
Campaign 
Academy: 
Building Teams to 
Win Campaigns 

Pre Academy 
Package 
The Campaign Lab is a system of Affiliate Staff, Members, 
and Leaders networked to build power to win on issues 
that matter most by building a culture for organizing. A 
culture for organizing and continually campaigning 
includes a shared analysis of how to win,  issue 
identification, goal setting, strategic actions, distributed 
leadership, and data that informs progress. This NEA 
Center for Organizing training is designed to build skills 
around coaching all aspects of a campaign cycle.  

Lead Contact: 
Amanda Kail 
NEA Center for Organizing and Affiliate Support 
akail@nea.org 

Manager: 
Kyle Serrette 
NEA Center for Organizing and Affiliate Support 
kserrette@nea.org 
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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-awareness 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. While engaging with peers and content, 
make space for others to engage as well. 
  
Listening for Understanding 
Be an active listener. Active listening involves paying full and careful attention to the other person, looking them 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 best practices to protect the health of this 
learning community (ex. handwashing, PPE, staying in your room if you are sick).  
  
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.  
  
Lean into Discomfort  
Leaning into 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 into 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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Creating Leadership Teams 
What is our purpose and what are our norms and roles? 
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Creating Leadership Teams 
What is our purpose and what are our norms and roles? 

Goals for this session 

 

● To develop an understanding of the core practices of successful leadership teams 

● To practice those skills by developing a shared purpose, clarifying team roles and 

responsibilities, and creating norms and practices of coordination 

 

 

Why do leadership teams matter? 
Most effective leaders create teams to work with them and to lead with them.  Take for example Moses, 

Aaron and Miriam in the story of Exodus, or Jesus and the twelve disciples in the New Testament, or 

Martin Luther King, Ralph Abernathy, Rosa Parks, Jo Ann Robinson and E D Nixon during the 

Montgomery Bus Boycott. 

 

A leadership team offers a structured way to work together interdependently, each person taking 

leadership on during part of the team’s activity.  At their best leadership teams recognize and put to 

productive use the unique talents of the individuals who make up the team. 

 

Team structures also help create strategic capacity—the ability to strategize creatively together in ways 

that produce more vibrant, engaging strategy than any individual could create alone.  In the Obama 

campaign, the field structure created multiple layers of leadership teams to engage people creatively 

and strategically at all levels of the campaign.  Each state had a state leadership team that coordinated 

regional leadership teams (of Regional Directors and Organizers), which coordinated local neighborhood 

leadership teams of volunteer leaders.   

 

At every level the people on leadership teams had a clear mission with clear goals and the ability to 

strategize creatively together about how to carry out their mission and meet their goals.  This structure 

created multiple points of entry for volunteers, and multiple opportunities to learn and to exercise 

leadership. 

 

Leadership teams provide a foundation from which an organization can expand its reach.  Once a team 

is formed, systems can be created to establish a rhythm of regular meetings, clear decisions and visible 

accountability, increasing the organization’s effectiveness.  One person alone cannot organize 500 

people.  It is built by finding people willing and able to commit to helping build it, and creating 

relationships and a solid structure from which it can be built. 
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So why don’t people always work in teams? 
We have all been part of volunteer teams that have not worked well. They fall into factions, they 

alienate each other, or all the work falls on one person. Some aim to keep the pond small so they can 

feel like big fish. So many of us come to the conclusion: I’ll just do it on my own; I hate meetings, just tell 

me what to do; I don’t want any responsibility; just give me stamps to lick. There’s just one problem: we 

can’t become powerful enough to do what we need to do if we can’t even work together to build 

campaigns we can take action on. 

 

The challenge is to create conditions for our leadership teams that are more likely to generate successful 

collaboration and strategic action.  When groups of people come together, conflict is always present. 

Effective teams are structured in a way to channel that conflict in productive ways, allowing the team to 

achieve the goals it needs to win. 

 

Three measures of an effective team:  

1. OUTPUT (WORLD): The success of your team in taking the action required to achieve its valued 

goals  – winning the game, winning the campaign, putting on the play, etc. 

2. CAPACITY (TEAM): Over time your team is learning how to work more effectively as a team, and 

developing more leadership. 

3. LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT (INDIVIDUAL): Individuals who participate on your team learn and 

grow as a result of their participation.  

 

Three conditions that make for a “real” team: 

1. Your team is bounded. You can name the people on it; they don’t come and go, whoever shows 

up doesn’t have the automatic right to participate in the team.  Most highly effective teams 

have no more than 4 – 8 members. 

2. Your team is stable. It meets regularly. It’s not a different, random group of people every time.  

Membership of the team remains constant long enough that the team learns to work together 

better and better; each member is fully committed to be on the team and commits consistent 

time and effort to it.  

3. Your team is interdependent. As on an athletic team, a string quartet, or an airplane cabin 

crew, the contribution that each person makes is critical to the success of the whole. Team 

members have a vital interest in each other’s success, looking for ways to offer support.   

 

Three steps to launching an effective team:  

1. You have a shared – and engaging – purpose. You are clear on what you have created your 

team to do (purpose), who you will be doing it with (constituency), and what kinds of activities 

your team will participate in. The work you have to do is readily understood, it’s challenging, it 

matters and you know why it matters.  Team members need to be able to articulate for 

themselves and others this “purpose”. 
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2. You have created clear interdependent roles. Each team member must have their own 

responsibility, their own “chunk” of the work, on which the success of the whole depends. No 

one is carrying out activity in a silo that’s secretive to others.  A good team will have a diversity 

of identities, experiences and opinions, ensuring that everyone is bringing the most possible to 

the table. 

3. Your team has explicit ground rules. Your team sets clear expectations for how to govern itself 

in your work together. How will you manage meetings, regular communication, decisions, and 

commitments? And, most importantly, how will you correct ground-rule violations so they 

remain real ground rules? Teams with explicit operating rules are more likely to achieve their 

goals.  Some team norms are operational, such as how often will we meet? How will we share 

and store documents? Communicate with others outside the team? etc. Others address 

expectations for member interaction with each other.  Initial norms guide your team in its early 

stages as members learn how to work together. Norms can be refined through regular group 

review of how well the team is doing. 
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TYPICAL TEAMWORK SESSION 

Building your team 

 

Goals for this session 
 

● Develop your team purpose 
● Identify the norms you will practice as a team, including a decision-making norm 
● Define your leadership roles; then discuss the roles relative to the talents of those in your 

team 
● Develop a team name and chant 

 

Agenda: 

Total time: 55 minutes (5 min transition time) 

 

1. Gather and review agenda. Choose a timekeeper for this session. 2 min. 

2. Review the simulation campaign context. 5 min. 

2. Develop your shared purpose using the worksheet that follows. Review your shared 

interests from the last session, and focus on how you as a team will work together on your 

campaign. 

20 min 

  3. Decide on collaborative norms that will enable you to function with shared commitment. 

Use the worksheet that follows. 

10 min. 

   

4.  

Determine team roles. Brainstorm possible responsibilities as you work together beyond 

this workshop. For example, who will coordinate the meetings? Talk about how these roles 

might match up with the talents of those on your team. See an example of team roles 

below. 

8 min. 

5. Create a team name and chant. 5 min. 

6 Wrap up: Share reflections and key learning. Choose a representative and bring in your 

team name, chant, and shared purpose! 

5 min. 
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WORKSHEET: 

DEVELOPING SHARED PURPOSE 

Agenda: Total Time: 20 minutes 
1. In the first part, as individuals, you will take 5 minutes to clarify your own thinking about what 

the purpose of your team could be as you work on a campaign together. 
 

2. In the second part, as a team, you will take 10 minutes to share your ideas, look for the common focus, 
and discern a purpose you can all support. 

 
3. You then have 5 more minutes to write a new sentence that you think captures the sense of your team. 

 
4. And finally, as a team, you will have 5 minutes to consider the second round of sentences and decide on 

one that best articulates your team’s perspective. 
Step 1: Individual Work (5 min.) 
 

● In the first column, based on the work you did on common interests and values in the relationship 
session, write down the unique purpose or purposes of your team. 

● In the second column, write down whom your team serves: What are the people like and what are their 
interests?  

● In the third column, write down the kinds of activities that your team could engage in to fulfill its purpose 
by serving this community? What is the unique work that your team could do? 
 

Chart your Individual Responses 

WHAT? WHO? HOW? 

Our team’s shared purpose is to…  

 

 

 

(briefly describe your team’s 

unique reason for coming 

together) 

The constituency we organize is…  

 

 

 

(briefly describe your 

constituency’s characteristics) 

We will achieve our shared purpose by…  

 

 

 

(list the specific activities that your team 

would undertake) 

 
After brainstorming answers to all three questions, take a few moments to write a sentence that you think best 
describes your team’s purpose, its constituency, and its activities. Draw on all three columns above. 
 
Examples of a shared purpose sentence: 

We share the purpose of educational justice by organizing high school students in Milwaukee to develop 
their capacity for collective action through providing them with coaching, training, and mentoring. 
 
We  share the purpose of gaining water access for organic farming by organizing farmers and community 
activists through holding 1:1 meetings, community meetings, proposing and passing legislation. 
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Step 2: Team Work (7 minutes) 
As each person reads their sentence, the facilitator notes the key words on the wall poster under purpose, 

constituency, or work. Note specific words to which you respond, that spark your curiosity, or that give you energy. 

When you are done, your facilitator circles the words that seem to resonate most strongly with your team.  

 

Step 3: Individual Work (3 minutes) 

In light of what you learned from the last session, write a new sentence that you think can articulate a shared 

purpose, using some of the key words and themes. 

 

Step 4: Team Work (5 minutes)  

We will read our sentences again and choose—or combine—one that can best articulate the shared sense of your 

team. 

  

Our team’s shared purpose is to: 

YOUR draft Our team’s shared purpose is to: 

Final Team draft Our team’s shared purpose is to: 
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WORKSHEET: 

DEVELOPING TEAM NORMS 

Agenda: Total Time: 10 minutes 

Review the sample team norms below. Add, subtract or modify to create norms for your team. Be sure to include 

group norms on each theme below and how you will self-correct if the norm is broken. (If you don’t self-correct, 

the new norm will be breaking the norms.) 

 

Decision-making: What is the process by which we will make decisions? 

● Majority rules: Whatever gets the most votes wins. 

● Consensus: Everyone must agree. 

● Delegation: Nominate one or two people on your team to be the ultimate decision-makers.  

o Coin flip: Leave the decision to fate! 

o Other: 

Discussion and Decision-making: How we will discuss options and reach decisions as a team to ensure vigorous input and 

debate?  

Always Do 

Engage in open, honest debate 

Ask open-ended questions 

Balance advocacy with inquiry 

Never Do 

Engage in personal attacks 

Fail to listen to what others say 

Jump to conclusions 

Meeting Management: How will we manage meetings to respect each other’s time? 

Always Do 

Start on time; stay on time 

Be fully present throughout the meeting 

Never Do 

Come to meetings unprepared 

Answer cell phones or do email 

Accountability: How we will delegate responsibilities for actions and activities? How will we follow through on 

commitments? 

Always Do 

Clarify understanding 

Provide follow-up on action items 

Ask for/offer support when there is a need 

Weekly check-in  

Never Do 

Assume you have agreement 

Assume tasks are getting done 

Commit to a task that you know you  

won’t do 

How will you "self-correct" if norms are not followed? 

Teams work best when you have a regular, reliable time to coordinate together. What will your team’s regular meeting 

time and place be? 

 
 
 
 

Page 12



 
 

WORKSHEET: 

DEVELOPING TEAM ROLES 

Agenda: Total Time: 8 minutes 

Review the Team Coordinator role below as an example of what roles might look like in your individual campaigns. 

Thinking about how you should organize the next event/meeting, discuss how your roles would fit together to 

create an interdependent leadership team that supports one another in your individual projects. What would each 

role have to be good at?  

Based on the discussion about the roles, go around the circle and ask each person to tell others:  

1. What experience and talents they have that might contribute to the leadership team  

(30 sec.) 

2. What specifically they want to learn in more detail (30 sec.) 

How might these talents match up to particular roles? Are there any clear “fits?” Note: These team roles should 

not be seen as permanent. For the team to be strong, all leaders should have to earn leadership by carrying out 

responsibilities relevant to the role they seek. 

ROLE RESPONSIBILITIES 
YOU WOULD BE GOOD 

FOR THIS ROLE IF YOU… 

INTERESTED TEAM 

MEMBERS & RELATED 

SKILLS/TALENTS 

Ex. Team 

Lead 

Coordinate the work of the leadership 

team. Prepare for meetings; give 

support and coaching to the team. 

Organized, experienced, 

good people skills, can 

make good snacks 

Jesse, Queenie, Vera 

Ex. 

Communicati

ons 

Coordinates the messages sent out to 

other people in the campaign. 

Access to technology, 

good design skills, 

attention to detail  

Jorge, Mia, Jack 
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Your Team Workspace 

ROLE RESPONSIBILITIES 
YOU WOULD BE GOOD 

FOR THIS ROLE IF YOU… 

INTERESTED TEAM 

MEMBERS & RELATED 

SKILLS/TALENTS 

   

 

   

 

   

 

   

 

Team Name & Chant (5 min.) 

Team Roster: 

NAME  PHONE  EMAIL ADDRESS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Page 14



Centering Equity in your Campaigns 
What does it mean to center equity in your campaign? 
Race, class, and gender dynamics, disparities, and divisions permeate our society, communities, schools, and 
classrooms. Systemic oppression is so deeply rooted in our history, culture, and institutions that there is no 
escaping it. Visible or not, the impacts are ever-present. Race, class, and gender justice is the systematic fair 
treatment of all people resulting in equitable opportunities and outcomes for all.  Justice, or equity goes 
beyond being against the systematic use of oppressions like misogyny, racism, and classism. It is not just the 
absence of discrimination and inequities, but also the presence of deliberate systems and supports to achieve 
and sustain equity through proactive and preventative measures. 

To engage in a systems analysis of a racial issue and develop solutions or to test if the campaign demands 
center race, class, and gender justice, good discussion questions to have with partners and union members 
include: 
Problems: What inequities are you 
noticing or experiencing? What are 
the impacts on different groups? Who 
benefits most and who is hurt most? 
Causes: What institutions, policies, or 
practices are causing or contributing 
to the inequities?  What social norms, 
popular myths, or cultural biases 
may be contributing? 
History: How did things get this way 
and are things worsening or 
improving? 
Solutions: What solutions could 
address the root causes and eliminate 
the inequities? How would 
different racial groups be impacted by 
the proposed solutions? 
Strategies: What strategies and 
actions could be used to advance the 
solutions? 
Leadership: Who are the stakeholders 
most affected by the inequities? Are 
they involved in naming the issues 
and solutions? What kinds of 
active leadership roles could they take 
to advance the proposed solution? 
Additional Equity Tool Questions: 
Who is most directly impacted? 
Who has been left out? 
How can they be directly engaged? 
How do our demands center race, 
class, and gender justice?  
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NATIONAL EDUCATION ASSOCIATION
The National Education Association is the nation’s largest professional employee organization, representing 
more than 3 million elementary and secondary school teachers, higher education faculty, education support 
professionals, school administrators, retired educators, and students preparing to become teachers. 

NEA EXECUTIVE OFFICERS
Rebecca S. Pringle
President

Princess R. Moss
Vice President

Noel Candelaria
Secretary-Treasurer

NEA EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE
Mark Jewell
North Carolina

Gladys Fátima Márquez
Illinois

Ron “Duff” Martin
Wisconsin

Shannon McCann
Washington

Robert Rodriguez
California

Christine Sampson-Clark
New Jersey

NEA OFFICE OF THE 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
Kim A. Anderson
Executive Director

Karen M. White 
Deputy Executive Director

NEA would like to thank the Center for Innovation in Worker 
Organization/BCG at Rutgers for contributing to the develop-
ment of this guide.  We also want to thank our affiliates, who 
provided us with many inspiring stories of Bargaining for the 
Common Good for racial justice demands.

For more information:
Mary Kusler, 
Senior Director for Center for Political Action and Advocacy
mkusler@nea.org

Ashley Powell
Creative Services Specialist
apowell@nea.org

Dale Templeton, 
Director of Collective Bargaining and Member Advocacy
dtempleton@nea.org
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Since the 17th Century, our nation’s system of public 
education has been the undisputed foundation of an 
inclusive democracy, economy, and society. Public 
school classrooms are where our students first learn how 
democratic systems of government work, and where they 
develop an understanding of the principles and practices 
that will allow them to participate in the operation of the 
U.S. government. 

Unfortunately, when they should be working to strengthen 
our democracy, some far-right politicians, policymakers 
and pundits are actively working to dismantle it. Their 
weapon? Escalated attacks against public education. 
From attempting to whitewash the nation’s history to 
eliminating the contributions and lived experiences of 
Black people and communities of color, to maligning and 
marginalizing LGBTQ+ students and educators, these 
attacks are only intended to fulfill the self-serving desires 
of the attackers and their wealthy donors.

Their efforts are rooted in the fertile ground of this sad 
truth: Inequity is sewn into every social system in our 
nation. These inequities make their presence known at 
every schoolhouse door, and in every other element of far 
too many communities. 

With 3 million members, NEA is the nation’s largest labor 
union. As education professionals devoted to ensuring 
that the nation’s 50 million public school students receive 
the support, access, and opportunities they all need and 
deserve, we have not—and we will never—allow these 
unfounded and harmful attacks to go unanswered. We 
will continue to follow the North Star of our shared vision: 
to unite not just our members, but the nation to reclaim 
public education as a common good, as the foundation 
of our democracy, and then transform it into something it 
was never designed to be—a racially and socially just and 
equitable system that prepares every student, every one, 
to succeed in this diverse and interdependent world.

This Bargaining for the Common Good Racial Justice 
Guide represents a critical step toward the achievement 
of that vision. 

The principles of Bargaining for the Common Good (BCG)  
are fastened to the belief that just as inequity is woven 
through the fabric of many communities, the collective 
bargaining process must have woven through it the 
unique needs and aspirations of the community that 
encircles the educators and students whose needs are 
represented at the bargaining table. 

In addition to examples of how NEA state affiliates 
have bargained for the common good in schools and 
communities nationwide, this guide contains a roadmap 
for creating campaigns built from intentional, long-
term partnerships between unions and community 
organizations. It also provides information about how 
those relationships can help to facilitate bargaining 
proposals designed to end the systemic patterns of racial 
inequity and injustice that hamper the progress of far too 
many students, educators, and public schools. 

As parents, educators, and communities, we have a 
shared responsibility to ensure that every student—
Black, White, Brown, Indigenous, or AAPI; students 
from underserved neighborhoods, LGBTQ+ students, 
and students who are disabled—all of our students—
have the joy, justice and excellence they all need and 
deserve. Through bargaining for the common good, NEA 
is transforming that desire into a reality for students, 
educators, and communities across our nation. 

FOREWORD

Rebecca S. Pringle
President

National Education Association
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National Education Association (NEA) locals across the 
country are at the forefront of moving strategic demands 
grounded in racial justice that dismantle historical and 
pervasive racist structures in education. Locals are build-
ing with parents, students, and community partners to 
fight for a system where all students can thrive no matter 
their race, gender, or immigration status.

But for years, corporate actors and political players  
have stood in the way by defunding public schools and 
privatizing education, disproportionately impacting 
communities of color and low-income neighborhoods, 
implementing hurtful discipline policies that predominant-
ly target students of color, and more recently censuring 
teachings about racial justice and the histories of Native 
People, Asian American and Pacific Islander, Black, Lati-
no/a/x, Middle Eastern and North African populations. 

We must unite to take on these challenges. Union mem-
bers are recognizing their dual roles as both workers 
and key leaders in their communities. In a changing and 
stratified economy, we are expanding collective bargain-
ing, policy fights, and corporate campaigns to address the 
challenges we face as workers, neighbors, and families. 
Labor and community organizations are collaborating 
to advance unified demands that are relevant to both 
workers and the broader community. This way of coming 
together is called Bargaining for the Common Good (BCG). 

In 2022 and 2023, we saw the power and energy of BCG 
in Oakland, St. Paul, Minneapolis, Los Angeles, and in grow-
ing numbers of states. These campaigns brought com-
munity members to the bargaining table with unions and 
thousands into the streets to take on corporate power and 
fight for the schools, housing, and cities we all deserve. 

How are unions and community groups Bargaining for  
the Common Good?

At the center of BCG campaigns are intentional, long-term 
alignments between unions and community organiza-
tions advancing racial justice demands. Connecting at all 
levels starting with membership, they build strong, lasting 
partnerships based on trust and a shared analysis of the 
systemic problems we are confronting and the solutions 
necessary to transform our communities. BCG campaigns 
are centered around joint community-labor planning that 
brings diverse partners to the table in union bargaining, 
policy fights, and corporate campaigns that build power 
and address the crises we all face. BCG work centers 
racial justice because we must collectively confront 
structural racism to create a powerful, unified movement. 

Building strong, sustainable relationships is not easy.  
Effective BCG campaigns require unions to use the  
bargaining process as a tool to engage members in their 
dual identities as workers and community members. 
Community organizations must also educate its mem-
bers about unions and how they can bargain together. 
Both groups must work to overcome any historic ani-
mosity or mistrust to develop a shared framework, from 
membership to leadership, that sees corporations and the 
wealthy elite as the perpetrators of injustice in our com-
munities and workplaces. 

In this resource guide, you will learn more about what 
makes a Bargaining for the Common Good campaign, 
along with tools and resources that your local can use  
to work with partners in your area to run a BCG campaign.

INTRODUCTION TO  
RACIAL JUSTICE  

CENTERED EDUCATION
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THE RESOURCE GUIDE  
IS BROKEN UP INTO 
THE FOLLOWING SECTIONS  
WITH KEY TAKEAWAYS 
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Section 1: Principles and Values
Explains Bargaining for the Common Good and the frame-
work principles that are essential to accomplishing our 
vision of racially equitable and just schools. 

Takeaways:
• 	 We need to run Bargaining for the Common Good  
	 racial justice centered campaigns because class and  
	 race are not separate.

• 	 If we want to win real people power, we have to build  
	 campaigns that include racial justice.

Section 2: Elements of a Bargaining  
for the Common Good Campaign
Provides tools and resources to run a Bargaining for the 
Common Good campaign through the lens of the five 
elements of BCG.

Takeaways:
• 	 Bargaining for the Common Good campaigns are  
	 rooted in building power in our local unions and  
	 communities.

• 	 The five elements of a BCG campaign are:
	 - 	 Center racial justice in demands
	 - 	 Engage community allies as partners in issue  
		  development and the bargaining campaign
	 - 	 Expand the scope of the bargaining beyond  
		  wages and benefits
	 -	 Expose bad actors
	 - 	 Strengthen internal organizing, membership,  
		  and member engagement

• 	 Community building is an integral part of the strategy  
	 and tactics, which means it takes time to develop,  
	 create and build, and move forward. To build a BCG  
	 campaign, planning begins two years in advance. 
 
• 	 We need to clearly express who the bad actors—the  
	 real decision-makers that affect our workplaces and  
	 our communities—are and ensure there is a clear  
	 connection between the bad actors and the demands.

•	 Bargaining for the Common Good campaigns  
	 require ongoing organizing, base-building, and  
	 leadership development.

Section 3: Success Stories
Shares stories of locals succeeding in building people  
power in their area.

Takeaways: 
•	 Victories are feasible in different political conditions.

• 	 Organizing doesn’t end when we settle the contract  
	 or win the campaign. These victories are possible  
	 only if organizing is ongoing. 

Section 4: Resources
Shares links to tools and resources provided in Sections 1-3. 

Takeaways: 
•	 A compilation of BCG tools and resources developed  
	 by NEA locals. 

•	 Includes a glossary of racial justice language.

THE RESOURCE GUIDE  
IS BROKEN UP INTO 
THE FOLLOWING SECTIONS  
WITH KEY TAKEAWAYS 
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PRINCIPLES  
AND VALUES
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BARGAINING FOR THE 
COMMON GOOD 
With Bargaining for the Common Good, union members 
partner with the community around a long-term vision  
for the structural changes they want to see in their  
communities. Together, they use collective bargaining  
and advocacy as critical components in a broader  
campaign to win that change, advance racial equity,  
and build people power.

Educators partner with parents and community members 
in order to identify issues and utilize bargaining, or other 
forms of advocacy, as a vehicle to make demands for  
the entire community. 

In states with collective bargaining, contract negotiations 
provide an opportunity for educators and their unions to 
involve the larger school community in the vision they 
want for their school and neighborhood. Instead of going 
to the bargaining table alone and isolated in negotiations, 
unions join together with parents and the community, 
which builds our power. In states without collective  
bargaining, unions and community groups align to push  
for policy changes that require school districts and corpo-
rate actors to meet the demands of the community.  

When we expand the continuum of bargaining, we build 
power and go on the offense in order to fight for social and 
racial justice for our students, schools, communities,  
and the future.

With Bargaining for the Common Good, we not only fight 
for better pay and benefits for educators, we also fight  
for students and communities. When stakeholders come  
together, they can determine what their community 
needs. NEA members have successfully used the  
Bargaining for the Common Good strategy to win:

• 	 Less testing

• 	 Smaller class sizes

• 	 Educator recruitment and retention programs

• 	 Equitable school discipline policies

• 	 Mental health support

• 	 More nurses and counselors

• 	 No ICE (Immigration and Customs Enforcement)  
	 collaborations

• 	 Implementation of restorative justice

• 	 End random backpack checks

• 	 Institute and/or expand ethnic studies for students

Bargaining for the Common Good works in both areas  
that have collective bargaining and areas that do not.  
The mechanics may differ, but the fundamentals  
are the same.
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“In addition to salaries that keep up with inflation and smaller class  
sizes, Oakland educators held the line for almost seven days on what 
are known as, ‘common good demands’. Common-good bargaining  
refers to agreements that go beyond issues of wages and benefits in 
an attempt to have a positive impact on the broader community. 
Under the new tentative contract, the Oakland Unified School District 
agreed to educators’ demands to utilize unused school buildings for 
nonprofit housing developments, provide resources for unhoused 
students, and fund programs such as the Black Thriving Community 
Schools that would empower Black students with leadership  
opportunities . . . The groundbreaking common-good demands won  
in Los Angeles and Oakland are proof that by standing together, edu-
cators have the power to effect change outside of normal bread-and-
butter issues. Now, students and communities will benefit from the 
hard work that educators have put in to achieve these victories.

– Cecily Myart-Cruz, President of UTLA and Bargaining for the Common Good Advisory 

Committee member, “The California Teachers’ Strikes Have a Vital Lesson for the Labor 

Movement,” The Nation, May 19, 2023.
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RACIAL JUSTICE IN
EDUCATION FRAMEWORK
PRINCIPLES
NEA has a vision for quality public education for every 
student. We know that institutional and structural racism 
are barriers to achieving our vision. We will leverage the 
power and collective voice of our members to end the 
systematic patterns of racial inequity and injustice that 
affect our Association, schools, students, and education 
communities. 

It is our belief that these Framework principles are  
essential to accomplishing our vision of racially  
equitable and just schools:

• 	 Our collective work promotes a vision for public  
	 education that advances inclusion, equity, and  
	 racial and social justice in our schools, Association,  
	 and society.

• 	 Our collective work must dismantle white supremacy,  
	 and ensure that bigotry and discrimination based on  
	 gender, sexual orientation, disability, or national origin  
	 is not part of our Association, classrooms, educa- 
	 tional curricula, classroom management, school  
	 policies, and discipline practices.

• 	 Our Association and schools must be safe for all  
	 students, and free from state-sanctioned, racialized,  
	 and gender-based violence. Our work must actively  
	 divest from prison cultivation and invest in  
	 counselors and positive discipline practices.

• 	 Our work must result in action—programs,  
	 campaigns, policies, and capacity-building efforts  
	 for local NEA members that dismantle institutional  
	 racism now and into the future. Initiatives should  
	 create sustainable infrastructures that can  
	 continue to create systemic change and hold  
	 decision-makers, elected officials, and  
	 institutions accountable.

• 	 Our current governance leaders must recruit,  
	 engage, and promote leadership by educators of  
	 color to share the ladder of opportunity because we  
	 are stronger together.

• 	 Programs, campaigns, and projects must be driven  
	 by goals that are clearly outlined, tracked, and  
	 measured, and that have accountability systems  
	 that explicitly promote racial justice.

• 	 Our work must promote education policies,  
	 professional practices, and curricula that highlight  
	 and honor the histories and cultures of Native People  
	 and People of Color.

• 	 We must work to ensure that all students have  
	 access to a safe and quality education, regardless  
	 of their country of origin or immigration status.

• 	 Our work must promote and support the engagement  
	 of students of color and LGBTQ students in shaping  
	 policies that directly impact their educational  
	 experience and foster safe and inclusive schools.

• 	 We must work to dismantle discipline systems that  
	 create the School-to-Prison Pipeline and replace  
	 them with practices that encourage inclusion and  
	 are free from racial and ethnic bias.
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CONNECTING  
FRAMEWORK ELEMENTS
Throughout our history, the NEA has joined in partnership  
to move policies that would address inequities in education, 
but we understand now that racial justice in education  
requires movement beyond racial equity. A lack of move-
ment will keep us at the precipice of doing a lot with limited 
ability to sustain it. 

It will require that:

• 	 We have a deep understanding of racial history and  
	 the associated trauma and are able to acknowledge  
	 the presence of this trauma within current systems,  
	 norms, practices, and policies.

• 	 We focus on solutions that will build power  
	 (e.g., political, economic, civic, community) for the  
	 most sharply impacted communities and people.

• 	 We effectively use racial impact assessment tools  
	 and develop racial justice action plans.

• 	 We shift and share power, programs, and resources.

• 	 We adopt anti-racist and racial justice protocols  
	 and practices.

• 	 We shift culture and narrative.

• 	 We use data to drive results/impacts. 

The NEA Racial Justice in Education Framework  
was developed in conjunction with the principles and 
concepts embedded in the “Wheel of Change” model  
(adapted from the Rockwood Wheel of Change). 
This Framework centers and guides our systems change 
work, including our approach and implementation of  
Bargaining for the Common Good campaigns.

AWARENESS
Goal: Develop and strengthen our collective awareness and 
understanding of the causes and impacts of systemic (i.e., 
institutional and structural) racism in education and both 
the necessity and centrality of racial justice in achieving 
NEA’s mission.

• 	 Build racial equity awareness and analytical capacity 	
	 across our Association.

• 	 Foster understanding of key concepts such as  
	 systemic (institutional and structural) racism, implicit  
	 bias, racial equity, and multiracial systemic solutions.

• 	 Develop shared knowledge and conceptual clarity  
	 that supports normalizing explicit and constructive  
	 conversations about race.

AWARENESS
HEARTS & MINDS:

PURPOSE / VISION

VALUES / BELIEFS

EMOTIONS / FEELINGS

COMMUNITY

ANALYSIS

CAPACITY BUILDING
BEHAVIORS:

NORMS

PRACTICES

SKILLS

COMMUNICATION

MEASURES & OUTCOMES

ACTION
STRUCTURES:

PROCESSES

STRATEGIES

STRUCTURES

CORE COMPETENCIES

BUDGETS

POLICY CHANGE
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CAPACITY BUILDING
Goal: Equip and prepare members and leaders with  
skills to use the strategies to take action to advance  
racial justice.

• 	 Equip members, leaders, staff, and partners  
	 with the skills, tools, strategies, resources and  
	 relationships to be effective leaders and advocates  
	 in the fight for racial justice in education.

• 	 Develop tools and resources to support  
	 organizational and cultural change through  
	 policy, practice, and behavior changes.

ACTION
Goal: Equip members and stakeholders with tools  
and skills to advocate, organize, and mobilize to  
disrupt institutional racism and advance racial  
justice in education.

• 	 Engage and activate members, leaders, and stake- 
	 holders in on-the-ground efforts to combat  
	 institutional racism and advance racial justice.

• 	 Support external organizing efforts to advance  
	 changes in our schools and communities.

• 	 Support internal opportunities to implement  
	 equitable practices that positively impact the  
	 Association’s work and promote culture change.

SECTION 1:  
PRINCIPLES AND VALUES

	 TAKEAWAYS:

• 	 We need to run Bargaining for the  
	 Common Good racial justice centered  
	 campaigns because class and race  
	 are not separate.

• 	 If we want to win real people power,  
	 we have to build campaigns that  
	 include racial justice.
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ELEMENTS  
OF BARGAINING  

FOR THE 
COMMON GOOD
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Campaign demands should address the role that  
employers play in creating and exacerbating structural 
racism in our communities.

What does it mean to center racial justice demands? 
Racial dynamics, disparities, and divisions permeate our 
society, communities, schools, and classrooms.  
Systemic racism is so deeply rooted in our history,  
culture, and institutions that there is no escaping it.  
Visible or not, the impacts are ever-present. Racial justice 
is the systematic fair treatment of people of all races, 
resulting in equitable opportunities and outcomes for all. 
Racial justice (or racial equity) goes beyond  
“anti-racism.” It is not just the absence of discrimination 
and inequities, but also the presence of deliberate  
systems and supports to achieve and sustain racial  
equity through proactive and preventative measures.

To engage in a systems analysis of a racial issue and 
develop solutions or to test if the campaign demands 
center racial justice, good discussion questions to have 
with partners and union members include:

• 	 Problems: What racial inequities are you  
	 noticing or experiencing? What are the impacts  
	 on different racial groups? Who benefits most  
	 and who is hurt most?

• 	 Causes: What institutions, policies, or practices  
	 are causing or contributing to the inequities?  
	 What social norms, popular myths, or cultural biases  
	 may be contributing?

• 	 History: How did things get this way and are things  
	 worsening or improving?

• 	 Solutions: What solutions could address the root  
	 causes and eliminate the inequities? How would  
	 different racial groups be impacted by the  
	 proposed solutions?

• 	 Strategies: What strategies and actions could be  
	 used to advance the solutions?

• 	 Leadership: Who are the stakeholders most  
	 affected by the inequities? Are they involved in  
	 naming the issues and solutions? What kinds of  
	 active leadership roles could they take to advance  
	 the proposed solution?

Source: https://neaedjustice.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2018/11/Racial-Justice-in-Education.pdf

CENTER RACIAL JUSTICE  
IN YOUR DEMANDS
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CENTER RACIAL JUSTICE  
IN YOUR DEMANDS
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Racial Equity Impact Assessment:
A racial equity impact assessment is used for making 
decisions with deliberate attention to racial justice, social 
justice, equity, and inclusion. It provides a guide and 
protocol for race- and equity-conscious decision-making 
that is thoughtful, transparent, participatory, and sys-
tematic. This type of tool can be used to analyze policies 
and contract language, institutional practices, programs, 
plans, and budgetary decisions.

Fix L.A. was a community-labor partnership that fought 
successfully for:

1. 	 The creation of 5,000 jobs, with a commitment  
	 to increase access to jobs for Black and  
	 Latino/a/x workers.

2. 	 The defeat of proposed concessions for city workers.

3. 	 A commitment from the city to review why it was  
	 prioritizing payment of bank fees over funding for  
	 critical services.

“Bargaining for racial justice is a radical idea and  
will not be easily won. It will require concerted direct 
action targeting the real decision makers in both the 
public and private sectors that have a vested interest 
in keeping racial inequities in place.”

- Maurice Weeks and Marilyn Sneiderman, In These Times, “Why 

Labor and the Movement for Racial Justice Should Work Together”, 

September 02, 2016.

Bargaining for the Common  
Good Demands:
Bargaining for the Common Good campaigns are rooted 
in winning racial justice demands. Many have generated 
amazing wins and demands across the country. 
This booklet provides concrete examples of common  
good demands that unions and community groups have
bargained for across the country. Some of these demands 
have been won in bargaining or outside the negotiations 
table, and some are still being fought for.

NEA locals have been at the forefront of winning BCG 
campaigns. They have identified and won racial justice 
demands across the country. Demands can be about 
a range of issues from public health and safety, safe 
working and learning conditions, academic success, 
and social and emotional well-being. The list of sample 
demands includes:

• 	 Acknowledge the pandemic was not experienced
	 equally by all communities and populations,
	 particularly in rural areas and communities of color.
	 Listen and learn how different families handled  
	 virtual learning.

• 	 Provide and prioritize housing, food, health, dental,
	 and job services in neighborhood schools because
	 it is a common-sense way to begin to address racial  
	 justice issues and the racial inequities they create  
	 and exacerbate.

• 	 End attempts to re-segregate our school
	 communities with charters, vouchers, and other
	 privatization schemes that funnel resources
	 away from public schools.

• 	 Ensure school plans for in-person instruction
	 are inclusive and equitable for all educators and
	 students by humanizing learning environments
	 and designing spaces that are situated in the
	 experiences of communities of color, not just
	 through white, cis-hetero, and ableist lenses.

• 	 Ensure adequate time is provided for classroom
	 community-building activities and consider
	 additional staff to allow for the development
	 of restorative practices in schools.

• 	 Prioritize hiring, retaining, and promoting
	 educators of color.

Other tools 
you can use  
to ensure  
a deliberate  
anti-racist 
campaign
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Building Your Racial Justice Team: 
Building the right team to make decisions and move this 
work is critical. Your racial justice campaign team should 
include a leadership team, organizing/mobilizing team, 
communications team, political team, and in a collective 
bargaining campaign, a bargaining team. There should  
also be team members who lead the research work and 
legislative/policy development.

• 	 The leadership team will direct and oversee the  
	 entire campaign. They have a bird’s eye view and  
	 focus on advancing the campaign forward.  
	 They provide the vision and make the tough  
	 decisions with input from the rest of the team.

• 	 The organizing and mobilizing team is responsible  
	 for recruiting impacted people and new partners and  
	 mobilizing members and activists. They communicate  
	 frequently and engage members and activists in  
	 two-way conversations about the campaign’s vision,  
	 strategy, and action plan.

• 	 The communications team drives the internal and  
	 external communications. They educate and  
	 agitate activists and members, work with the media  
	 and develop social media to define the narrative, and  
	 build public support.

• 	 The political team leads the efforts to build support  
	 from elected officials, work with political partners  
	 who support the campaign, and hold those who do  
	 not accountable.

• 	 The research team is responsible for pulling  
	 together information, data, and facts to support  
	 the campaign. They ensure that any data being  
	 shared is sourced legitimately and correctly.  
	 They are critical in identifying and building a  
	 case around the bad actors.

None of these teams work in silos, they work together. 
They can be a combination of staff, paid release mem-
bers, and/or volunteer teams. It may be that the political 
team is from a community partner group and the  
research team is from the local union. Either way, the 
teams should understand their roles and how they  
interact with each other.

It is important to note that sometimes a team is one or 
two people depending on resources, size of the local, and 
staffing capacity. The different teams should develop the 
racial justice demands and be able to drive the campaign 
forward through a racial justice lens.

Centering leadership of  
Native People and People of Color:  
The term Native People recognizes the first people of this 
land, having sovereign national and tribal status, as well 
as a racialized identity. The term People of Color refers to 
Asian American and Pacific Islander, Black, Latino/a/x, 
Middle Eastern and North African, and Multiracial popula-
tions. It isn’t enough to have Native People and People of 
Color activists in the campaigns. Centering means Native  
People and People of Color have a leading voice, are  
listened to, trusted, and have decision-making power 
within the partnership.

Engage community allies as  
partners in issue development  
and the bargaining campaign:
Bring in community partners on the ground floor and  
develop issues, goals, and strategies together. Common 
good is about building long-term community-labor power.
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Community building is an integral part of a Bargaining for 
the Common Good campaign, which means it takes time 
to develop, create, build, and move demands forward. It is 
important to remember that organizing does not end when 
the contract is settled or the campaign demands are met or 
won. As shown in the timeline below, before the launch of 
a campaign, there are a few steps that can take anywhere 
between six months to a year or more. 

Community BUILDING IS THE FIRST STEP: 
Whether you live in a big city, a suburban town, or a rural 
community, there are people who care about the same 
issues and share your values. But to build a sustainable, 
long-term relationship, work is required upfront. This may  
include many 1-on-1 meetings, group presentations, fol-
low-up calls, and more follow-up calls, Zoom calls, emails 
and more follow-up calls. It is not just about building your 
member list, but also building relationships. What do the 
leaders care about? Why do they do this work? What prob-
lems are their communities facing? What solutions do they 
see? Where do you share common ground and where do 
you have differences in your organization?

Basic Steps to a Bargaining  
for the Common Good Campaign:  
This outlines steps starting about 1.5 years before bar-
gaining to after settling the contract. Bargaining for the 
Common Good campaigns are about building long-term 
power and changing the power dynamics in our commu-
nities, so it is important to think about the work as multi-
year that continues after the contract campaign ends.

Bargaining for the Common Good  
Assessment Tool: 
This tool is to help reflect on how to build and strengthen a 
Common Good strategy for your organization or union. This 
will help you assess where to focus your time and resources to 
build towards developing transformational relationships, run-
ning strong campaigns, and winning Common Good demands!

Community Mapping:  
Community mapping is about learning about your commu-
nity and identifying resources and important networks and 
relationships. Community mapping includes:

• 	 Surveying your membership and identifying where  
	 you have existing relationships and connections to  
	 community leaders, organizations, and networks.

• 	 Developing lists of key contacts/social networks—  
	 this is the organizer’s network of power.

• 	 Proactively developing relationships with these existing  
	 networks and organizations makes it possible to mobi- 
	 lize their resources around a shared campaign.

• 	 Prioritizing and focusing outreach to build relationships  
	 with the networks that most	 deeply represent the com- 
	 munity, not just those that are familiar and comfortable.

Building long-term 
community-labor power 
takes time. 

Launch 
Campaign

Developing 
Strategy 

Budgets and 
Identifying 

Sta�ng needs

Escalation
Organizing and 

Developing
Leaders

Negotiation
Organizing and 

Developing
Leaders

This process can be 
6-9 months or longer

This process can be a few weeks to a
few months berore the campaign is launched

Listening
Sessions and 

Community
Building

Developing
Demands 

and Identifying 
Research

Needs

Post Campaign
Organizing and

Developing
Leaders
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Community Listening Tours:  
Listening sessions are helpful to build relationships and 
understand partners’ interests, the problems they see in 
the community, and potential solutions. Listening ses-
sions can be conducted through one-on-one meetings, 
community meetings, or surveys.

• 	 Community Listening Session: Sample list of  
	 questions developed by the Saint Paul Federation  
	 of Educators (SPFE) to learn more about the  
	 community interests and concerns.

• 	 Community Survey – Family Version: Survey for  
	 families and parents about their interests and concerns.

•	 Community Survey - Community Version: Survey for  
	 community members  about their issues and concerns.

• 	 Community Survey: Sample survey developed  
	 by the Fix L.A. coalition.

• 	 Parent Interviewing: A sample video of a meeting  
	 with parents to better understand their needs  
	 opinions, and resolutions.

• 	 Parent + Small Biz Organizing Conversation:  
	 Sample conversation with questions to engage  
	 parents and small businesses. 

Engaging community leaders and 
rank and file members:
These are not transactional “we do this for you and you do 
that for me” relationships. These are sustainable relation-
ships built on trust, respect, and a shared analysis of the 
conditions and mutual goals to build people power. It is criti-
cal that community and labor develop and build the cam-
paign together from the beginning. These relationships will 
continue after the campaign, so it is important to start with a 
solid foundation and build with intentionality. This includes:

CREATING A SHARED VISION:  
Working with union and community partners to identify 
priority issues, solutions, and a vision for the campaign 
is crucial in creating a shared vision. Union members 
and community partners understand the problems that 
they are facing in their workplace and communities and 
have ideas for solutions. It is important for rank and file 
members and community activists to assist in identifying 
priority issues and solutions, including why and how it will 
benefit workers and the community at large, and the vision 
for building long-term power.

Watch a webinar that shows how a strong community- 
labor partnership works in action and wins people power! 
United Teachers Los Angeles former President Alex  
Caputo-Pearl; Ruby Gordillo, Los Angeles Unified School 
District (LAUSD) Parent, Rudy Gonzalves of the Los  
Angeles Alliance for a New Economy (LAANE); Amy 
Schur of the Alliance of Californians for Community 
Engagement(ACCE), and other community leaders and 
parents discuss the strategies and lessons learned from 
the recent victorious Bargaining for the Common Good 
campaign and strike.
https://vimeo.com/319978916

DEVELOPING A JOINT STRATEGY:  
The strategy is your guiding star of how to win the  
demands. You may choose to launch a corporate cam-
paign, or push the school board to change a policy or a 
town council to pass legislation, or fight for state funding. 
All partners must be clear about the pathway to winning 
and decisions stemming from the strategy. Strategies 
may need to change if an assessment is made that 
they are not effective or a campaign may have multiple 
strategies. For example, a campaign may call on the state 
legislature to fulfill its constitutional funding requirement 
for public education and target the corporations that do 
not pay taxes.

Developing a plan in partnership takes time. There are 
many decisions to make such as assessments, organiz-
ing plans, communications strategies, and more.  
A written plan is critical to ensure that all stakeholders 
understand the decisions made, what is happening next, 
and the campaign progress. Review the following to help 
develop your campaign plan:

•	 Local campaign plan: A comprehensive campaign  
	 planning tool for locals and partners.

•	 Power Mapping Activity: Sample exercise  
	 developed by the Colorado Education Association  
	 to analyze the power structures, influencers, and  
	 stakeholders in your community.
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DEVELOPING AN ORGANIZING PLAN:  
Organizing gets people fired up (agitated) and identifies 
what is at stake so that participants understand how the 
cause is personally relevant to them and take action. 
At the beginning of a campaign plan, start with mild  
actions and escalate. Examples of mild forms of action 
are collecting petition signatures or wearing a union 
button at the workplace. Strikes or civil disobedience are 
bold actions.

• 	 Use the issues that are happening in the BCG  
	 campaign to motivate members to take  
	 collective action.

• 	 During the life of a BCG campaign, members should  
	 be able to articulate why they are taking action and  
	 what they hope to achieve before taking action.

• 	 Different tactics will be required to move  
	 different targets.

• 	 Evaluate in real time if the actions are helping,  
	 hindering, or not effective and why.

Escalation tactics or direct actions are important to any 
campaign that is designed to build long-term power.  
The goal of escalation tactics or direct actions goes  
beyond highlighting the problem and getting media  
attention. Escalation tactics or direct actions have  
four key elements:

• 	 ESCALATE THE CRISIS: Deliver a message that  
	 exposes the crisis. Create the narrative about who is  
	 responsible for that crisis—target.

• 	 ESCALATE THE TARGET: Expose the target; turn  
	 the target toxic. Cost the target resources—votes,  
	 money, time, influence, etc.

• 	 ESCALATE YOUR VOICE: If the target ignores  
	 the tactics/actions, escalate the tension on a specific  
	 demand. Force the target to choose between  
	 ongoing direct action or meeting the demand.

• 	 ESCALATE YOUR BASE: Develop and energize your  
	 leaders and base.

“Nonviolent direct action seeks to create such a crisis 
and foster such a tension that a community which has 
constantly refused to negotiate is forced to confront 
the issue.” 

- Martin Luther King, Jr., Letter from a Birmingham Jail

Possible actions may include:

• 	 Walking out of a meeting en masse

• 	 Speaking to the media

• 	 Calling a meeting of supporters

• 	 Reaching out to parents

• 	 Meeting as a small group

• 	 Striking

• 	 Running a social media profile picture campaign

• 	 Wearing red on Thursdays

• 	 Stickering up

• 	 Circulating a public petition and deliver it to  
	 the school board

• 	 Rallying, for example, have staff rally outside  
	 school before the start of the school day and  
	 walk in together

• 	 Presenting signage and/or protesting in a  
	 high-visibility public space

• 	 Red out: staff decorating their rooms in union colors

• 	 Distributing flyers to parents at the school choice fair

• 	 Informational picketing

• 	 Open bargaining

• 	 Setting up lawn signs

• 	 Visiting corporate actors defunding public schools/ 
	 supporting charter schools
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IDENTIFYING CLEAR ASKS: 
Not many people spontaneously get involved. It takes an 
invitation to participate or an ask for people to take ac-
tion. Most people will volunteer or donate to a cause that 
shares their values when asked. In campaigns, the same 
principles apply. If you can connect to their value systems 
and the ask is clear and concise, people will get involved. 
Recruiting activists, rank and file members, and members 
of the public to join the campaign means having a clear 
ask and showing why their involvement matters.

Affirm, Answer, and Redirect is a useful organizing tactic 
when faced with an individual who blocks or objects to 
the vision of the campaign or action plan.

1.  Affirm: 
Although you may disagree with the person, or not share 
their experience, it is important to show that you hear 
their frustration, and try to understand where they are 
coming from.

2.  Answer: 
It is very important to give an honest answer. If you can 
give them information that responds to their question, 
or helps them see the issue differently, do it. If you made 
a mistake, own it. If there is information that you do not 
know, tell them you will research it and get back to them 
(and make sure you do).

3.  Re-direct:  
At the end of the day, the power to win depends on one 
thing: the involvement of the people—union members 
and community partners. So look for ways to re-direct 
their frustration towards participating in a collective proj-
ect that will help them see that the campaign is powerful 
(like the next action). Then repeat your ask.

Expand the scope of bargaining  
beyond wages and benefits: 
Identify issues that resonate with members, partners,  
and allies and that impact our communities. Put forth  
demands that address structural issues, not just  
symptoms of the problem.

Develop and deepen leaders’ shared 
political analysis: 
With an intentional approach to developing and deep-
ening leaders’ shared political analysis, BCG campaigns 
move away from short-term mobilization efforts that 
develop little to no power and instead harness collec-
tive power to develop long term and major wins for our 
schools and communities. This can take form in different 
ways like short workshops, training sessions, organizing 
conversations, and more. 

Political education should:

• 	 Be grounded in the racial justice demands and  
	 explain the racial dynamics that the demands are  
	 addressing.

• 	 Articulate a clear connection between Bargaining  
	 for the Common Good demands and the problems  
	 workers and communities are facing.

• 	 Include space for labor and community partners  
	 to share their stories, interests, and lived experiences  
	 that build trust and connections across all  
	 participants.

• 	 Build activists’ confidence and effectiveness in 	
	 engaging hesitant colleagues and recruiting  
	 members of the public to join the campaign.

• 	 Make it clear what is at stake, who the bad actors are,  
	 why the target has power, and how the campaign  
	 plan will motivate the targets to meet demands.

• 	 Meet people’s education level, literacy proficiency,  
	 and language needs. It may mean investing in  
	 translators and interpreters and/or an experienced  
	 popular educator.
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Expose the Bad Actors: 
Go on offense in your campaign by identifying, exposing, 
and challenging the real villains; the financial and corpo-
rate actors who profit from and increasingly drive policies 
and actions.

Do the Research: 
Scarcity politics and financialization of the economy have 
devastated our communities and schools for decades and 
driven funding to the one percent. Research to identify 
who and how divestment happened in your community 
is key. Groups like LittleSis and Hedge Clippers are good 
sources to help map out the financial and corporate actors.

Massachusetts Teachers Association (MTA) called  
on state and federal elected officials to fund public  
education through progressive revenue. The MTA and its 
partners identified 19 billionaires in Massachusetts whose 
wealth grew while state coffers were depleted during the 
COVID-19 pandemic outbreak. They used the data to  
agitate and gain the public in support of the campaign’s 
three key demands. 

source:
https://massteacher.org/-/media/massteacher/files/
initiatives/education-funding/now-more-than-ever/
net-worth-of-massachusetts-billionaires.pdf?la=en

source:
https://massteacher.org/-/media/massteacher/files/
initiatives/education-funding/now-more-than-ever/
mta_tax_flyer.pdf?la=en

Target the Power Broker: 
Identify the decision-makers who can meet the demands. 
Power mapping can help identify and map the power 
relationships, who influences power brokers, and your 
groups’ relationships to them. Some general questions to 
start the identification process include:

• 	 Is it a corporate entity and who in the corporation  
	 has the power? Is it the CEO of the bank?

• 	 Is it a government entity? Is it one person or a group  
	 of decision-makers? Is it the mayor or city council?  
	 Is it the school board?

• 	 Where do they get their power? Who is in their circle  
	 of influence?

• 	 What do they care about?

Power Mapping: 
The Power Mapping tool can help the campaign identify 
the power dynamics within your community, including 
allies, opposition, decision-makers, and influencers.
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GENERATE PUBLIC SUPPORT: 
Building public support is about agitating the public 
against the bad actors. Be clear in your messaging as to 
why the bad actor is responsible. Your communications 
team can help generate stories for traditional outlets 
like radio and newspaper. Rank and file members and 
activists can use social media to build up the campaign. 
The message and narrative should be clear, concise, and 
consistent across platforms. The following are samples 
and guidelines for effective messaging:

•	 Social media posts and news story highlighting the  
	 same message: 
   	 - Seattle Education Association 
   	 - Recess, it’s important, does your child get  
	    enough of it? 

•	  Campaign websites:
   	 - San Antonio Alliance, Local 67
   	 - Reclaim Our Schools LA
  	 - Higher Education Labor United (HELU). 

•	 Messaging and Media Relations Toolkit: Helps  
	 develop an effective messaging strategy and build  
	 relationships with different news sources

• 	 Digital Best Practices: For Facebook,  
	 Twitter, Instagram, and other social media outlets

Strengthen internal organizing,  
membership, and member engagement:
These campaigns must deeply engage the memberships 
of both unions and community organizations, and there 
must be opportunities for deep relationship building and 
joint visioning among the members of the different orga-
nizations.

Engaged groups produce transparent, useful, relevant, 
and frequent member communications, such as printed 
or electronic newsletters. Most importantly, leaders should 
be open and transparent, which means producing relevant 
and frequent updates to keep members engaged and 
active. You should feel comfortable contacting your state/
national affiliate communications department for assis-
tance and best practices. 

Contract Action Team (CAT): 
Establish a new internal union network of member activ-
ists to engage and activate members using a two-way 
pipeline of communication. The union’s ability to suc-
cessfully win demands for members and the community 
depends upon the union’s strength and power. Strength 
and power derive from a solid foundation of organizing 
union members and community stakeholders that  
increases activism, engagement, and solidarity.

By creating vital new roles and delegating responsibilities, 
your local can position itself to build capacity and  
develop enough power to win demands. It also enables 
your local to identify new activists and leaders to continue 
to build on its successes for the future along with  
a strong and sustainable democratic movement.

Steward/Mobilizer: 
Your members, especially your stewards or mobilizers, 
are crucial to the success of the campaign. This requires 
continually building the team and communicating with 
them frequently, so they can organize at their work-
place and in their communities. Stewards should have 
a WhatsApp or Signal group and an email list for their 
building. They should have a weekly plan of how they 
will communicate with other members, updates and an 
action plan for the day or week and an explanation of why 
the action is important, and a role for the members.

1-on-1 Organizing Meetings: 
The heart of organizing is about building relationships, 
which means 1-on-1 organizing conversations. A strong 
organizing conversation is not like a chat with a friend or 
loved one. It’s a guided conversation that builds connection, 
engages people in collective action, and helps develop 
leaders. When a worksite has good, strong leaders who can 
educate and move their co-workers into action, it’s harder 
for the boss to pit workers against each other. 
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10-Minute Meetings: 
A fundamental way to disseminate information and 
empower leaders at the worksite level is to develop a 
10-minute meeting system. Short, concise, and frequent 
meetings increase attendance. Be sure your 10-minute 
meetings make time for two-way communication. Cam-
paign updates can easily be broken into basic 10-minute 
meeting agendas. You can break up complex topics relat-
ed to contract proposals, legislative initiatives, or policy 
demands into bite-sized pieces within these meetings. 
Plus, it allows decentralized conversations and a place 
for local action-taking/planning for early tactics such as 
button wearing, petition circulation, etc.

Group Texts: 
Texting is an immediate communication tool for quick 
updates, reminders, and time-sensitive information 
sharing, but it does not replace the face time necessary 
for developing relationships and trust with members and 
community allies.

Before you send your first text message—remember that 
there are federal laws that prohibit bulk text messaging. 
Contact your attorney, as well as your state affiliate or NEA, 
to learn more about different texting platforms you can use 
to reach our members and supporters within the law.

Website/Online Resource: 
Creating a landing place for members and allies to refer-
ence information can be important for the campaign, but 
it isn’t always necessary. Only use a website if your cam-
paign would benefit from a landing page to publicly post 
resources or documents. Always add a link or directions 
for how to take action.

Social Media: 
Use social media platforms that make sense to our  
audience—members/potential-members and community 
supporters. It is also a great tool for producing media during 
various parts of the campaign. NEA offers local leaders and 
staff a variety of additional social media best practices.

Tools and Materials:

• 	 Sample 10-minute meeting agenda

• 	 1-on-1 Organizing Conversation Guide

• 	 Build the CAT structure

SECTION 2:  
ELEMENTS OF A BARGAINING FOR  
THE COMMON GOOD CAMPAIGN

	 TAKEAWAYS:

• 	 Bargaining for the Common Good Campaigns  
	 are rooted in building people power in our 		
	 local unions and communities.

• 	 The five elements of a BCG  
	 campaign are:

	 - 	 Center racial justice in your demands
	 - 	 Engage community allies as  
		  partners in issue development and  
		  the bargaining campaign
	 - 	 Expand the scope of the bargaining  
		  beyond wages and benefits
	 - 	 Expose bad actors
	 - 	 Strengthen internal organizing,  
		  membership, and member  
		  engagement

• 	 Community building is an integral part 		
	 of the strategy and tactics, which means  
	 it takes time to develop, create, build, and  
	 move forward. To build a BCG campaign,  
	 planning begins two years in advance.

•	 We need to clearly express who the  
	 bad actors are and ensure there is a clear  
	 connection between the bad actors and  
	 the demands.

•	 Bargaining for the Common Good campaigns  
	 require ongoing organizing, base-building, and  
	 leadership development.
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SUCCESS STORIES
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St. Paul, Minnesota
Read about how St. Paul teachers, parents, and students 
organized for the schools their students deserved and won:  
“Teacher-Community Unionism: A Lesson from St. Paul: How 
one teachers union brought parents and students into the 
bargaining process—and won.”

Source: https://www.dissentmagazine.org/article/teach-
er-community-unionism-lesson-st-paul

Seattle, Washington
Following a weeklong strike by more than 6,000 educators 
of the SEA, a new three-year contract was settled with 
major wins for both the students and educators of Seattle 
Public Schools (SPS). Seattle was facing a multitude of 
systemic problems such as increased class sizes, workload, 
and staffing cuts; racial inequality of resources and ser-
vices; unsafe learning and working conditions; unaffordable 
cost of living for many lower-wage staff; and a looming 
educator shortage crisis. They established a Joint Task 
Force for multilingual education and language immersion 
to improve inclusionary services and student equity and 
create incentives for teaching.  

Source: https://vimeo.com/208734309

Sacramento, California
The Sacramento City Teachers Association included  
parents, business leaders, and community members in their 
contract negotiations in their bid to make Sac City the  
destination district in California for students and educators. 

Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IBPNX-tajj0 

San Diego, California
In coordination with community partners, parents, and  
students, the San Diego Education Association (SDEA) identi-
fied several bargaining goals with a heavy emphasis
on racial justice. To address historical divestment across dis-
tricts in schools located within communities of color, demands 
will focus on curriculum, ethnic studies, allocation of resourc-
es, educator pipelines, restorative practices, and support for 
educators and students of color. All these issues run parallel to 
their advocacy for community schools, staffing, and class size. 
Bargaining by the local is underway as of summer 2023.

Source: https://www.sdea.net/2023/04/san-diego-commu-
nity-schools-coalition-demands-more-after-school-opportu-
nities-in-san-diego-unified/ 

SUCCESS STORIES
Columbus, Ohio
The Columbus Education Association (CEA) won an agree-
ment to help address racism and racial disparity. As part 
of their newest contract, CEA earned professional devel-
opment opportunities for bargaining unit members in the 
school board’s ongoing Strategic Plan.

Source: http://www.ceaohio.org/wp-content/up-
loads/2021/06/MOU-Re-2021-2022-School-Year-Final-
Signed.pdf 

Jefferson County, Colorado
The Jefferson County Education Association fought 
successfully to implement a staffing and classroom 
diversity program, including recruiting and retaining staff 
that reflects the racial, ethnic, and linguistic diversity of the 
student body, and a mentorship program for staff of color. 
In addition, they formed an Equity Accountability Commit-
tee responsible for addressing equity in the district, which 
would engage the school community.

Source:  https://cdnsm5-ss12.sharpschool.com/UserFiles/
Servers/Server_627881/File/Print%20Agreement%20
JCEA%20Final%2007.2023%20Website.pdf 

Minneapolis, Minnesota
The Minneapolis Federation of Teachers (MFT) established 
the Anti-Bias Anti-Racist Educator Development and 
Support Council, which set up sub-committees specifi-
cally tasked with recommending establishing initiatives 
for recruitment, retention, and development of educators 
of color and the improvement of district–wide climate and 
culture. These sub-committees will continue to work to 
instill a sense of permanency in anti-bias anti-racist initia-
tives and development.

Source: https://www.mft59.org/_files/ugd/bf7435_4a4f8e-
50f33e4777a22b23c598e1641e.pdf
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SECTION 3: SUCCESS STORIES

TAKEAWAYS:

• 	 Victories are feasible in different  
	 political conditions but we have to  
	 plan and organize.

• 	 Organizing doesn’t end when we settle  
	 the contract or win the campaign.  
	 These victories are possible only if  
	 organizing is ongoing.
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Assessment tool for racial equity:
Provides discussion questions to have with partners and  
union members.

Racial Equity Impact Assessment:
Is used for making decisions with deliberate attention  
to racial justice, social justice, equity, and inclusion.  
A guide and protocol for race- and equity-conscious  
decision-making that is thoughtful, transparent,  
participatory, and systematic.

Bargaining for the Common Good Demands:
Concrete examples of common good demands that  
unions and community groups have bargained for across  
the country. Some of these demands have been won in  
bargaining or outside the negotiations table, and some  
have only been introduced.

Racial justice demands:
List of racial justice demands that local unions and  
community partners can develop together.

Basic Steps to a Bargaining for  
the Common Good Campaign: 
Outlines steps starting about 1.5 years before bargaining  
to after settling the contract.

Bargaining for the Common Good  
Assessment Tool:
This tool helps organizations or unions reflect  
on how to build and strengthen a Common Good strategy.

Community Mapping: 
Worksheet to map out the community networks  
of members and activists.

Community Listening Session: 
Sample list of questions developed by the Saint Paul  
Federation of Educators (SPFE) to learn about  
community interests and concerns.

Community SURVEY - Family VERSION: 
Survey for families and parents about their interests  
and concerns.

COMMUNITY SURVEY - COMMUNITY VERSION:
Survey for community members about their issues and 
concerns. 

Fix L.A. Community Survey: 
Sample survey to gather information about the community.

Parent Interviewing: 
A sample video of a meeting with parents to better  
understand their needs, opinions, and resolutions.

Parent (and Small Business) Organizing  
Conversation - Guide: 
Sample conversation with questions to engage parents  
and small businesses.

Local campaign plan: 
A comprehensive campaign planning tool for locals  
and partners. 

Colorado Education Association  
Power Mapping Activity: 
Sample exercise developed by the Colorado Education  
Association, which can be used to analyze the power  
structures, influencers, and stakeholders in your community.

Power Mapping Tool: 
Can help the campaign identify the power dynamics  
within your community, including the allies, opposition,  
decision-makers, and influencers.

Messaging and Media Relations ToolKit: 
Designed to help develop an effective messaging strategy 
and build relationships with different news sources.

Digital Best Practices: 
For Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and other social  
media outlets.

NEA Guide to Transformational  

RESOURCES
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Organizing Conversations: 
1-on-1 organizing conversations guide to help you start  
recruitment conversations and navigate the tough  
questions that members and non-members raise.

Sample 10-minute meeting agenda: 
Sample worksite meeting agenda to help disseminate  
information and mobilize workers quickly.

Build the CAT structure:  
Internal union network of member activists.

RESOURCES

SECTION 4: RESOURCES

TAKEAWAYS:

• 	 A compilation of BCG tools and  
	 resources developed by NEA locals. 

• 	 Includes a glossary of racial justice  
	 language. See next page.
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Glossary of racial justice language

Understanding the context and historical 

background that many terms convey is essen-

tial to encouraging usage that reflects cultural 

and racial awareness. Using shared language 

builds a strong foundation among campaign 

partners, helps prevent translation issues, and 

empowers workers and activists to speak with 

confidence and knowledge. 

Sources: Equity in the Center and Dismantling 

Racism Works 

Affirmative action — This term describes 

policies adopted since the 1960s that require 

“affirmative” (or positive) actions to ensure 

people of color and women have opportunities 

equal to those of white men in promotions, sal-

ary increases, school admissions, financial aid, 

scholarships, and representation among ven-

dors in government contracts. Although they 

have been effective in redressing injustice 

and discrimination that persisted in spite of 

civil rights laws and constitutional guarantees, 

these policies have been attacked because 

of perceived “reverse discrimination.” The 

Supreme Court has not ruled all affirmative 

action unconstitutional, but it has limited the 

use and ways in which policies can be written 

and applied. See “Reverse Racism”. 

Anti-racism — The work of actively opposing 

racism by advocating for changes in political, 

economic, and social life. Anti-racism tends 

to be an individualized approach to oppose 

individual racist behaviors and impacts.

Civil rights — A group of laws designed to 

protect various groups against discrimination 

based on race, sex, religion, age, national 

origin, and other characteristics. Often used 

in connection to the civil rights movement, 

widely recognized as taking place from 1954 

to 1968, which included issues and practices 

such as school desegregation, sit-ins,  

Freedom Rides, voter registration  

campaigns, and acts of civil disobedience 

to protest racial discrimination.

Class — Classism is the systematic oppression 

of subordinated class groups, held in place by 

attitudes that rank people according to  

economic status, family lineage, job status, 

level of education, and other divisions. One’s 

race can be a major determinant of one’s 

social or economic class. The variables of race 

and class, though closely connected, each 

need distinct attention.

“Colorblind” — A term used to describe the 

act or practice of disregarding or ignoring 

racial characteristics, or being uninfluenced by 

racial prejudice. The concept of colorblindness 

is often promoted by those who dismiss the 

importance of race in order to proclaim the 

end of racism. It presents challenges when 

discussing diversity, which requires being 

racially aware, and equity that is focused on 

fairness for people of all races.

Colorism — Discrimination based on skin 

color, which often privileges lighter-skinned 

people within a racial group, positioning people 

with darker complexions at the bottom of 

the racial hierarchy. It is an example of how 

white supremacy can operate amongst the 

members of a single racial or ethnic group. 

This form of prejudice often results in reduced 

opportunities for those who are discriminated 

against, and numerous studies have revealed 

differences in life outcomes by complexion.

Cultural appropriation or “misappropriation” — 

Adoption of elements of a culture that has been 

subordinated in social, political, and economic 

status by a different cultural group. It may rely 

on offensive stereotypes and is insensitive to 

how the culture of a group has been exploited 

by the culture in power, often for profit.

Discrimination — Treatment of an individual 

or group based on their actual or perceived 

membership in a social category, usually used 

to describe unjust or prejudicial treatment on 

the grounds of race, age, sex, gender, ability, 

socioeconomic class, immigration status, 

national origin, or religion.

Diversity — There are many kinds of diversity, 

based on race, gender, sexual orientation, 

class, age, country of origin, education, 

religion, geography, and physical or cognitive 

abilities. Valuing diversity means recognizing 

differences between people, acknowledging 

that these differences are a valued asset, and 

striving for diverse representation as a critical 

step towards equity. See “Equity.”

Equity — Equity means fairness and justice 

and focuses on outcomes that are most 

appropriate for a given group, recognizing 

different challenges, needs, and histories.  

It is distinct from diversity, which can simply 

mean variety (the presence of individuals with 

various identities). It is also not equality, or 

“same treatment,” which doesn’t take differing 

needs or disparate outcomes into account. 

Systemic equity involves a robust system and 

dynamic process consciously designed to 

create, support, and sustain social justice. See 

“Racial justice.”

Ethnicity — A socially constructed grouping  

of people based on culture, tribe, language,  

national heritage, and/or religion. It is often 

used interchangeably with race and/or 

national origin but should be considered an 

overlapping, rather than identical, category. 

See “Racial and ethnic categories.”

Hate crime — Criminal acts, motivated by bias, 

that target victims based on their perceived 

membership in a certain social group.  

Incidents may involve physical assault, dam-

age to property, bullying, harassment, verbal 

abuse, offensive graffiti, letters, or email. Hate 

crime laws enhance the penalties associated 

with conduct that is criminal under other laws.

GLOSSARY OF TERMS
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Implicit bias/unconscious bias — Attitudes that 

unconsciously affect our decisions and actions. 

People often think of bias as intentional, i.e., some-

one wanted to say something racist. However, 

brain science has shown that people are often 

unaware of their bias, and the concept of implicit 

bias helps describe a lot of contemporary racist 

acts that may not be overt or intentional. Implicit 

bias is just as harmful, so it is important to talk 

about race explicitly and to take steps to address 

it. Institutions are composed of individuals whose 

biases are replicated and then produce systemic 

inequities. It is possible to interrupt implicit bias by 

adding steps to decision-making processes that 

thoughtfully consider and address racial impacts.

Minority/minorities — A term that has historically 

referred to non-white racial groups, indicating 

that they were numerically smaller than the 

dominant white majority. Defining people of color 

as “minorities” is not recommended because of 

changing demographics and how it reinforces 

ideas of inferiority and marginalization of a group 

of people. Defining people by how they self-iden-

tify is often preferable and more respectful. The 

term “minority” may be needed in specific cases 

(such as “minority contracting” and “minori-

ty-owned businesses”) to reflect data that is 

collected using those categories. See the term 

“People of color.”

Mixed race, biracial, multiracial — Generally 

accepted terms to describe a person who has 

mixed ancestry of two or more races. Many 

terms for people of various multiracial back-

grounds exist, some of which are pejorative or 

are no longer used. The U.S. Census first gave 

the option for a person to identify as belonging 

to more than one race in 2000, at which time 

approximately 9 million individuals, or 2.9 percent 

of the population, self-identified as multiracial.

Multicultural — Involving various cultures in 

a society, usually with the intent to promote 

tolerance, inclusion, and equal respect for cultural 

diversity. Does not include an explicit racial lens. 

Multiculturalism often focuses on interpersonal 

interaction and communication between people 

of different cultures rather than a systemic 

approach to advance equity.

People of color — Often the preferred collective 

term for referring to non-white racial groups, 

rather than “minorities.” Racial justice advocates 

have been using the term “people of color” (not to 

be confused with the pejorative “colored people”) 

since the late 1970s as an inclusive and unifying 

frame across different racial groups that are not 

white to address racial inequities. While “people 

of color” can be a politically useful term, and 

describes people with their own attributes (as 

opposed to what they are not, e.g., “non-white”), 

it is also important whenever possible to identify 

people through their own racial/ethnic group, as 

each has its own distinct experience and mean-

ing and may be more appropriate.

“Post-racial” — A term used to describe a time 

in which racial prejudice and discrimination no 

longer exist. Deep racial disparities and divisions 

exist across our society, and some are even 

widening. Much like the notion of “colorblind-

ness,” the idea of a “post-racial” society does not 

acknowledge that racism and inequity sit at the 

core of many of our nation’s deepest challenges. 

See “Colorblind.”

Privilege — A set of advantages systemically 

conferred on a particular person or group of 

people. White people are racially privileged, even 

when they are economically underprivileged. 

Privilege and oppression go hand-in-hand: They 

are two sides of the same power relationship, and 

both sides of the equation must be understood 

and addressed. People can be disadvantaged 

by one identity and privileged by another. See 

“Intersectionality” and “White supremacy.”

Race — While often assumed to be a biological 

classification, based on physical and genet-

ic variation, racial categories do not have a 

scientific basis. However, the consequences of 

racial categorization are real, as the ideology of 

race has become embedded in our identities, 

institutions, and culture, and is used as a basis 

for discrimination and racial profiling. How one 

is racialized is a major determinant of one’s 

socioeconomic status and life opportunities. See 

“Racial and ethnic categories.”

Racial and ethnic categories — System of 

organizing people into groups based on their 

identified race and ethnicity, with categories 

that may change over time. Data is derived from 

self-identification questions; however, people 

often do not get to select the categories from 

which they must choose, making most methods 

of categorizing and counting highly political and 

often problematic.

Racial hierarchy — Ranking of different races/

ethnic groups, based on physical and perceived 

characteristics. Racial hierarchy is not a binary 

of white vs. non-white, but rather a complex 

system where groups occupy different rungs of 

political, economic, and cultural power. Racist 

ideology relies on maintaining hierarchies, even 

among racial groups.

Racial justice — The systematic fair treatment of 

people of all races, resulting in equitable oppor-

tunities and outcomes for all. Racial justice—or 

racial equity—goes beyond “anti-racism.” It is not 

just the absence of discrimination and inequities 

but also the presence of deliberate systems and 

supports to achieve and sustain racial equity 

through proactive and preventative measures.
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Racial profiling — The discriminatory practice by 

law enforcement officials of targeting people of 

color for suspicion of crime without evidence of 

criminal activity, based on their perceived race, 

ethnicity, national origin, or religion (e.g., “stop-

and-frisk”). Racial profiling is ineffective, damages 

community-police relationships, and is being 

litigated around the country as a violation of 

constitutional rights. However, law enforcement 

authorities at the federal, state, and local levels 

continue to use racial profiling. 

Racial slur — Derogatory, pejorative, or insulting 

terms for members of a racial or ethnic group. 

While some slurs, like the “n-word,” are under-

stood as such and are avoided, some slurs are 

still used in everyday speech, with little under-

standing of their harm.

Racism — A historically-rooted system of power 

hierarchies based on race—infused in our institu-

tions, policies, and culture—that benefits white  

people and hurts people of color. Racism isn’t 

limited to individual acts of prejudice, either 

deliberate or accidental. Rather, the most dam-

aging racism is built into systems and institutions 

that shape our lives. Most coverage of race and 

racism is not “systematically aware,” meaning 

that it either focuses on racism at the level of an 

individuals’ speech or actions (individual-level 

racism), dismisses systemic racism, or refers to 

racism in the past tense.

Racist — Describes a person, behavior, or incident 

that perpetuates racism. Stories of race and 

racism that focus on personal prejudice (“who’s a 

racist?”) get a disproportionate share of attention 

in the media. This reinforces the message that 

racism is primarily a phenomenon of overt, inten-

tional acts carried out by prejudiced individuals 

who need correcting and/or shaming and tends to 

spark debates of limited value about that individ-

ual’s character. Media and racial justice advocates 

should use a systemic lens when producing 

race-related stories and topics to examine 

systems, institutional practices, policies, and 

outcomes.

“Reverse racism” — A concept based on a 

misunderstanding of what racism is, often used 

to accuse and attack efforts made to rectify 

systemic injustices. Every individual can be 

prejudiced and biased at one time or another 

toward various people and behaviors, but racism 

is based on power and systematic oppression. In-

dividual prejudice and systemic racism cannot be 

equated. Even though some people of color hold 

powerful positions, white people overwhelmingly 

hold the most systemic power. The concept of 

“reverse racism” ignores structural racism, which 

permeates all dimensions of our society, routinely 

advantaging white people and disadvantageous 

to people of color. Structural racism is deeply 

entrenched and in no danger of being dismantled 

or “reversed” any time soon.

Stereotype — Characteristics ascribed to a person 

or groups of people based on generalization and 

oversimplification that may result in stigmatization 

and discrimination. Even so-called positive stereo-

types (e.g., Asian Americans as “model minorities”) 

can be harmful due to their limiting nature.

Systemic analysis — A comprehensive examina-

tion of the root causes and mechanisms at play 

that result in patterns. It involves looking beyond 

individual speech, acts, and practices to the larger 

structures—organizations, institutions, traditions, 

and systems of knowledge.

White supremacy — A form of racism centered 

upon the belief that white people are superior to 

people of other racial backgrounds and that white 

people should politically, economically, and  

socially dominate non-white people. While often 

associated with violence perpetrated by the 

KKK and other white supremacist groups, it also 

describes a political ideology and systemic 

oppression that perpetuates and maintains social, 

political, historical, and/or industrial  

white domination.

White supremacy culture — Characteristics of 

white supremacy that manifest in organizational 

culture and are used as norms and standards 

without being proactively named or chosen by 

the full group. The characteristics are damaging 

to both people of color and white people in that 

they elevate the values, preferences, and experi-

ences of one racial group above all others. Orga-

nizations that are led by people of color or have a 

majority of people of color can also demonstrate 

characteristics of white supremacy culture.
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CREATING	SHARED	STRATEGY	
	
 

How	do	we	creatively	strategize?	
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S T R A T E G Y 	
	

	
When	you	structured	your	leadership	team	you	decided	on	a	shared	purpose:	your	overall	mission,	
your	constituency,	and	the	kind	of	activities	you’ll	undertake.	The	challenge	now	is	to	strategize	
just	HOW	you	will	carry	out	that	purpose.		
	

The	first	step	is	to	identify	the	people	whom	you	are	organizing,	your	constituency,	and	map	out	the	
other	relevant	actors.	The	second	step	is	to	come	up	with	the	goal	of	your	organizing	effort:		what	
exactly	is	the	problem	is	you	hope	to	solve,	how	would	the	world	look	different	if	it	were	solved,	why	
hasn’t	that	problem	been	solved,	what	would	it	take	to	solve	it,	and	toward	what	clear,	observable,	
and	motivational	goal	could	members	of	your	constituency	focus	their	work	to	get	started,	build	their	
capacity,	and	develop	their	leadership?	The	third	step	is	to	figure	out	how	your	constituency	could	
turn	resources	it	has	into	the	power	it	needs	to	achieve	that	goal:	what	tactics	could	it	use,	how	could	
they	target	their	efforts,	and	how	would	they	time	their	campaign.		
	
Strategy	is	“turning	resources	you	have	into	the	power	you	need	to	get	what	you	want	-	your	goal.	
	
• Strategic	Goal	(what	you	want):	The	goal	is	a	clear,	measurable	point	that	allows	you	to	know	if	

you’ve	won	or	lost,	and	that	meets	the	challenge	your	constituency	faces.		
	

• Power	(what	you	need):	tactics	through	which	you	can	turn	your	resources	into	the	capacity	you	
need	to	achieve	your	goal.		

	

• Resources	(what	your	constituency	has):	time,	money,	skills,	relationships,	etc.	
	
How	Strategy	Works	
	
Strategy	is	Motivated:	What’s	the	problem?		
	
We	are	natural	strategists.		We	conceive	purposes,	encounter	obstacles	in	achieving	those	purposes,	
and	we	figure	out	how	to	overcomes	those	obstacles.	But	because	we	are	also	creatures	of	habit,	we	
only	strategize	when	we	have	to:	when	we	have	a	problem,	something	goes	wrong,	something	forces	
a	change	in	our	plans.	That’s	when	we	pay	attention,	take	a	look	around,	and	decide	we	have	to	do	
something	differently.	Just	as	our	emotional	understanding	inhabits	the	stories	we	tell,	our	cognitive	
understanding	inhabits	the	strategy	we	devise.	
	

Goals	for	this	session:	
	

• To	learn	an	actor-centered	approach	to	strategizing.		
	

• To	begin	devising	strategy	for	a	community	organizing	project.		
 

Page 63



6 3 	
Originally	adapted	from	the	works	of	Marshall	Ganz,	Harvard	University	and	modified	by	Abel	R.	Cano.	

 

	
Strategy	is	Creative:	What	can	we	do	about	the	problem?	
	
Strategy	requires	developing	an	understanding	of	why	the	problem	hasn’t	been	solved,	as	well	as	a	
theory	of	how	to	solve	it,	a	theory	of	change.	Moreover	because	those	who	resist	change	often	have	
access	to	more	resources,	those	who	seek	change	often	have	to	be	more	resourceful.	We	have	to	use	
this	resourcefulness	to	create	the	capacity	–	the	power	–	to	get	the	problem	solved.	It’s	not	so	much	
about	getting	“more”	resources	as	it	is	about	using	one’s	resources	smartly	and	creatively.	

Strategy	is	a	Verb:	How	can	we	adapt	as	we	learn	to	solve	the	problem?		
 
The	real	action	in	strategy	is,	as	Alinsky	put	it,	in	the	reaction	–	by	other	actors,	the	opposition,	and	
the	challenges	and	opportunities	that	emerge	along	the	way.	What	makes	it	“strategy”	and	not	
“reaction”	is	the	mindfulness	we	can	bring	to	bear	on	our	choices	relative	to	what	we	want	to	
achieve,	like	a	potter	interacting	with	the	clay	on	the	wheel,	as	Mintzberg	describes	it.		
	
Although	our	goal	may	remain	constant,	strategizing	requires	ongoing	adaptation	of	current	action	to	
new	information.	Something	worked	better	than	we	expected.	Something	did	not	work	that	we	had	
expected.	Things	change.	Some	people	oppose	us	so	we	have	to	respond.	Launching	a	campaign	only	
begins	the	work	of	strategizing.	This	is	one	reason	your	leadership	team	should	include	a	full	diversity	
of	the	skills,	access	to	information	and	interests	needed	to	achieve	your	goal.	We	call	this	“strategic	
capacity.”	So	strategy	is	not	a	single	event,	but	an	ongoing	process	continuing	throughout	the	life	of	a	
project.	We	plan,	we	act,	we	evaluate	the	results	of	our	action,	we	plan	some	more,	we	act	further,	
evaluate	further,	etc.	We	strategize,	as	we	implement,	not	prior	to	it.		
	

Strategy	is	Situated:	How	can	I	connect	the	view	in	the	valley	with	the	view	from	the	mountains?	
	
Strategy	unfolds	within	a	specific	context,	the	particularities	of	which	really	matter.	One	of	the	most	
challenging	aspects	of	strategizing	is	that	it	requires	both	a	mastery	of	the	details	of	the	“arena”	in	
which	it	is	enacted	and	the	ability	to	go	up	to	the	top	of	the	mountain	and	get	a	view	of	the	whole.	
The	power	of	imaginative	strategizing	can	only	be	realized	when	rooted	within	an	understanding	of	
the	trees	AND	the	forest.	One	way	to	create	the	“arena	of	action”	is	by	mapping	the	“actors”	are	that	
populate	that	arena.		
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K E Y 	 S T R A T E G I C 	 Q U E S T I O N S 	
	
	

1. Who	are	my	PEOPLE?	
	

2. What	CHANGE	do	they	seek?	(Goal)	
	

3. Where	can	they	get	the	POWER?	(Theory	of	Change)		
	

4. Which	TACTICS	can	they	use?	
	

5. What	is	their	TIMELINE?		
	

	
S T E P 	 O N E : 	 W H O 	 A R E 	 M Y 	 P E O P L E ? 	

Constituency	
Constituents	are	people	who	have	a	need	to	organize,	who	can	contribute	leadership,	can	commit	
resources,	and	can	become	a	new	source	of	power.	It	makes	a	big	difference	whether	we	think	of	
people	with	whom	we	work	as	constituents,	clients,	or	customers.	Constituents	(from	the	Latin	for	
“stand	together”)	associate	on	behalf	of	common	interests,	commit	resources	to	acting	on	those	
interests,	and	have	a	voice	in	deciding	how	to	act.		Clients	(from	the	Latin	for	“one	who	leans	on	
another”)	have	an	interest	in	services	others	provide,	do	not	contribute	resources	to	a	common	
effort,	nor	do	they	have	a	voice	in	decisions.		Customers	(a	term	derived	from	trade)	have	an	interest	
in	goods	or	services	that	a	seller	can	provide	in	exchange	for	resources	in	which	he	or	she	has	an	
interest.	The	organizers	job	is	to	turn	a	community	–	people	who	share	common	values	or	interests		–	
into	a	constituency	–	people	who	can	act	on	behalf	of	those	values	or	interests.	
	
Leadership 
Although	your	constituency	is	the	focus	of	your	work,	your	goal	as	an	organizer	is	to	draw	upon	
leadership	from	within	that	constituency	–	the	people	with	whom	you	work	to	organize	everyone	
else.	Their	work,	like	your	own,	is	to	“accept	responsibility	for	enabling	others	to	achieve	purpose	in	
the	face	of	uncertainty.”		They	facilitate	the	work	members	of	their	constituency	must	do	to	achieve	
their	shared	goals,	represent	their	constituency	to	others,	and	are	accountable	to	their	constituency.	
Your	work	with	these	leaders	is	to	enable	them	to	learn	the	five	organizing	practices	you	are	learning:	
relationship	building,	story	telling,	structuring,	strategizing,	and	action.	By	developing	their	leadership	
you,	as	an	organizer,	not	only	can	get	to	“get	to	scale.”	You	are	also	creating	new	capacity	for	action	–	
power	–	within	your	constituency.	For	the	purpose	of	this	exercise	your	group	here	is	your	leadership	
team.		
	
Opposition	
In	pursuing	their	interests,	constituents	may	find	themselves	to	be	in	conflict	with	interests	of	other	
individuals	or	organizations.		An	employers’	interest	in	maximizing	profit,	for	example,	may	conflict	
with	an	employees'	interest	in	earning	a	comfortable	wage.	A	tobacco	company's	interests	may	
conflict	not	only	with	those	of	anti-smoking	groups,	but	of	the	public	in	general.	A	street	gang's	
interests	may	conflict	with	those	of	a	church	youth	group.	The	interests	of	a	Republican	Congressional	
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candidate	conflict	with	those	of	the	Democratic	candidate	in	the	same	district.	At	times,	however,	
opposition	may	not	be	immediately	obvious,	emerging	clearly	only	in	the	course	of	a	campaign.	

	
Supporters	
People	whose	interests	are	not	directly	or	obviously	affected	may	find	it	to	be	in	their	interest	to	back	
an	organization’s	work	financially,	politically,	voluntarily,	etc.	Although	they	may	not	be	part	of	the	
constituency,	they	may	sit	on	governing	boards.		For	example,	Church	organizations	and	foundations	
provided	a	great	deal	of	support	for	the	civil	rights	movement.	
	
Competitors	and	Collaborators	
These	are	individuals	or	organizations	with	which	we	may	share	some	interests,	but	not	others.	They	
may	target	the	same	constituency,	the	same	sources	of	support,	or	face	the	same	opposition.	Two	
unions	trying	to	organize	the	same	workforce	may	compete	or	collaborate.	Two	community	groups	
trying	to	serve	the	same	constituency	may	compete	or	collaborate	in	their	fundraising.		
	
Other	Actors	
These	are	individuals	and	actors	who	may	have	a	great	deal	of	relevance	to	the	problem	at	hand,	but	
could	contribute	to	solving	it,	or	making	it	harder	to	solve,	in	many	different	ways.	This	includes	the	
media,	the	courts,	the	general	public,	for	example.	Mapping	the	actors	can	help	us	identify	those	who	
may	be	responsible	for	the	problem	our	constituency	faces,	where	they	can	find	allies,	and	who	else	
has	an	interest	in	the	situation.	
	
S T E P 	 T W O : 	 W H A T 	 C H A N G E 	 D O 	 T H E Y 	 S E E K : 	 G O A L S ? 	 	

	
We	then	must	decide	on	a	strategic	goal	for	our	campaign	by	asking	what	exactly	the	problem	is,	how	
the	world	might	look	if	it	were	solved,	why	it	hasn’t	been	solved,	and	what	it	would	take	to	solve	it.		
	
What’s	the	problem?	
	
What	exactly	is	the	problem,	in	real	terms,	in	terms	of	people’s	every	day	life?		
Brainstorm	your	teams	understanding	of	what	the	problem	is	with	as	much	specificity	as	possible.	Dig	
into	it	and	go	beyond	the	accepted	answers.		
	
How	would	the	world	look	different	if	the	problem	were	solved?		
	
What	happens	if	we	fail	to	act?	What	is	the	“nightmare”	that	awaits	–	or	may	already	be	here?	On	the	
other	hand,	what	could	the	world	 look	 like	 if	we	do	act?	What’s	our	realistic	“dream”,	a	possibility	
that	could	become	reality?		
	
Why	hasn’t	the	problem	been	solved?		
	
If	the	world	would	look	so	much	better	for	our	people	if	the	problem	were	solved,	why	hasn’t	it	been	
solved?	Has	no	one	thought	of	it?	Did	people	try,	but	found	they	were	meeting	too	much	resistance?	
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Did	people	not	know	how?	Did	they	lack	information?	Did	they	lack	technology?	Would	solving	the	
problem	threaten	interests	powerful	enough	to	derail	the	attempts?		
	
What	would	it	take	to	solve	the	problem?		
	
More	information?	Greater	awareness?	New	tools?	Better	organization?	Better	communication?	
More	power?	What	changes	by	what	people	would	be	required	for	the	problem	to	be	solved?	
	
What’s	the	goal?	
	
Toward	what	goal	can	we	work	that	may	not	solve	the	whole	problem,	but	that	could	get	us	well	on	
the	way:	it	would	make	a	real	change,	could	build	our	capacity,	could	motivate	others,	could	create	a	
foundation	for	what	comes	next.	No	one	campaign	can	solve	everything,	but	unless	we	can	focus	our	
efforts	on	a	clear	outcome	we	risk	wasting	precious	resources	in	ways	that	won’t	move	us	towards	
our	ultimate	goal.	Here	are	some	criteria	to	consider	for	a	motivational,	strategic	organizing	campaign	
goal—one	that	builds	leadership	and	power:	
	

1) Specific	Focus:	It’s	concrete,	measurable,	and	meaningful.		If	your	constituents	win,	achieving	
this	goal	will	result	in	visible,	significant	change	in	their	daily	lives.	This	is	the	difference	
between	“our	goal	is	to	win	reproductive	justice”	and	“our	goal	is	to	ensure	that	every	student	
has	access	to	free,	round	the	clock	contraception	on	our	campus.”	We	make	progress	on	the	
first	one	by	turning	it	into	something	that	can	be	achieved	by	moving	specific	decision	makers	
to	reallocate	resources	in	specific	ways.		Your	constituency	will	need	this	focus	to	move	into	
action.		

2) Motivational:	It	has	the	makings	of	a	good	story.		The	goal	is	rooted	in	values	important	to	
your	constituency,	requires	taking	on	a	real	challenge,	and	stretches	your	resources:	It	isn’t	
something	you	can	win	tomorrow.		Think	David	and	Goliath.	

3) Leverage:	It	makes	the	most	of	your	constituency’s	strengths,	experience	and	resources,	but	is	
outside	the	strengths,	experience	and	resources	of	your	opponent.	

4) Builds	Capacity:	It	requires	developing	leadership	who	can	organize	their	own	constituency	
to	enhance	the	power	of	your	organization.	It	offers	multiple	local	targets	or	points	of	entry	
and	organization.			

5) Contagious:	it	could	be	emulated	by	others	pursuing	similar	goals.		
	
This	pyramid	chart	offers	a	way	to	think	about	where	
the	goal	of	your	campaign	can	be	nested	within	a	
larger	mission	in	scope	or	in	scale.	At	every	level,	
strategy	requires	imagining	an	outcome,	assessing	
resources	available	to	achieve	that	outcome,	and,	in	
light	of	the	context,	devising	a	theory	of	change:	
how	to	turn	those	resources	into	the	power	needed	
to	achieve	that	outcome,	a	theory	that	is	enacted	
through	tactics,	timing,	and	targeting.	In	the	bus	
boycott,	planning	the	initial	meeting	required	
strategizing	as	much	as	figuring	out	how	to	sustain	
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the	campaign	for	the	long	haul.	It	is	likely	different	people	are	responsible	for	different	strategic	
scope	at	different	levels	of	an	organization	or	for	different	time	periods,	but	good	strategy	is	required	
at	every	level.		
	
After	agreeing	upon	criteria	 that	make	 for	a	good	 strategic	goal	 in	 your	 context,	brainstorm	again,	
generating	as	many	possible	goals	as	you	can.	Then	evaluate	 them	each	against	 the	criteria	you’ve	
established.	Then	come	up	with	an	“if-then	sentence”,	 imagining	ways	your	constituents	could	use	
their	resources	to	shift	power	in	order	to	achieve	their	goals.		
	
S T E P 	 3 : 	 W H E R E 	 C A N 	 T H E Y 	 G E T 	 T H E 	 P O W E R : 	 T H E O R Y 	 O F 	 C H A N G E ? 	 	
	
Figuring	out	how	to	achieve	a	strategic	goal	–	or	even	what	goal	is	worth	trying	to	achieve	-	requires	
developing	a	“theory	of	change?	We	all	make	assumptions	about	how	change	happens.	Some	people	
think	 that	 sharing	 information	widely	 enough	 (or	 “raise	 awareness”)	 about	 a	 problem	will	 change	
things.	 	Others	contend	that	 if	we	 just	get	all	 the	“stakeholders”	 into	the	same	room	and	talk	with	
each	others	we’ll	discover	that	we	have	more	in	common	than	that	separates	us	and	that	will	solve	
the	problem.	Still	others	think	we	just	need	to	be	smarter	about	figuring	out	the	solution.		
	
Community	organizers	focus	on	the	community,	their	constituency,	because	they	believe	that	unless	
the	community	itself	develops	its	own	capacity	to	solve	the	problem,	it	won’t	remain	solved.	Another	
word	 for	 “capacity”	 is	 “power”	 or,	 as	 Dr.	 King	 defined	 it	 “the	 ability	 to	 achieve	 purpose.”	 	 Power	
grows	out	of	the	influence	that	we	can	have	on	each	other.	If	your	interest	in	my	resources	is	greater	
than	my	interest	in	your	resources,	I	get	some	power	over	you	–	so	I	can	use	your	resources	for	my	
purposes.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 if	 we	 have	 an	 equal	 interest	 in	 each	 other’s	 resources	 we	 can	
collaborate	to	create	more	power	with	each	other	to	bring	more	capacity	 to	bear	on	achieving	our	
purposes	than	we	can	alone.	So	the	question	is	how	to	proactively	organize	our	resources	to	shift	the	
power	enough	to	win	the	change	we	want,	building	our	capacity	to	win	more	over	time?		Since	power	
is	a	kind	of	relationship,	tracking	it	down	requires	asking	four	questions:	
	

• What	do	WE	want?		
	

• Who	has	the	RESOURCES	to	create	that	change?	
	

• What	do	THEY	want?	
	

• What	resources	do	WE	have	that	THEY	want	or	need?	
	
If	 it	turns	out	that	we	have	the	resources	we	need,	but	just	need	to	use	them	more	collaboratively,	
then	 it’s	 a	 “power	 with”	 dynamic.	 If	 it	 turns	 out	 that	 the	 resources	 we	 need	 have	 to	 come	 from	
somewhere	else,	then	it’s	a	“power	over”	dynamic.	So	the	question	is	how	our	constituency	can	use	
its	resources	 in	ways	that	will	create	the	capacity	 it	needs	to	achieve	the	goal.	 IF	we	do	this,	THEN	
that	will	likely	happen.	Test	this	out	with	a	series	of	“If-Then”	sentences.	Once	your	satisfied	you	are	
ready	to	articulate	your	organizing	sentence:	
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“We	 are	 organizing	WHO	 to	 achieve	WHAT	 (goal)	 by	 HOW	 (theory	 of	 change)	 to	 achieve	 what	
CHANGE	”		
	
	
S T E P 	 4 : 	 W H A T 	 T A C T I C S 	 C A N 	 T H E Y 	 U S E ? 	 	
	
Remember	what	a	“tactic”	is?	It’s	the	activity	that	makes	your	strategy	real.	Strategy	without	tactics	is	
just	 a	 bunch	 of	 ideas.	 Tactics	without	 strategy	wastes	 resources.	 So	 the	 art	 of	 organizing	 is	 in	 the	
dynamic	 relationship	 between	 strategy	 and	 tactics,	 using	 the	 strategy	 to	 inform	 the	 tactics,	 and	
learning	from	the	tactics	to	adapt	strategy.	
	
Your	campaign	will	get	into	trouble	if	you	use	a	tactic	just	because	you	happen	to	be	familiar	with	it	-	
but	haven’t	figured	out	how	that	tactic	can	actually	help	you	achieve	your	goal.	Similarly,	if	you	spend	
all	your	time	strategizing,	without	investing	the	time,	effort,	and	skill	to	learn	how	to	use	the	tactics	
you	need	skillfully,	you	waste	your	time.	Strategy	is	a	way	of	hypothesizing:	if	I	do	this	(tactic),	then	
this	 (goal)	may	happen.	And	 like	 any	hypothesis	 the	proof	 is	 in	 the	 testing	of	 it.	 	 Criteria	 for	 good	
tactics	include:	

• Strategic:	 it	makes	good	use	of	your	constituency’s	 resources	 to	make	concrete,	measurable	
progress	toward	campaign	goals.	Saul	Alinsky	and	Gene	Sharp	are	excellent	sources	of	tactical	
ideas.		

	
• Strengthens	your	organization:	it	improves	the	capacity	of	your	people	to	work	together.		

	
• Supports	 leadership	 development:	 It	 develops	 new	 skills,	 new	 understanding,	 and,	 most	

importantly,	new	leadership.		
	
There	are	two	ways	to	operate	in	the	world—you	can	be	reactive,	as	many	organizations	are,	or	you	
can	be	proactive.	 	 In	order	 to	be	proactive	you	have	to	set	your	own	campaign	goals	and	timeline,	
organizing	your	tactics	so	that	they	build	capacity	and	momentum	over	time.		
	
	
S T E P 	 5 : 	 W H A T 	 I S 	 T H E I R 	 T I M E L I N E ? 	
	
The	timing	of	a	campaign	is	structured	as	an	unfolding	narrative	or	story.	It	begins	with	a	foundation	
period	(prologue),	starts	crisply	with	a	kick-off	(curtain	goes	up),	builds	slowly	to	successive	peaks	(act	
one,	act	two),	culminates	in	a	final	peak	determining	the	outcome	(denouement),	and	is	resolved	as	
we	 celebrate	 the	 outcome	 (epilogue).	Our	 efforts	 generate	momentum	not	mysteriously,	 but	 as	 a	
snowball.	As	we	accomplish	each	objective	we	generate	new	resources	that	can	be	applied	to	achieve	
the	subsequent	greater	objective.	Our	motivation	grows	as	each	small	success	persuades	us	that	the	
subsequent	success	is	achievable	-	and	our	commitment	grows.		
	
A	campaign	timeline	has	clear	phases,	with	a	peak	at	 the	end	of	each	phase—a	threshold	moment	
when	we	have	 succeed	 in	 creating	 a	 new	 capacity	we	 can	 now	put	 to	work	 to	 achieving	 our	 next	
peak.	For	example,	one	phase	might	be	a	2	month	fundraising	and	house	meeting	campaign	that	ends	
in	 a	 campaign	 kickoff	meeting	 or	 rally.	 Another	 phase	might	 be	 2	months	 of	 door-to-door	 contact	
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with	 constituents	 affected	 by	 the	 problem	 you’re	 trying	 to	 solve,	 collecting	 a	 target	 number	 of	
petitions	to	deliver	with	a	march	on	the	Mayor	at	City	Hall	at	the	end,	another	peak.		But	within	each	
phase	 there	 is	 a	 predictable	 cycle,	 which	 in	 a	 sense	 is	 a	 mini-campaign	 in	 itself:	 training,	 launch,	
action,	more	action,	peak,	evaluation.	When	organizing	a	peak,	keep	in	mind	a	specific	outcome	that	
you	want	the	peak	to	generate.	For	example,	if	you	want	to	sign-up	50	new	volunteers	at	an	event	or	
launch	three	neighborhood	teams,	how	do	you	make	that	happen?		
	
After	each	peak,	your	staff,	volunteers	and	members	need	time	to	rest,	learn,	re-train	and	plan	for	
the	next	phase.		Often	organizations	say,	“We	don’t	have	time	for	that!”	Campaigns	that	don’t	take	
time	to	reflect,	adjust	and	re-train	end	up	burning	through	their	human	resources	and	becoming	
more	and	more	reactionary	over	time. 
			

	
	
	
	
	

Foundation 

Kick-off	
goal 

Peak	
goal 

Strategic	goal 
Evaluation	
&	next	steps 

Peak	
goal 

Capacity		
(people,	skills,	etc.) 

Time 
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TEAM	BREAKOUT	SESSION:	STRATEGY	I		
	

Goal	
• To	identify	who	the	people	are:	Who	is	your	constituency?	Who	are	the	other	actors?	
• To	decide	on	a	strategic	goal	can	help	you	solve	the	problem.		
• Develop	a	theory	of	change:	how	will	you	achieve	your	goal?		

	
AGENDA	
TOTAL	TIME:	95	minutes		
	
As	a	team,	you	will	come	up	with	a	strategic	goal	for	your	team’s	organizing	campaign,	map	the	
actors,	and	develop	our	theory	of	change.	Then	you’ll	get	feedback	before	breaking	out	again	for	a	
second	strategizing	session.	
	
	 1. Gather	your	team.	Choose	a	timekeeper	and	scribe.	Review	agenda.	

Review	the	Organizing	Sentence.	Fill	in	the	who	and	what	purpose	
sections	you	drafted	during	the	shared	purpose	exercise.		

	

5	min.	
	
	
	

	 2. Get	focused:	who	are	your	people?	What	change	do	they	need?	
What	is	your	purpose?	
	

35	min.	

	 3. Define	the	field:	who	are	the	actors?		
	

15	min.	

	 4. Develop	your	theory	of	change.	
	

5. Decide	upon	your	strategic	goal.  

15	min.	
	
10	min.	

	 6. Review	your	work,	summarize,	visualize.	
	

7. You	will	be	debriefing	with	another	team.	Choose	two	members	of	
your	team	to	present,	in	two	minutes,	the	picture	of	your	strategic	
goal	and	your	organizing	sentence	to	the	other	team.		

	
	
DEBRIEF:	Join	another	team.	
**	SEE	AGENDA	for	peer-to-peer	debrief	on	page	71.	**	

10	min.	
	
5	min.	
	
	
	
	
30	min.	
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WORKSHEET:		
DEVELOPING STRATEGY I: PEOPLE, POWER, CHANGE 
	

	
1.				REVIEW	THE	ORGANIZING	SENTENCE	(5	min.)	

	
On	one	piece	of	flipchart	paper,	write	out	your	organizing	sentence.	Fill	in	the	who	and	what	purpose	sections	
you	drafted	during	the	shared	purpose	exercise.	
	
ORGANIZING	SENTENCE:	We	are	organizing	(who)___________________to	pursue	(what	purpose)	

__________________by	(how:	theory	of	change)____________________________to	achieve	(what	strategic	

goal)	________________________________	by	(what	date)_______________.	We	will	do	this	by	using	these	

tactics	_____________________	to	achieve	___________	outcome	by	_________.	

*Bus	boycott	example:		We	are	organizing	African-Americans	in	Montgomery	to	achieve	racial	justice	
(or	end	institutionalized	racism)	by	building	the	power	we	need	to	compel	the	bus	company	and	city	
council	to	desegregate	the	busses	for	as	long	as	it	takes.	We	will	do	this	by	filing	a	law	suit,	mobilizing	
a	boycott,	organizing	a	carpool,	building	outside	support	for	launching	our	effort	by	______.	

	
Now	you	will	build	a	strategic	goal	based	on	an	analysis	of	who	your	constituency	is,	what	they	want,	and	how	
they	can	get	what	they	want.	Follow	the	steps	below.		
	

2. GETTING	FOCUSED:	WHO	ARE	YOUR	PEOPLE?	WHAT	IS	YOUR	GOAL?	(35	min.)	
	
Step	1:	With	your	team,	fill	in	the	table	below:		
	

PEOPLE	(5	min)	
Who	Are	My	People?		

(constituency)	
	
	

	

CHANGE	(30	min)	
What	Is	Their	Problem?	(5	min)		

	
How	Would	the	World	Look	Different	
If	Their	Problem	Were	Solved?	(5	min)	

	
	
	
	
	

Why	Hasn’t	Their	Problem	Been	Solved?	(10	min)	 What	Would	It	Take	To	Solve	Their	Problem?	(10	min)	
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3. WHO	ARE	THE	ACTORS?	(15	min)		

	
Step	1:	Create	the	map	(15	min)	
Draw	a	map-of-actors	chart	like	the	one	you	see	below	on	flipchart	paper.	Write	the	names	of	all	of	the	actors	
on	sticky	notes,	indicating	their	resources	and	their	interests.	Then	place	them	on	the	map	of	actors	where	you	
think	they	are	most	likely	to	be.		Start	with	yourselves.	Use	what	you	learned	from	building	relationships	to	fill	
this	out.	Brainstorm	other	relevant	actors	at	local,	state,	and	national	levels	by	name	or	specific	position	
wherever	possible.	Put	these	names	on	post-its	and	add	them	to	the	map.	Be	sure	to	include	the	following:		
	
a. Who	might	be	members	of	your	constituency?			
b. Who	might	be	your	opposition?		
c. Who	might	be	your	allies?		
d. Who	might	be	competitors	and	collaborators?	
e. Who	might	play	other	key	roles,	depending	on	how	they	are	mobilized	(courts,	press,	voters,	etc.)	
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4. WHERE’S	THE	POWER?	DEVELOPING	YOUR	THEORY	OF	CHANGE	(15	min)	
	
Your	theory	of	change	is	your	hypothesis	about	how	to	organize	your	constituents’	resources	to	affect	those	
who	hold	the	resources/power	to	solve	the	problem.	What	would	it	take	to	get	these	different	actors	to	take	
actions	that	further	your	strategic	goal?	At	what	point	will	they	actually	feel	your	constituents’	power?	
	
Think	back	to	your	goal,	above:	Who	holds	the	resources	and	decision-making	power	needed	to	achieve	that	
goal?		
	
Fill	in	the	corresponding	table	below:	

POWER	WITH	

	
	

POWER	OVER	

	
If	your	people	need	access	to	the	resources	held	by	
others	to	achieve	the	goal,	complete	the	following:	

What	resources	do	our	people	hold	that	they	can	use	
to	achieve	their	goal?	(make	a	creative	and	specific	
list)	
	
	
	
	
	
	

What	resources	do	our	people	need	to	access	to	
achieve	the	goal?	(make	a	specific	list)	
	
	
	
	
Which	actors	hold	those	resources?	
	
	
	
	
	

Why	haven’t	our	people	used	these	resources	to	
achieve	their	goal?		
	
	
	
	
	
	

What	resources	do	our	people	hold	that	these	actors	
need?		
	

How	can	our	people	use	their	resources	in	new	ways	
that	can	achieve	their	goal?		
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

How	can	our	people	leverage	what	they	have	to	get	
what	they	want	from	these	other	actors?		
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5. DECIDE	ON	YOUR	STRATEGIC	GOAL	(10	min)	

	
Review	criteria	for	a	good	strategic	goal	(2	min)	

• Focuses	effort		
• Motivates	participation		
• Leverages	resources	
• Builds	capacity	
• Can	be	emulated	

	
Decide	on	a	Strategic	Goal	(8	min)	
	
What	concrete	outcome	will	you	aim	to	achieve	that	will	help	your	constituents	get	what	they	want?	First	
openly	brainstorm	and	build	upon	each	idea,	then	use	your	criteria	above	to	evaluate	them,	and	make	a	
decision.		

What	is	the	goal	of	your	campaign?	
	

	
6. REVIEW	YOUR	WORK,	SUMMARIZE,	VISUALIZE	(10	min.)	

	
1. Review	your	team’s	work	so	far	in	this	section	and	discuss	these	questions:	

a. Are	we	clear	on	our	constituency?	
b. Do	we	want	to	specify	our	goal	more	concretely?	
c. Are	we	clear	about	our	theory	of	change?	

	
On	two	pieces	of	flipchart	paper,	write	out	the	following:	

2. Write	out	your	organizing	sentence.		
	
ORGANIZING	SENTENCE:	We	are	organizing	(who)___________________to	pursue	(what	purpose)	

__________________by	(how:	theory	of	change)____________________________to	achieve	(what	strategic	

goal)	________________________________	by	(what	date)_______________.	We	will	do	this	by	using	these	

tactics	_____________________	to	achieve	___________	outcome	by	_________.	

*Bus	boycott	example:		We	are	organizing	African-Americans	in	Montgomery	to	achieve	racial	justice	
(or	end	institutionalized	racism)	by	building	the	power	we	need	to	compel	the	bus	company	and	city	

Write	your	theory	of	change:	

If	my	people	use	their	resources	to	do…	
	

Then	the	result	will	be…	
	

Because…	
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council	to	desegregate	the	busses	for	as	long	as	it	takes.	We	will	do	this	by	filing	a	law	suit,	mobilizing	
a	boycott,	organizing	a	carpool,	building	outside	support	for	launching	our	effort	by	______.	
	

	
3. Draw	a	picture	of	your	strategic	goal.	What	would	the	world	look	like	if	you	achieve	it?		

	
Choose	one	person	from	your	group	to	present	in	one	minute	the	picture	of	your	strategic	goal	and	your	
organizing	sentence	to	the	large	group	during	debrief.	
 

··· 
	
STRATEGY	I	PEER-TO-PEER	DEBRIEF	AGENDA	(30	minutes)			
*Teams	of	3	will	have	10	min.	per	group.*		
	

1. Gather	with	one	other	team.	Each	team	should	choose	a	timekeeper	and	scribe.	(1	min)	

2. Team	1:	Presenters	share	picture	of	strategic	goal	and	organizing	sentence.	(2	min)	

3. Team	2:	(7	min)	

a. Clarifying	Questions:	Ask	clarifying	questions	to	better	understand	campaign.	(2	min)	

b. Coaching	Questions:	Provide	feedback	in	the	form	of	questions	ONLY.	Team	1	should	listen	

SILENTLY	and	note	down	the	questions.	Be	sure	to	affirm	what’s	working	as	well	as	lift	up	what	

can	be	improved.	(5	min)	

4. Team	1:	can	now	respond	to	the	questions.	(5	min)	

	

SWITCH	

	

5. Team	2:	Presenters	share	picture	of	strategic	goal	and	organizing	sentence.	(2	min)	

6. Team	1:	(7	min)	

a. Clarifying	Questions:	Ask	clarifying	questions	to	better	understand	campaign.	(2	min)	

b. Coaching	Questions:	Provide	feedback	in	the	form	of	questions	ONLY.	Team	2	should	listen	

SILENTLY	and	note	down	the	questions.	Be	sure	to	affirm	what’s	working	as	well	as	lift	up	what	

can	be	improved.	(5	min)	

7. Team	2:	can	now	respond	to	the	questions.	(5	min)	

	

*End	of	peer-to-peer	debrief.	Please	take	a	10-minute	break	and	meet	back	in	the	plenary.*	 	
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TEAM	BREAKOUT	SESSION:	STRATEGY	II		
	

Goals	
• To	decide	on	the	tactics	that	can	help	you	achieve	your	strategic	goal.		
• To	put	those	tactics	on	a	campaign	timeline	culminating	in	a	peak.		

	
AGENDA	
TOTAL	TIME:	45	minutes		
	
As	a	team,	you	will	brainstorm	tactics	that	will	help	you	achieve	your	strategic	goal,	sequence	your	
tactics	into	peaks	on	a	campaign	timeline,	and	visualize	your	kickoff	tactic.	
	
	 1.	Gather	in	your	team.	Nominate	a	timekeeper	and	scribe.	Review	agenda	

and	clarify	concepts.		
	
2.	Review	your	theory	of	change	and	strategic	goal.	Incorporate	any	
feedback	from	Strategy	I.	
	

2	min.	
	
	
5	min.	
	

	 3.	What	tactics	can	help	you	achieve	the	goal?	On	what	timeline?	Use	the	
following	worksheet	to	help	you	strategize.	
	
4.	Brainstorm	and	visualize	your	kickoff	tactics	using	the	worksheet.	
	
5.	Choose	someone	from	your	group	to	present	your	campaign	timeline	and	
the	visualization	of	your	strategic	goal	and	kickoff	tactic	to	the	larger	group.		
Rejoin	the	larger	group.	
	
	

-	-	-	
	
	
	
**	NOTE:	We	will	be	doing	a	“gallery	walk.”	Please	post	the	pictures	of	your	
timeline,	goal	and	kickoff	tactic	on	the	wall	in	the	plenary	space	so	that	we	
can	all	walk	around	and	look	at	each	one.	
	
	

20	min	
	
	
15	min.	
	
3	min.	
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WORKSHEET:		
DEVELOPING STRATEGY II: TACTICS AND TIMELINE 
	
	

1.	TACTICS	&	CAMPAIGN	TIMELINE	(Total:	20	min)	
	
Step	1:	Brainstorm	Tactics	(10	min)	

As	a	team,	brainstorm	as	many	tactics	as	you	can	in	10	minutes	on	flipchart	paper.	Your	tactics	should	
be	based	on	your	theory	of	change.	How	will	you	organize	your	constituency’s	resources	to	create	
the	change	they	want?	Good	tactics	are	based	in	the	culture	and	experience	of	your	people	and	
reflect	your	values.	

Then	decide	on	the	top	three,	using	the	following	criteria:	do	they	make	good	use	of	your	resources?	
Do	they	build	capacity?	Do	they	help	you	to	achieve	your	goal?		

Step	2:	Sequence	Tactics	into	Peaks	(10	min)	

Strategize	Backwards.	How	will	you	organize	your	tactics	over	time	to	achieve	your	strategic	goal?		
	
For	each	tactic,	determine	a	peak	goal—what	would	it	look	like	to	achieve	it?	A	peak	is	typically	an	
event	or	action	with	your	constituency	that	shows	all	the	capacity	that’s	been	generated	since	the	
last	peak.	Starting	at	your	strategic	goal,	work	backwards	to	sequence	your	peaks	on	a	campaign	
timeline	(see	example	below).	

Ensure	that	each	peak	builds	on	what	came	before	so	that	you	are	gaining	power	and	capacity	over	
time,	culminating	in	your	strategic	goal.	What	outcome	do	you	want	from	each	peak	(for	example,	
how	many	new	people	sign	up	or	how	many	people	participate	in	a	march)?		
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2.	KICK-OFF	TACTIC	(Total:	15	min)	

Step	1:	Brainstorm	Kickoff	Tactics	(5	min)	

Strategize	Forward.	Now	focus	on	your	first	peak:	your	campaign	kickoff.	What	measurable	outcome	
will	you	try	to	achieve	with	this	first	kickoff?		How	will	the	kickoff	be	motivational	for	your	
constituency?		How	will	it	reveal	to	your	community	its	own	resources,	courage	and	solidarity?			
	
Brainstorm	as	many	tactics	for	your	kickoff	as	you	can	in	10	minutes	on	a	flipchart	paper.	Try	to	use	
“Yes,	And!”	strategizing,	rather	than	“No,	But!”		Build	on	each	other’s	ideas.	Then	use	your	decision-
making	process	(from	yesterday’s	team	name	exercise)	to	decide	which	tactic	you	will	organize	as	a	
team.	

Step	2:	Visualize	(10	min)	

A.	As	a	team,	draw	a	picture	of	your	kick-off	tactic.	What	will	it	look	like?	When	will	it	take	place?	
Where?	Who	will	be	involved?	How	many?	What	will	they	be	doing?	What	will	they	be	wearing?	
What	will	you	be	doing?	When?		

Our	Kickoff	Tactic	Visualization:	

	
B.	Make	a	list	of	the	things	that	need	to	get	done	between	now	and	then	in	order	to	effectively	
organize	your	kick-off	tactic:	
	

• 	
	

• 	
	

• 	
	

• 	
	

• 	
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Theory of Change and Organizing Statement Worksheet 
Who are our people? What are your people’s big issues? 

And How do YOU know?  
What is the change that they want 
to see? 

Do our people have common interests? 

Theory of change  (this is a warm up to help get your team moving towards the ultimate outcome format below) 
If we (DO SOMETHING)   With (Who we organize)   then  (HOPEFUL CHANGE WIN)  

If we           with             then  

Organizing statement (this format below should be your team’s outcome) 
We are Organizing  (OUR PEOPLE) that have a shared purpose (WHY ARE OUR PEOPLE INTERESTED)  to (DO SOMETHING) so that (HOPEFUL CHANGE WIN) 
by (WHAT DATE)

We are organizing                 that believe        
to          so that               by 

Are there partners, competitors or 
enemies around this change?  

What resources do they have that can help them 
realize this change? 

What structures, opportunities, tactics, and 
strategies can you use? 
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Worksheet: Spectrum of Allies Segments 
1. Active Allies:  

You believe you can already count on them to help you.  
 
If your target falls in this area of the spectrum – you tactics will need to find ways to engage your allies even more actively in working with you toward your 
goal. 
 

2. Passive Allies:  
You think they have the same interest, investment or need to solve the problem as you do, and may be close to agreeing with you about your vision, but 
perhaps may not be able or willing to actively or overtly support you.  
 
If your target falls in this area of the spectrum - your tactics will need to help move them to the “active ally” position; increasing their interest and 
willingness to be active. 
 

3. Neutral:  
These are people, organizations, institutions that may not know about the problem; may not know about you and your work; have no particular investment 
in the problem.  
 
If your target falls in this area of the spectrum – your tactics will need to find ways to inform or educate them about the problem and your position in order 
to move them to a “passive ally” position. Examine your tactics to be sure you will not move them toward your opponent’s position. 
 

4. Passive Opponents:  
These are people, organizations, institutions that you think have some interests that would be opposed to your vision; they may have relationships with 
people who are actively opposed to you.  
 
If your target falls in this area of the spectrum – your tactics will need to create doubt about their position, raise fears that their position may be “costly” to 
them in some way. You want your tactics to move them to a “neutral” position and NOT to an active opponent position. 
 

5. Active Opponents:  
These are people, organizations, institutions that have a big investment in opposing your position (related to power, position, finances, relationships, etc.).  

If your target is located in this area of the spectrum – your tactic goal would need to put them into a great dilemma, that any action they would take against 
you would be very “costly” to them. Your tactic goal would be to move them into a “passive opponent” position. 
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Problem Statement: _____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Source: Original Source – Training for Change (www.trainingforchange.org) and adapted into five segments by New Tactics in Human Rights. 

Handout: Spectrum of Allies Worksheet Graphic 
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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 
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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.
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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 
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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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