
Case Study: Organizing for Literacy and Leadership in Riverton Unified School District
· Purpose
This case study is designed for labor organizers in U.S. public schools seeking to build exponential people power through interconnected, accountable networks. It follows a grassroots literacy campaign launched by educators and parents in Riverton Unified School District (RUSD), a mid-sized, under-resourced district in the Midwest, and illustrates how community organizing principles can transform passive engagement into collective action.

· Background
In 2018, a group of educators in RUSD began to notice alarming trends: rising student disengagement, declining literacy scores, and increasing dropout rates in middle schools. Many students were being promoted despite poor reading skills, and teachers felt pressure to meet benchmarks without adequate support. Parents, meanwhile, felt disconnected from their children·s academic progress and unsure how to help.
Inspired by community organizing frameworks taught at national union trainings, two educators·Ms. Carla James, a high school English teacher, and Mr. Luis Ramirez, an elementary school principal·decided to launch a campaign that would build leadership capacity among educators and families to address literacy through joy, not just compliance.

· Building the Core Team
Carla and Luis began by recruiting a core team of educators, parents, and support staff through one-on-one relational meetings. These conversations helped identify shared concerns, personal motivations, and potential leaders. The team included:
2 elementary school teachers
1 middle school librarian
3 parents from different neighborhoods
2 paraprofessionals
1 school counselor
The team committed to weekly meetings, trainings in organizing methodology, and a shared goal: to create a culture of reading for pleasure across the district.

· Choosing the Campaign: ·Read Together, Rise Together·
Rather than focusing on test scores, the team chose to center their campaign on building joy and connection through reading. They developed a theory of change: if families and educators read together for just 10 minutes a day, students would develop stronger literacy habits and deeper relationships with adults who care about their growth.
They named the campaign ·Read Together, Rise Together· and set a strategic goal: 5,000 signed pledges from families and staff committing to daily reading.

· Organizing Structure: The Snowflake Model
To scale their efforts, the team adopted a snowflake organizing structure:
Each core team member recruited a first-tier team (e.g., parent leaders, grade-level teacher teams, library staff).
Each first-tier team trained second-tier organizers to lead reading circles, host events, and collect pledges.
Teams were accountable to each other through weekly check-ins, shared metrics, and transparent communication.
This decentralized model challenged traditional hierarchies in the district, but it empowered more people to lead and innovate.

··· The Parent Circles
One of the most successful branches was the Parent Circles, led by Ms. Angela Brooks, a mother of two and PTA member. Angela recruited seven parents to host weekly ·coffee and reading· gatherings in their homes or local libraries. Each parent invited five others, creating a ripple effect.
Meetings began with personal updates, followed by shared readings and reflections. Parents documented their reading journeys and created a ·Parent Voices· booklet to inspire others. Despite initial discomfort·many parents hadn·t read aloud since childhood·the circles became spaces of healing, growth, and leadership.
By the end of the campaign, the Parent Circles had:
Hosted 120 gatherings
Recruited 400 parents
Collected 1,200 pledges

· The Educator Teams
Teacher-led teams focused on integrating reading for pleasure into classrooms. One elementary team invited parents to read aloud during morning meetings. A middle school team launched a ·Read & Reflect· competition where students earned points for reading and journaling.
Challenges arose·some teachers resisted parent involvement, and others worried about deviating from scripted curriculum. But through joint trainings and shared leadership, trust grew. Teachers began to see parents as partners, not intruders.

· Results and Reflections
By the end of the school year, ·Read Together, Rise Together· had:
Collected 6,300 pledges
Engaged over 1,000 families
Distributed 500 ·Parent Voices· booklets
Trained 85 organizers across three tiers
More importantly, the campaign built lasting relationships, developed new leaders, and shifted the culture of literacy from obligation to joy.

· Lessons for Labor Organizers
Start with stories: Personal narratives build trust and motivation.
Decentralize leadership: Empower others to lead and coach.


