
Successful Organizing 
Strategies for 

Transforming Public 
Schools 



  Funding from the Charles Stewart Mott Foundation 

  Six year study of 8 experienced organizing groups  

  Mixed methods study: 
 321 stakeholder interviews 

 75 observations of organizing activities 

 509 teacher surveys in three sites 

 Publicly available data 

 Analysis of media coverage & archival materials 

  Findings show community organizing contributed to new 
district policies and practices, increased school capacity, 
and higher student educational outcomes 

  How have organizing groups achieved these outcomes? 



  Organizing for Reform from the Top-down and 
Bottom-up (Kavitha Mediratta)  

  Strategic Coalition-Building for School Reform   
(Seema Shah) 

  Scaling Up Reform Interventions: The Role of 
Organizing (Sara McAlister) 

  The Case of Oakland: Holding the District Accountable 
to the Community (Jean Wing & Elizabeth Sullivan) 

  Discussant’s Comments (Mark Warren) 



Transforming Schools 



Transforming Schools 

Interconnected top-down and bottom-up strategies help to 
promote and protect reform:  

  Organizing to create a favorable district context 

 Supportive policy 

 Resources 

 Attention to the needs of low performing schools 

  Organizing to strengthen school-level capacity 

 Parent and community engagement 

 Relationships between families and educators  

 Shared focus on learning 



Examples of campaigns 

  Small schools reform in Oakland  

  Transforming the culture of low-performing schools in 
Austin 

  Instructional reform and community engagement in 
Miami 



Alliance Schools in Austin 

  State-level campaign created a financial incentive for 
schools to work with Austin Interfaith 

  Early success at Zavala Elementary School: improved 
parent involvement, student attendance and student 
test scores 

  During the 1990s 16 elementary schools were involved 
in the Alliance School Network in Austin, TX. 

 ÒParents can come in and just say ÔDo you have a 
minute?Õ and weÕll address the issuesÉ[They] know that 
itÕs safe to probe and push the teacherÕs thinking. And 
vice versa, the parents know that itÕs okay for the 
teachers to push their thinking as well, because thatÕs 
the environment weÕve set up.Ó  


    
  Joaquim Gloria, Principal, Ridgetop Elem. 



School-level Activities 

  Individual “one-on-one” meetings to identify potential 
leaders and build relationships 

  Parent engagement: weekly principal/parent chats and 
parent academies 

  Community engagement: neighborhood walks and 
house meetings 

  Intensive training for educators and parents on 
community organizing and opportunities to discuss 
school reform strategies with educational experts 



District-level Activities 

  Individual meetings with school district officials to 
build understanding of the Alliance school work and 
Austin Interfaith’s organizing model 

  Campaigns to protect and expand school resources 
 Line-item funding for after-school, summer school ESL 

and arts programs 

 Bilingual and special education teacher pipeline 

  Community engagement integrated into the district’s 
improvement plan:  
 Parent Support Specialists  

 Training for educators on community engagement 



Impact 

  Parents, principals, and teachers report higher levels 
of parent involvement in Alliance Schools 

  Teacher surveys indicate higher levels of trust, 
collaboration, morale, and shared decision-making in 
schools that were highly involved with Austin 
Interfaith 

  Student performance data show a significant positive 
relationship between the level of involvement in 
Alliance School activities and student performance on 
the Texas Assessment of Academic Skills (1994 – 
2002). 



Transforming Schools 

  Entry points for organizing vary across sites in our 
study, based on local opportunities, histories, and 
organizing methods 

  Organizing can create the space for education reform, 
but doing so requires an understanding of how schools 
change 

  Pursuing interconnected top-down and bottom-up 
strategies does not mean that organizing groups must 
do it all… Strategic alliances expand the reach of 
organizing 



Strategic Coalition-building  
for School Reform 



  Coalition work not always embraced by organizing 
groups  

  Coalitions varied in depth and scope, but all helped 
build civic capacity to advocate for and to sustain 
reform efforts  

  Coalitions led by organizing groups reflect their 
strengths: 

 Focus on equity 

 Ability to build consensus 

 Deep roots in communities 



  High school transformation in Philadelphia 

  School overcrowding in the Bronx 

  Teacher preparation in Illinois 

  Access to college preparatory coursework in Los 
Angeles                               



Los Angeles: A-G Campaign 

  Campaign to protest the lack of college preparatory 
classes in South Los Angeles high schools  

 ÒWe learned that at Fremont they had nine cosmetology 
classes and four chemistry classes.Ó 
        South 
LA student 

  Organizing produced a series of “small wins” at the 
local level 

  State-level advocacy catalyzed a district-wide coalition 
effort 



Communities for Educational  
Equity 

  Composed of 20+ organizations: advocacy, university, 
and legal organizations  

  Brought together Black and Brown communities in Los 
Angeles 

  Coalition sub-committees included: communications, 
community action, and policy 



  Media outreach, resulting in more than 100 stories 

  Broad distribution of a data pamphlet called ‘Schools 
We Deserve’ 

  Community forums throughout the city 

  Mass mobilizations of young people and parents 

  Draft of school board resolution 



Policy victory 

  2005 school board resolution mandates a college 
preparatory curriculum for all high school students in 
the Los Angeles Unified School District 

 “This is one of the most significant reforms this district is 
embarking on in the last 20 years. The payoffs will be 
huge, the impacts will be huge. Really what this is about 
is providing thousands of students an opportunity to 
attend college - an opportunity denied to them with the 
current policies and practices.''   

              Jose Huizar 
President, LAUSD School Board 

Los Angeles Times, June 15, 2005 




 ÒCommunity Coalition is seen as a hardline, grassroots 
powerhouseÉthey all really believe in the work. They all 
bring their own personal experience to their 
professional work. They have an identification with our 
kids and with our community that is not shared by all 
organizations. And so they put their stuff on the line. 
You canÕt fake that. And theyÕve turned that into 
powerÉThey will get up, expose a reality, and then 
provide what they think is their solution and then 
include folks in that. I know that of Community 
Coalition and that was certainly one of the elements of 
the culture of CEE.Ó 

Monica Garcia 
Chief of Staff to LAUSD School Board President 



Keys to Success 

  Understanding the political landscape 

  Ability to bring diverse organizations to consensus 
to fight for the A-G, college-preparatory sequence 

  Effective messaging: “life prep, not college prep” 

  People power 

   ÒI am pretty convinced that no amount of intellectual  
framing and data and research that we could have 
provided would have moved that district. We needed 
the 800 plus Latino and African-American parents 
[and youth] to mandate rigor. It was organizing 
unlike anywhere else IÕve seen in the nation.Ó  

Russlyn Ali  
former Executive Director  

Education Trust-West  



Scaling Up Reform 
Interventions:  

The Role of Organizing 



Scaling Up 

Why build power to influence state-level policy? 

  Potential for greater equity impacts 

  Funding for interventions that are beyond the reach of 
individual districts 

  Expanded role of states in education policy under No Child 
Left Behind act 



Scaling Deep 

  Reforms often change surface processes but fail to 
become rooted in school practice 

  Efforts to bring reforms to scale must attend to 
normative beliefs, operational structures, and ownership 
of reform in schools (Coburn; Sarason; Berman & 
McLaughlin) 

  Sustainable reform requires depth, integration, and 
accountability 



Responding to the Challenge of Scale 

Community organizing efforts need to . . . 

  Disrupt deficit-oriented beliefs about students, families, 
and communities that shape the academic expectations 
and educational and cultural practices of schools 

  Build political support for equity-oriented reform 

  Establish accountability for implementation of reform 



Grow Your Own Teachers Campaign 

  Multi-year campaign to recruit and retain highly-
qualified teachers in North Lawndale and other ACORN 
neighborhoods 

  ACORN leaders viewed teacher quality problems as a 
mismatch between the supply of teachers and the needs 
of low-income communities of color 

  Logan Square Neighborhood Association’s Nueva 
Generaci—n program provided model of community-
based teacher pipeline 



Grow Your Own Teachers Campaign 

  State legislation as a strategy for: 

 Creating stable funding  

 Improving teacher quality in other struggling districts 

 Institutionalizing a community-based model of teacher 
preparation 

  Broad coalition effort involved organizing groups, district 
officials, teachers and paraprofessionals unions, 
institutions of higher education 



Policy Victory 

  Grow Your Own Teachers Act passed by the Illinois 
legislature in 2004 and signed into law by the governor 

  Grants are made to “consortia” in hard-to-staff districts 
or clusters of schools. These consortia are comprised of: 

School district 

College or university 

Community organization or union 

  Consortia recruit paraprofessionals and community 
residents and support them in obtaining a 4-year degree 



Moving Reform Statewide 

  $10.3 million in successive appropriations through 2008 

  8 of the 12 public universities in Illinois are members of 
consortia 

  15 local consortia across the state with 545 candidates 

87% of candidates are people of color 

72% hold full-time jobs, many as paraprofessionals 

  1,000 new teachers projected by 2016 



Building Deep Local Roots 

  Grow Your Own places cultural competency and 
community commitment at the center of effective 
teaching 

  Community organizing groups play a key role in local 
consortia to 
 ensure that participants have real ties to schools and 

communities 
 create an organized constituency to support reform 

  Community organizing groups are key partners in 
teacher preparation at the state level through their role 
in Grow Your Own Illinois 



ÒWe now believe that the community organizations 
have a role to play in the development of the 
teachers so that there are teachers in our schools 
who respect the students and the community, and 
donÕt get that belief beaten out of them along the 
wayÉ  

We have the chance to change the way institutions of  
higher education operate going forward, and weÕre 
very excited about it.Ó  

Madeline Talbott  
Head Organizer, Chicago ACORN  


