stick up for their cause, 
but allows the opinions of 
others. Often volunteers for 
tasks or leadership postions, 
and works well with others. 
This member is well-rounded 
in attitude and is usually well 
liked by others. Other 
members might say ‘ The All 
Around knows when to talks 
and when to  be quiet’ 

Food Services 
sector. 

Found out about 
the meeting via 
social 
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