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I
n March 2013, just months after Republicans gained a supermajority in the 
North Carolina legislature and won the governor’s office, state NAACP presi-
dent Rev. William Barber II stood before educators at the annual convention 
of the North Carolina Association of Educators (NCAE) and delivered an 
electrifying keynote speech. 
Barber, a civil rights leader who led the state’s “Moral Monday” movement 

and, later, the national Poor People’s Campaign, called on teachers to confront the 
conservative agenda taking apart their states through direct actions, protests, and 
organizing. If educators saw public education as a cornerstone of democracy, they 
would need to stand up and fight for it. His exhortations struck a new tone in the 
NCAE, an organization better known for lobbying elected officials than leading 
mass movements against them.

“He lit the room on fire,” remembered Durham high school teacher Bry-
an Proffitt. Inspired but new to the NCAE scene, Proffitt texted a veteran NCAE 
friend: “Bring everyone you know who wants to do that to the back of the room.”

The assembled teachers quickly realized they wanted—indeed, needed—to get 
to work. Three weeks later, they met to talk more. Shortly 
thereafter, they put together a workshop about organizing 
skills for their colleagues—how to have one-on-one con-
versations, map workplaces to gauge membership, assess 
power structures. They began study groups about the neo-
liberalization of education, structural racism in education, 
and the role of teacher unions.

In April 2020, that scrappy group of teachers from 
the back of the state convention won the NCAE’s state-
wide leadership elections.

These teachers’ successful organizing marks an im-
portant landmark in today’s teacher union movement. 
Although often overlooked in popular accounts of teach-
ers’ recent “red state revolts,” North Carolina’s progressive 
caucus, Organize 2020 for Racial and Social Justice, offers crucial lessons for build-
ing social justice teacher unions. Their name defined their goals and their meth-
od: to organize a fighting union that prioritized racial and social justice by 2020. 

“It’s Not Magic. It’s Organizing!”
The powerful journey of North Carolina teachers

BY ELENI SCHIRMER
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Caucus members Tamika Walker Kelly and Bryan Proffitt will serve as the NCAE’s 
president and vice president, respectively; Turquoise LeJeune Parker will become 
North Carolina’s National Education Association director. To date, they are one of 
the few progressive teacher union caucuses to win state-level leadership elections. 
In one sense, Organize 2020 has achieved its namesake: to organize a progres-
sive, racial justice-focused teacher union by 2020.  But perhaps more accurately, 
their success reflects the work of years of careful organizing, a patient buildup of 
strength, and a movement still hitting its stride.

In the past decade, North Carolina has become the extreme right’s frontier. In 
2010, Republicans won the state’s General Assembly, as the legislature is formally 
known, for the first time since Reconstruction. In 2012, they took the governor’s 
mansion and achieved a three-fifths majority in both houses of the legislature. 
With Tea Party and Koch brothers backing, the Republican supermajority pushed 
through a series of American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC)-sponsored 
legislation. ALEC is a right-wing corporate-backed association that drafts and ad-
vances conservative legislation. In North Carolina, ALEC legislation starved the 
public sector, cut social spending to the bone, and deregulated corporations and 
private entities. The General Assembly slashed the earned income tax credit for 
working families, cut Medicaid coverage, and ended federal unemployment bene-
fits for 170,000 in a state with one the nation’s highest unemployment rates.

Meanwhile, legislators rolled back corporate taxes, estate taxes, and personal 
income taxes to the lowest in the country. The ensuing budget shortfalls devastat-
ed public schools. Per-pupil spending plummeted. Schools lacked basic supplies. 
Those who stayed saw their wages decline 9.4 percent since 2009, dropping to 
among the lowest teacher salaries in the country. At the same time, North Carolina 
legislators reallocated funds to private and charter schools. In 2011, Republican 
legislators removed a cap on charter schools. In 2013, they created private school 
vouchers, drawing even more money from public school budgets. North Carolina’s 
Republicans were turning the lights out on public education.

Building a Base, Step by Step
While public education’s enemies assembled new power and strategies, the teacher 
union seemed frozen in place. Throughout much of the preceding decades, North 
Carolina had been governed by moderate Democrats, such as Jim Hunt and Mike 
Easley. Thanks to a strong alliance with the NCAE, these “education governors” 
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passed reforms that made North Carolina’s public education system shine across 
the South, from class size reductions to teacher salary increases to prized principal 
training institutes. It was a stable compact: the NCAE secured teachers’ bread-and-
butter protections in exchange for teachers’ votes and political contributions. But 
by the 2010s, as the right gained power, Tea Party and Koch brother-backed Re-
publicans seized the legislature and governorship, and the NCAE’s lobbying strat-
egy crumbled—along with its influence.

Across the state, teachers increasingly saw the union as an irrelevant, even 
impotent, force of change. Membership dropped precipitously. But when the Chi-
cago Teachers Union won a historic strike in 2012 against one of the country’s most 
powerful Democrats with unprecedented levels of community support, educators 
around the country began to reimagine possibilities for their own unions. The Chi-
cago strike helped many, including Proffitt, realize a “union isn’t like a mythical 
creature. It’s just a set of humans.” A union could change. But how?

Weeks after the NCAE’s 2013 convention, Rev. Barber began North Carolina’s 
Moral Monday movement. Thousands gathered each week in Raleigh to demand 
voting rights, immigrant rights, racial justice, tax reform, and public funding for 
public schools. Although NCAE leadership did not 
participate, Proffitt and fellow educators Raquel Rob-
inson, Jessica Benton, and Kristin Beller jumped in. 
They spent the summer of 2013 walking through the 
crowds holding up a clipboard that read “Public School 
Worker?” By the end of summer, they had connected 
with hundreds of fired-up teachers. When they ran an 
all-day organizing training the Saturday before school 
started in the fall, more than 75 people showed up. “It was really wild to do an 
organizing thing the Saturday before school started,” explained Durham teacher 
and Organize 2020 leader Turquoise LeJeune Parker. “Like really wild. And I liked 
that.” Casting aside the notion of teachers as docile rule-followers, these educators 
got to work. After all, the rules were dismantling their schools.

In 2013, the North Carolina legislature made additional funding cuts to pub-
lic education, raised class size limits, and for the fifth year in a row denied a salary 
increase for teachers. This group of educators decided to organize actions to draw 
attention to their students’ pressing needs and their poor teaching conditions. That 
fall, educators in 90 schools across the state led a “walk-in” campaign, in which 
rank-and-file teachers invited families and community members to gather before 
the bell and then simultaneously walk into schools en masse. The following year, 
the Alliance to Reclaim Our Schools lifted up the tactic, and began a series of na-
tionwide “walk-ins” by teachers and parents that galvanized labor and community 
coalitions across the country. The teachers weren’t walking out on students—they 
were walking in for them.

Meanwhile, the General Assembly was doing everything possible to divide 
and conquer teachers. That summer, it proposed a measure offering 25 percent of 
teachers $500 if they surrendered their due process and appeals rights; everyone else 
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would face short-term contracts and lose their career status. The NCAE immedi-
ately brought a lawsuit challenging the bill. But Proffitt and his fellow educators had 
a different strategy. The union’s lawsuit might win, but it would do little to engage 
anybody, nor would it build teachers’ power. Quickly, they developed a “Decline 
to Sign” campaign. They gathered signatures of teachers who would not accept the 
new contract terms, and then helped others develop local campaigns to pressure 
their school boards to oppose the bill. Within a few months nearly half all of the 
school boards in the state passed resolutions opposing the law. When the law was fi-
nally rejected, teachers got to understand it as their victory, too—not just something 
that lawyers or lobbyists had won for them. This success encouraged the educators 
who participated in this campaign to officially become a caucus: Organize 2020.

In 2014, a leadership change in the NCAE altered Organize 2020’s relation-
ship with the state union. The NCAE’s new executive director was decidedly less 
friendly toward Organize 2020 and thwarted many of their efforts to utilize the 
union’s official channels. Rather than fighting against obstinate would-be allies, the 
group decided to prioritize internal political education. The caucus, which at this 
point in time was predominantly white, organized a series of workshops around 
race and racism. “One of the things we say in Organize 2020,” Walker Kelly ex-
plained, “is that we believe the job of the union is to defend and to transform 
education. If we’re really going to do that, we have to talk about the institution-
al barriers racism creates.” Prior to Organize 2020, issues of race and racism had 
seldom been addressed within the union. “We spent a lot of time talking about 
bread-and-butter issues like pay and working conditions and things like that, but 
we didn’t really spend a lot of time talking about what does it really mean when we 
say want every child to have a high-quality public education?” said Walker Kelly. 
Approximately 51 percent of North Carolina’s public school students are students 
of color; less than 20 percent of the teaching workforce is people of color.  Orga-
nize 2020’s trainings drew in many leaders of color, establishing Organize 2020 as 
a multiracial caucus. 

These trainings empowered educators to understand the structural dimen-
sions of racism and educational inequality. They also aimed to build educators’ or-
ganizing skills, and leadership development especially,  to address these problems. 
Leadership, Organize 2020 believed, like organizing, was a skill; it could be learned 
and taught. The caucus was deeply reverent of Ella Baker’s organizing philosophy 
and legacy, especially her emphasis on building relationships and the bottom-up 
development of power. The caucus especially heeds the leadership definition of 
scholar Marshall Ganz, whose scholarship offers academic codification of much of 
Baker’s work. Leadership, Ganz defines, is “accepting responsibility for creating the 
conditions that enable others to achieve shared purpose in the face of uncertainty.” 
(Proffitt quipped that Organize 2020 leaders hold that definition so dear, all will 
eventually tattoo some portion of it on their bodies.) As LeJeune Parker explained, 
“So much of the work of teaching is about teaching young people about the world 
that we live in and we want to live in and helping them understand how they fit in 
there and how necessary their voices are. You have a huge role to play in this, and I 
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need you.” For Organize 2020 teachers, developing a sense of personal and collec-
tive agency was critical to their work as educators and unionists.

Durham Association of Education Takes the Lead
But Organize 2020 wasn’t content with political education alone; they wanted to 
win power to advance their vision. They decided on a strategy of building up locals; 
the union was, after all, “an assemblage of locals.” In 2015, Proffitt began organiz-
ing and successfully ran for president of the Durham Association of Educators 
(DAE). He quickly built up relationships with teachers and administration at every 
school, making hand and face contact with as many educators as possible. Mass 
meetings, which previously had eight or nine in attendance, became boisterous 
events of 50 or 60 people, in which key decisions and campaigns were plotted out. 
“People don’t hate meetings,” Proffitt explained, “they hate bad meetings.” DAE 
meetings bustled with clear structures, agendas, goals, celebrations, opportunities 
for discussion, organizing work plans. Rather than time to aimlessly grumble and 
complain, DAE meetings became key spaces for advancing the union’s campaigns. 
Walk into a DAE meeting and call out, “It’s not magic” and the whole room will 
respond, “It’s ORGANIZING!”

The local also developed a sophisticated system of building organizers and 
district organizers to keep tight communication between school-based organizing 
and union leadership. Campaign actions all became “structure tests” to gauge the 
strength of the organization, checkups to assess the depth and breadth of workers’ 
participation. (See McAlevey, p. 423.) These actions gave information about the 
strength of organizing at each school—where participation was high or low, lead-
ership strongholds and gaps. This informed where they needed to build strength in 
the next round of organizing.

Running constant campaigns not only built the union’s internal organizing 
strength, it also developed their external power. Between 2015 and 2018, DAE won 
a series of bold campaigns to protect and defend their students, communities, and 
fellow workers, who were under increasing attack from conservative legislators. In 
2015, they won a wage raise for classified staff, the first time in years. In 2016, when 
a high school student was kidnapped on his way to school by Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement, DAE took the lead in advocating for the student’s return. 
This campaign not only successfully brought the student home, it also shifted how 
the union related to questions of immigration reform, putting it at the center of the 
union’s purview. After all, teachers’ primary responsibility is to protect students.

The next year, when the Republican governor threatened more school budget 
cuts, Proffitt, LeJeune Parker, and fellow Organize 2020 members marched from 
Durham to Raleigh, demanding a meeting with Gov. Pat McCrory about the cuts. 
When the governor did not show up to the meeting, despite the fact that this group 
of teachers walked 20-plus miles in two days to meet with him, they refused to 
leave. Fourteen teachers were arrested. Their action not only brought attention to 
schools’ budget crisis, it also weakened McCrory’s credibility. That fall, he was vot-
ed out of office. Organize 2020 successfully backed candidates for Durham school 
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board, installing one of the most progressive school boards in the South. In 2017, 
when a controversial school takeover bill targeted a Durham public school to be 
converted to a charter, teachers organized a campaign to keep it open. A year later, 
they had not only defeated the bill, they had also built the school into a flourishing 
community school. 

In 2018, when West Virginia teachers led a historic statewide strike, North 
Carolina teachers wondered if they could do something similar. But a successful 
statewide strike requires more than an email blast from a few teachers. Organize 
2020 teachers knew they would need incredible unity and strong organizing, es-
pecially in a right-to-work state with minimal union protections. The teachers 
understood two factors behind West Virginia and the other states’ successes: One 
school district led the way for the rest, and enough teachers requested personal days 
that superintendents had no choice but to close schools. “Durham was our Mingo 
County,” Proffitt explained, referring to the pivotal West Virginia county in coal 
miners’ 1920 bitter struggle to unionize. The well-organized Durham local sprang 
into action. Within weeks, enough teachers requested personal days that the school 
board closed the schools. Soon, 42 school districts across the state followed suit. 

On May 16, 2018, 30,000 North Carolina teachers participated in the state-
wide day of action.

In previous years, the NCAE held an annual lobbying day in Raleigh. A few 
hundred teachers would show up and politely request meetings with legislators to 
plea for their issues. This year was different. Organize 2020 sought to build teach-
ers’ power, not to bow down to the legislators. Instead of sending teachers into the 
statehouse to meet with legislators, teachers invited legislators out to the mall to 
speak with them. Rather than milling around for speakers and a photo op, Orga-
nize 2020 facilitated mass meetings for each county to further discuss how to push 
their legislators. While Organize 2020 leaders knew the conservative legislature 
was unlikely to actually move on their demands, they knew a win was still possible. 
The victory? Defeating the fear and hopelessness that prevents us from standing 
together to address shared conditions.

Feeling Powerful
On that May 16, Walker Kelly woke up early. She hadn’t slept much the night be-
fore. Although the whole day had been carefully planned, she still was nervous—
who would actually show up? But within hours, buses poured into Raleigh, 30,000 
teachers streaming forth, all wearing red, in the new fashion of “RedForEd” move-
ments. The teachers had never seen anything like it. As Profitt described, “It was 
multiracial, multigenerational. It was the entire state. And everybody’s in red.” 
Proffitt, Walker Kelly, and another Organize 2020 teacher, Kristin Beller, stood at 
the back of the downtown mall, watching educators join the march. They wanted 
to get the size of the thing. When the streets had totally filled, the three of them 
linked hands and began walking very slowly through the center of the crowds, 
greeting their thousands of colleagues. At one point, Proffitt, carrying a micro-
phone, jumped on to a ledge. “Do y’all feel powerful?” he yelled to the crowd. 
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“YES,” they roared back. “Do y’all feel scared?” “NO,” they repeated. “Do y’all feel 
powerful?” he yelled again. “YES,” they bellowed once more. In the face of uncer-
tainty, they were finding shared purpose.

As much as anything the May 16, 2018, day of action proved the strength of 
the Organize 2020 caucus and sharpened their ambitions. Conditions had hardly 
improved over the past year, and Organize 2020 knew there was more work to do. 
During the 2019 NCAE state convention that spring, Organize 2020 began pushing 
for another day of action. They polled teachers to assess what issues they should 
tackle this year, and by the end of the convention, the NCAE approved a list of five 
demands: to increase school librarians, psychologists, social workers, counselors, 
and nurses in schools; to provide a $15 minimum wage for all school personnel 
and a 5 percent raise for all educators, including a 5 percent cost-of-living adjust-
ment for retirees; to reinstate retiree health benefits that had been eliminated by 
the 2017 legislature; to restore advanced degree compensation that been stripped 
by the General Assembly; and, most controversially, to expand Medicaid. Although 
the teachers knew they were unlikely to convince the Republican legislators of their 
demands, demanding them was nonetheless important. It helped people articulate 
connections between education and broader social policies. Those connections, 
Walker Kelly explained, were the point. “Educators were leading the conversations 
about what our state needs,” their political education deepening. “It was a beautiful 
thing,” she said.

May 1, 2019, furthered Organize 2020’s organizing capacity. In 2018, the cau-
cus recruited 50 volunteers for their day of action; in 2019, they had 180. After 
years of building up structure tests, Organize 2020 believed it had the organiza-
tional power to win a statewide union election. In April 2020, the “TB for L” cam-
paign—Tamika and Bryan for Leadership—won. They nearly tripled the number 
of voters, taking nearly two-thirds of all votes. Their victory opens the doors for 
new possibilities, new leadership development. Their movement is advancing.

Organize 2020’s success is one of reimagined proportions. North Carolina’s 
billionaire-backed conservative movement fighting to dismantle public education 
is one of the strongest in the nation. A victory in a right-to-work state, in which 
racism, segregation, poverty, and urban-rural divisions have been enabled to fester, 
is a triumph for progressive movements everywhere. But Organize 2020’s triumph 
isn’t magic—it’s organizing. O

Eleni Schirmer is a scholar, writer, and activist from Madison, Wisconsin. She is cur-
rently a PhD candidate at University of Wisconsin–Madison studying Educational 
Policy and Curriculum & Instruction. Her research explores the contradictory capac-
ities of social movements—particularly teacher unions—to shape institutions, iden-
tities, and ideas.
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UNIONWIDE 
STRUCTURE TEST

IMPLEMENTATION OF STRUCTURE TESTDATE

Structure Tests

From Jane McAlevey’s A Collective Bargain: Unions, Organizing, and the Fight for Democracy (2020). Reprinted 
with permission from the author. (See Inouye, p. 252 and Schirmer, p. 227.)

Regional rallies in 
the contract that had 
expired in 2011    

Organizing for 
February 2016 Stand 
Up citywide rally for 
the 2011 contract

Stand Up rally at Grand 
Park, escalating to 
citywide

Used an “I’ll be there” sign-up sheet in the 
weeks before these smaller regional rallies, 
as they planned their first big citywide rally 
set for early 2015. This was the contract the 
new leadership inherited: the people who 
lost the election had been negotiating it for 
more than three years.

Launched a campaign-commitment card 
with check boxes of what people were 
willing to do: school-site picketing, parent 
outreach, attend a downtown rally in 
February 2015, boycott faculty meetings, 
protest testing, and strike if necessary.

15,000 union members attended, making it 
the largest action since the 1989 strike

November 2014

January 2015

February 2015

Each of these was done by hand, face-to-face, across 900 schools. They were carried out 
by teacher leaders under the guidance of staff organizers. Each test helps the leadership 
understand where they are strong and where they are weak, which helps to prioritize their 
efforts.

The teachers win big, a 10 percent raise (the first raise in 10 years), finally settling the 2011 
contract and demonstrating to members that the new methods of organizing work.
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UNIONWIDE 
STRUCTURE TEST

IMPLEMENTATION OF STRUCTURE TESTDATE

Launch I’ll Vote Yes to 
Build the Future, Fund 
the Fight

Membership-wide 
union election to 
allow the rank-and-file 
members to vote to 
increase dues

School site-based 
rallies for health 
insurance

All In launches 
and ratification of 
healthcare contract

4 Questions petition 
launch

All-In for Respect rally

Strike vote

I Will Strike petition

More than half of the members of the union 
signed a public petition saying they would 
vote yes to increase their dues, which they 
framed as Build the Future, Fund the Fight.

A majority of members actually participate 
in the ballot, with 83 percent voting yes. Like 
most union elections, as with most American 
elections, traditionally only a minority vote. 
But UTLA was determined to have real union 
democracy, with an important question 
going to the members, and they achieved 
more than 50 percent turnout.

Health benefit negotiations took place 
parallel to the overall contract bargaining 
(with a coalition of LAUSD unions), because 
nonteachers and teachers alike negotiate 
insurance benefits at the same time.

Because the union anticipated that the 
right wing would prevail in the Janus 
Supreme Court case, it planned ahead and 
had the entire membership sign new cards 
with language the court would stipulate.

This petition asked members about their 
willingness to take four actions, indicated 
by hand checks on boxes and their 
signature.

12,000 members turn out at Grand Park 
rally

84 percent turn out and participate, 98 
percent vote yes.

More than 75 percent sign.

Fall 2015

February 2016

Fall 2017

February 2018

April 2018

May 2018

August 2018

Fall 2018


