Scenario 5: Vision to Action? Assessing the River City Educators Association
The River City Educators Association (RCEA) represents approximately 5,500 educators in one of the largest school districts in the state. The local has a long history of successful bargaining, political advocacy, and member mobilization during contract fights. Membership density is high, and many educators identify strongly with the union.
However, following several years of rapid change in public education, the executive board began questioning whether the union's priorities still reflected the current needs of educators, students, and communities.
Many leaders noted that the local often reacted to crises instead of leading with a proactive vision. Meetings regularly focused on responding to district decisions, legislative attacks, staffing shortages, budget issues, or school board controversies. While members generally agreed about what they opposed, there was less clarity about what they were collectively trying to build.
Two years ago, the union launched a district-wide initiative called**"The Schools Our Students Deserve."** The goal was not to win a specific contract demand or legislative fight. Instead, the campaign aimed to create a shared vision that could guide organizing, bargaining, political action, coalition work, communications, and member engagement for years to come.
The leadership team created a steering committee composed of officers, building representatives, rank-and-file members, and several emerging leaders who had never previously held formal union positions. The committee organized listening sessions across the district and invited participation from educators, education support professionals, parents, community organizations, and leaders from other school employee unions.
Some members immediately embraced the process.
Others were skeptical.
During building visits, leaders heard questions such as:
"Why are we spending time on this when we have bargaining coming up?"
"Why are we inviting people outside the union into our conversations?"
"Shouldn't we be focusing on member issues instead of community issues?"
Several veteran activists worried that community voices might dilute member priorities. Newer members, however, often welcomed the opportunity to connect union concerns with broader issues affecting students and families.
Over eight months, the committee gathered hundreds of comments from forums, surveys, listening sessions, and stakeholder meetings. Participants were asked two central questions:
· What should excellent teaching and learning look like in our district?
· What should excellent working conditions look like for educators and school employees?
The steering committee reviewed the responses, identified common themes, and developed a new ten-point vision that described the schools, workplaces, and community partnerships members hoped to build. The vision was ultimately adopted by the executive board and celebrated as one of the most significant organizing projects the union had undertaken in years.
Since then, the vision has become part of many union activities.
Building representatives receive training on how to communicate the vision to members. Officers reference it during school board meetings. Bargaining teams use it when explaining proposals. Legislative activists incorporate it into discussions with elected officials. Communication materials often connect current union priorities to the larger vision.
Yet implementation has been uneven.
In some schools, building representatives regularly discuss the vision with members and connect workplace issues to long-term organizing goals. Members in these schools report feeling more informed about the union's purpose and priorities.
In other schools, members have only a vague understanding of the initiative. Some educators know the slogan but cannot explain the ten goals. Several building representatives admit they rarely use the framework because they feel overwhelmed by day-to-day member concerns.
The local's communications committee has invested heavily in promoting the vision. Newsletters, social media posts, board reports, workshops, candidate screenings, and advocacy campaigns increasingly use common language connected to the ten goals. Communication staff believe the union has never had a clearer message.
At the same time, some activists question whether improved messaging has translated into deeper organizing.
Participation in rallies and bargaining actions remains similar to previous years. The local can mobilize members when major issues arise, but involvement in ongoing organizing structures remains concentrated among a relatively small core of activists.
The executive board recently reviewed participation data and found substantial differences across worksites. Some schools consistently have strong representative systems, high meeting attendance, and active organizing teams. Other schools rely almost entirely on one building representative who acts as the sole communication channel between the union and members.
The role of coalition partners has expanded considerably. Community organizations, parent groups, civil rights organizations, and other labor unions contributed ideas during the visioning process and continue to collaborate with the union around public education issues. Many coalition partners feel a stronger sense of ownership and alignment with the union than ever before.
Still, member opinions are mixed.
Some members believe coalition work has strengthened the union's public credibility and community support.
Others argue that leaders spend too much time building external relationships and not enough time recruiting workplace leaders and strengthening internal organizing structures.
The local's finances reflect these competing priorities. Over the past two years, the union has increased spending on communications, community engagement, coalition work, leadership development, and advocacy campaigns. Traditional governance activities continue to receive substantial funding as well. Some leaders argue the budget should shift even more aggressively toward organizing infrastructure and worksite leader development.
The role of leaders is evolving.
Several executive board members have intentionally delegated responsibilities and recruited new activists into meaningful roles. New members have joined committees, facilitated listening sessions, participated in political advocacy, and taken leadership in communications projects.
One widely respected member who rarely seeks elected office emerged as a key architect of the visioning process. His skill in synthesizing ideas, building consensus, and drafting language earned widespread admiration throughout the campaign and demonstrated that leadership can take many forms.
However, major strategic decisions still tend to flow through a relatively small group of officers and executive board members.
The staff role is similarly mixed. Staff support communications, bargaining, coalition relationships, leadership development, and campaign coordination. While staff increasingly encourage member leadership, many members still look to staff and officers to provide direction before taking action.
The union recently created a new Organizing and Advocacy Committee with the goal of expanding member engagement, supporting future campaigns, and strengthening connections between the vision and the everyday work of the union. Committee members are enthusiastic, but the group has not yet fully defined its responsibilities or long-term goals.
As the local enters a new round of school board elections, legislative advocacy, and salary negotiations, leaders are asking a difficult question:
Has the union truly become a high-participation organization, or has it simply developed a stronger message and vision while still depending on a relatively small group of people to carry most of the work?
The executive board has asked participants to use the High Participation Assessment Tool only.docx to assess the current state of the organization and identify what additional changes are needed to build a high-participation local.
Discussion Questions
1. How would you score the local on each of the 13 dimensions of the High Participation Assessment Tool?
2. Is the union's work broadly distributed, or does a small group still carry most responsibilities?
3. How effectively are building representatives using the shared vision to organize members?
4. Does the existence of a strong communications strategy indicate strong organizing?
5. How should participants score coalition and community power? Why?
6. What evidence exists that leadership is becoming more distributed?
7. What evidence suggests major decisions remain concentrated?
8. Is the Organizing and Advocacy Committee likely to strengthen participation? What additional structures would it need?
9. How effectively is the local using organizing data to guide its strategy?

