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Tent State University – Organizing Model

Education, Not War!

Community Empowerment Project, 

New Brunswick, New Jersey

I. FOUNDATIONS

What is Tent State University?

Tent State University (TSU) was launched in 2003 at Rutgers University in New Brunswick, NJ. Its purpose was to stop drastic state budget cuts to higher education that were pending in the wake of the wars on Afghanistan and Iraq. Following the activities of the local antiwar movement, a coalition of over 50 student groups, faculty, and staff unions came together to support the event. For 5 days, hundreds of students built and maintained a tent city with over 75 tents on Voorhees Mall (the largest and most traveled class area on campus), symbolizing the displacement of Higher Education in NJ. During the event, Rutgers students were organized to place thousands of calls to legislators in opposition to the dismantling of higher education and impending tuition increases. This legislative strategy was complimented by a wide array of activities, from alternative day-time classes to live bands and a variety of other performances every night. TSU was more than just a protest. It merged the creation of an alternative “university” system and the most significant cultural festival at RU, all built around the recognition of education as a fundamental human right one that is compromised by war. Repeated in 2004 and now established as an annual event, TSU has been acknowledged as critical in helping to stop budget cuts and curtail tuition increases at Rutgers and throughout New Jersey.

More than just a protest:

TSU was not conceived as a mere protest but as an organizing center. The taking of the space and gathering of the students was a starting point, not an end in itself. During TSU, alliances were built, actions carried out, future plans developed, forums held, and retreats planned. Students who otherwise may not have become active joined because of the high visibility and immense popularity of TSU. The TSU daily assemblies functioned as direct democracy in action. After TSU was launched, decisions were made by all participants. Planned political work was carried out by the committed activists and organizers in attendance.

The key elements:

A. Mass consciousness-raising: TSU took place over 5 days in the heart of class activity at the university. Thousands of students were affected by it. A main focus was on reaching out to not-yet-active students and offering them ways to participate in the struggle for the right to an education. With the focus on hard hitting issues (connecting the destruction of higher education to corporate domination of the university and the increasing militarization of the U.S.) combined with evenings of live music and other performances by all of the best local artists, TSU quickly became the most happening thing on campus: the place where students wanted to be. Such an array high energy activity allowed for sustained, mass consciousness-raising that is often lacking at rallies and other traditional forms of protest.

B. Power-building: TSU required the assertions of student power and a general right to free speech and assembly on campus. Originally, the university administration refused to allow it. Students came to see TSU as a manifestation of their right to protest, not a privilege that anyone could revoke. TSU was raised in opposition to the university administration’s wishes, and allowed for the development of a solid core of organizers that learned to plan large scale, extended events and get a sense of their collective power. This same core of organizers later went on to pass landmark rent control laws in New Brunswick, NJ through the use of initiative and referendum. TSU can serve as a great springboard for a progressive coalition planning, independent initiative and referendum campaigns, campaigns for student government, and electoral campaigns for local political office (e.g. city council) and beyond.


C. Participatory Democracy: Students and TSU participants were in charge within the confines of TSU –which meant responsibilities in addition to the planned activities. Students collectively planned and carried out camp clean ups, security, and a variety of other responsibilities. Everyone at TSU was encouraged to participate in the decision-making process and the sustainability of the operation as a whole. Such a focus helped students to realize that they can make decisions for themselves and that collective work is more powerful than individual work. Discussions focused on the potential for students to run the dorms and student centers with councils just like the general assembly at TSU. Further, the general assembly provided a micro-level model from which the exclusive politics of city and state governments could be criticized, and alternative forms of government could be conceived. Such a system of participatory democracy further illuminated the fact that students were facing a daunting tuition increase, about which they had absolutely no formal say.


D. Independent progressive public space & culture: TSU provided for an alternative university model, with alternative classes, governing structures, and student activities. Such an experience provides a practical and ideological springboard for challenging the status quo operations at the university and beyond. In our work fighting for the right to an education, we were proposing an alternative progressive model of higher learning.

E. The Right to an Education: The backbone of TSU was the recognition of higher education as a fundamental right. In conceiving of education as a right, the principle, function, and responsibilities of public universities to local, state, and national residents takes center stage in the discussion of budget cuts and tuition increases. Our stance on education has long-term consequences, laying the foundation for a movement to question the balance of priorities in a nation that increasingly supports war at the expense of education on all levels and other social rights and services such as health care, social security, and job training.


II. BUILDING TENT STATE UNIVERSITY:

Getting started: 

First gather your core of organizers and make a realistic assessment of the amount of time and energy available to launch to campaign. What are the goals of your campaign? 


Suggestions: (See attached Rutgers TSU statement of purpose for further suggestion)

● Restore state and federal funding for education to its previously highest levels.

● Stop tuition increases.

● Stop the war by highlighting the discrepancy between military/war spending and spending on higher education.

● What are your local concerns?

Talk about how fast you expect new people to join and help with the workload. How many other groups are you in contact with that can be approached to participate? Prepare a proposal to other groups and pitch it first to your network of activists and friends.

Meetings: 

We suggest three organizational “tiers.”






The core organizers should attend staff meetings to discuss the project and make plans. Work teams should be established based on your specific needs (see TSU structure document for suggestions). Organize well advertised public general meetings, the foremost goal of which is to bring in new people into the project. 

New people should be offered different levels of commitment based on their availability: 

1. Sign up as campers, bring their friends, put up fliers in their dorms, and attend general meetings. 

2. Also join one of the work teams and help to organize for the event 

3. After joining one of the work teams, also attend the staff meetings and become a core organizer. 

General meetings should be engaging and inclusive. They should be well moderated to avoid lengthy back and forth discussion between core organizers that are watched passively by the new people. They should be used to inform the group of all important tasks and encourage new people to commit to help with the work. The staff meetings are the better forum to discuss more complex policy decisions among organizers that are actually doing work.

Research: 

You will need to research the issues pertaining to your campaign in order to articulate the problems facing education and the solutions you are putting forward. The campaign must be informative in addition to being righteous. Most students already know that tuition is expensive, that higher education is under-funded and that the war is an illegitimate and wasteful quagmire. The TSU team needs to articulate clearly the specific problems faced by the university/state and propose concrete solutions to address them (e.g. tuition freeze legislation, specific increases to the higher education budget, end to military recruitment on campus, etc.). All problems that are identified and solutions that are proposed must be backed up with accurate data and sources. Additionally, if time permits, the TSU campaign should prepare one or more in-depths pamphlets on the education/war crisis (or make available existing pamphlets from other sources) for those students that really want to learn more (See examples at www.cep-news.org)

Agitation - Framing the Event: 

TSU staff (or specific work teams) should develop sharp literature to distribute across your campus and/or community. A few people should also be responsible for developing sharp fliers that highlight the contradictions involved with funding war while defunding education, as well as the other specific issues your campaign is addressing. Remember, the best fliers have limited amounts of text in relation to sharp images, graphs, or other eye-catching displays of your message and key information. Use high impact imagery (pictures) that is clear in meaning. Solicit feedback on fliers/posters from people who are not involved to make sure that they understand the meaning you are trying to convey.

IMPORTANT: Everyone involved in TSU should flier whenever they can. 

The public relations and public agitation leading up to the event must offer a clear contrast of the choices faced by students and by the country as a whole. The underlying message you must convey is that choosing to support/participate in TSU will have an impact on the determination of our national priorities. Will we invest in education instead of war? It is really up to us. Your material… your message should convey this sense of responsibility. 

Further, 

● Develop a clear and concise statement of purpose that can be readily understood by a fifth grader. 

● Always advertise a meeting and give a contact point (URL, phone number) on every flier. 

● Always mention that new people are welcome and needed in every public piece of literature and information.


At the start of the campaign, high visibility is key! Coordinate regular flyering days to make sure that all areas of campus are covered (wallpapered!) with fliers.

Growing the immediate network:

Direct contact with friends/acquaintances is the most common way that campus activism develops. It is very successful at the individual level and it is key for an event like TSU that requires a core of participants to commit to it. However, it can be very inefficient if done in a happy-go-lucky random way.

A team should be in charge of keeping track of the expanded network being activated by the TSU organizers and supporters. Every organizer and supporter is expected to sign up their immediate circle of friends and acquaintances for the event and get an email and phone contact for them. This information should be passed on to the Network Team that will store it in a simple database (e.g. MS Excel) to keep track of the growth of the network (which will help estimate turnout). This team will also keep track of who needs to be contacted (and by whom) the week before the event to make sure that everyone is rallied to the event. 

The second step of the network organizing should be to contact recently signed up friends and campers and ask them to each give the names of 2 of their friends that they think would want to participate. Go see the friends and tell them who sent you (this way of contacting people sets you up with an introduction). Repeat this practice so that your participants spread out like a web of personal contacts.

Thirdly, send regular update emails that can be sent to the whole network to increase the momentum and keep people informed on all developments (for those who don’t come to meetings). 

Fourth, there should also be a welcoming committee at the general meetings that records the names and contact information of all new attendees and keeps track of the membership of all work teams. Every new person that comes to a general meeting should be welcomed personally and asked for contact information. It is often useful to have an organizer stay by the door with a contact sheet and fliers to give to new people who may have to leave before the meeting is over.

Finally, organize frequent parties for the new people to get to know one another before TSU. Parties are where colleagues become friends and build lasting connections. In addition, parties offer good fundraising opportunities and good ways to build a network of local bands and performers.


Using the Power of the Internet:

The network organizing principle is greatly facilitated with the use of free internet networking tools such as myspace.com and thefacebook.com. Network websites and blogs allow you to create a web-based organizing center that anyone with computer access can connect to. The key to using these tools is to do so proactively: Don’t simply wait for people to find out about your myspace.com or thefacebook.com page but actively search for people in your area to invite. When someone signs up, go to their page and send invites to all of their friends. As the buzz for your event grows, more and more people will sign up on their own. Make sure to regularly keep in touch with everyone who contacts you by sending them informative updates and offering them ways to participate even if they do not plan on attending organizing meetings (for example, encourage them to sign up their friends, make fliers available online for them to download, print and post, ask for help for research assignments, etc.)

The internet networking does not suffice to build the required momentum for an event like TSU, however. It is essential that in addition to web-based organizing you wallpaper your campus/area on a daily basis with sharp fliers and conduct in-person organizing activities (flyering, press conferences, outdoor movie showings, guerilla theater, etc.). The students, faculty, staff, and community members that you are trying to reach must experience a physical manifestation of the growing movement. 


Coalition building: 

Although network organizing is an excellent strategy, its weakness is its relative inability to cross community boundaries. Historically, universities are just as segregated as much of the outer-university population. Therefore, in addition to network organizing, staff organizers should actively seek out coalition partners to commit to participating in TSU. Remember that crossing historically-established social boundaries can be difficult, but it is important to the success of any good movement. Be open and upfront with potential coalition partners. Be clear on what you are asking them to commit to and why you want them to commit. Also, emphasize that the coalition relationship is one of equality, not hierarchy. People and groups join coalitions as equal partners, not as subordinates. Finally, keep the following points in mind when building a coalition.

● Your statement of purpose is a collective organizing tool. Use it to explain to groups what you stand for and what you are doing.

● Incorporate all the demands of your coalition partners as opposed to forcing them to only adopt your agenda. Remember that different groups have different concerns. A campus Latino organization, for example, might be concerned with the recruitment and retention of Latino faculty, something a predominately white political group, no matter how progressive, may not even be aware of.

● The coalition leadership should be fair and representative of the groups participating. Each group that commits to organizing for the event should have an equal amount of decision-making power. Focus on striking a good balance between promoting a progressive vision and encouraging active participation on the one hand, and welcoming the ideas and concerns of new coalition partners on the other. Be patient and allow for a creative coalition structure to emerge that best fits the organizing styles and needs of each group. Some groups may be more interested in mobilizing their own network to come to TSU than in merging with the existing organizing activities. Even though the membership of these groups may not attend all or most of the general or staff meetings, they will be actively organizing for the event. As the coalition grows and increasingly represents a broader section of the university and/or community you are organizing, we recommend shifting more decision-making power from the staff meetings to the coalition meetings of group representatives. 

Remember that meaningful unity is not built on the basis of words (or statements of purposes) but in the process of working together for a common goal. The TSU event itself (as opposed to a rally that ends after a couple of hours) will offer the best opportunity for organizers from the most diverse backgrounds to get to know one another in the practice of direct democracy over the course of several days.

Organize coalition parties before TSU. Also, do your best to encourage TSU organizers to attend the social, cultural and political events of other groups in the coalition.

Logistics:

A solid logistics team must be established relatively early in the campaign, well before the actual event. This team must plan for the details of TSU, including scheduling the events of day and night as well as the procurement of supplies (tents, banners, sound equipment, tables, chairs, food, etc.) and resources (electricity, lighting, large central public tent space, etc.). These tasks are inseparable because the types of events you run determine what your needs will be. A good logistics team will have to communicate with every other campaign team to make sure all their bases are covered and the event goes off as planned.

A. Scheduling events: Start out with a skeleton schedule of your major events (classes and teach-ins during the day, bands and performances during the night, etc.) and then start filling in the blanks. After you know what events/classes, etc you want to have, make lists of what you need for each event. For example, if you are going to have a class indoors you need to have
available space and an allotted time for the speaker/teacher and the students that attend. If it is going to take place outside, chairs, microphones, and space will probably need to be provided. Keep organized and evolving lists, lists, lists!  
   
Once your needs are determined, split the responsibility for acquiring materials up between as many organizers as you have on your team (more on materials below). Momentum for an event like this builds continually because people constantly have ideas that they want to run with. This can be a great thing as long as the logistic team keeps this energy organized and centralized around a schedule. Your schedule is likely to run off-course at times, but as long as you open clear channels of communication with the people who are committing time and resources to your event, you will be okay. 


Music and entertainment involves getting to know people. Check out local scenes - bars, clubs, school-sponsored concerts, and events that happen through other organizations, fraternities and sororities, and so on. Make sure you go to as many of them as you can. After performances, go
up to one of the performers and let them know who you are and why you are interested in
having them perform. Make sure you have a brief description of TSU ready as well as accessible contact information for you or someone else in your organization.  Make sure you also get their information, if possible. Then, follow up! Even if your event is not for a month or two make sure you email or call these people within a week or so. Let them know that you enjoyed meeting them and are definitely interested in keeping in contact. See if they want to help in any way, in the time between now and the event. Putting responsibility on people that may not want to help is not cool, but letting them help when they want to help rocks!

B. Materials: The first task at hand is to make a list of the supplies you need to acquire for TSU. Most universities have an operations department that is in charge of coordinating events at the school. Can you get some of your materials from your school? Research and contact companies that have supplies that you might need (tents, chairs, paper products, etc.) and let them know about your campaign (i.e. your purpose and goals) in order to cultivate a relationship and inspire them to help out. Make your list of needs public and ask staff members to contribute what they have. This is easier than it may seem at first. Collectively, we have a lot of resources that are just waiting to be organized!

C. Food: Get anything you can! Bagels, sandwiches, deli stuff, canned goods, have people cook meals, donate time to collaborate cooking efforts (e.g. is there a local Food not Bombs in your area?). Visit all the major restaurants in your area, especially those that cater to a college crowd. Ask these restaurants and delis if they would be willing to donate food and/or extra materials. Organizing food, like music, involves getting to know people.

D. T-Shirts: Make TSU t-shirts and sell them at pre-TSU events and parties as well as during TSU itself. Incorporate the TSU logo on your shirts and include your slogan or other catchy information.


Dealing with the administration: 

College and University administrations are notoriously meddlesome in the affairs of student activists. For some reason, they always seem to ask us to compromise our rights to assembly and free speech. The TSU staff should develop a policy: If anyone is asked to meet with a college administrator, they should respond by saying, “I have a responsibility to bring this up to the TSU staff. We will contact you about setting up a meeting.” This policy takes the pressure off of individuals and puts the group as a whole in the forefront. United we stand, divided we fall.

Further, remember that although TSU is more than a protest, it is still a protest event. We do not ask permission to have a protest. At times, administrators can be worked with, but there are more times when they must be reminded that the most important political tool we have is the exercise of our constitutional rights. Nobody can grant or revoke our permission to exercise these.

Dealing with the Media: 

A small but well oiled media team needs to be responsible for sending our press advisories and releases to local and extra-local media before and during the TSU event. It is recommended that the TSU staff hold at least two press conferences or public events in the two weeks prior to TSU. Instructions as to how to organize and hold a press conference can be found at a variety of websites (for example, http://www.endthewar.org/pressconf.htm). Keep the following in mind:

● You must follow up each press advisory (the fax/email you send announcing the press event) with a personal phone call to the reporter.

● Talk to reporters as if they are clueless, because many of them are.

● Designate specific people to talk to the press. These people should be prepared to put out the groups’ message in a clear, quotable way. Ideally, have diverse representation of the coalition address the press.

● Follow up with reporters on the phone after each press event.
 

Contacting Your Legislators:

A. Overview: Contacting legislators is very important for TSU organizers.  This is a way of informing elected representatives of the actions their constituents want them to take.  It is recommended that TSU organizers research their state legislative structure. Legislative maps and district listings are publicly available and can usually be found online for both state and national governmental agencies. Learn who your representatives are on all levels and take note of their contact information. All of this information should be gathered and organized well before the third week in April, when the TSU National campaign and the Week of Student Action will take place.

B. Research: All states have state assemblies that consist of elected representatives who meet in the state capitol to vote on legislation.  Each representative has a district in which his or her constituency resides.  TSU organizers can obtain this information by searching online.    

On a national level, each state is represented by two senators and a number of congressmen determined by state population.  The senators represent the entire state while the congressmen have individual districts within the state.  Obtaining this information can also be done online.

Gathering this information has two purposes.  First, to better understand state and federal government bodies, and second, so these representatives can be contacted and compelled to endorse and support TSU and its mission statement.

C. Pre-TSU Contact: A formal letter of introduction, along with TSU informational packets, should be sent to all state and federal representatives weeks before TSU starts.  In addition to a letter, these packets should include the TSU statement of purpose, your list of demands, a list of endorsing organizations, and an option for the legislator to endorse the good work being done on the organizers’ campus and across the country.  

D. TSU Contact: At a minimum, TSU organizers should plan to secure one area of their TSU campus for the purpose of contacting legislators.  As University students pass by TSU and are engaged by campers, they should be persuaded to call their representatives on the spot.  In the past, TSU New Brunswick (NJ) has had staff members with cell phones at hand to lend to passersby and campers for this purpose.  

Callers should be asked to say a variation of the following:

“Hello, my name is _____, I am a student at _____, you represent my district, and I am calling to demand that, as my representative, you fully fund public institutions of higher education and support an end to the militarization of this country…etc.”  

We also advise listing a few of the demands established by the particular TSU campaign from which the calls are being made.

This is an extremely important part of TSU.  Organizers should take pride in the fact that they will be helping to teach their peers how to participate in (un)representative democracy.

E. Post-TSU Contact: It is also important that TSU organizers continue to remind forgetful representatives of the issues they must continue to support.  Throughout the course of TSU organizing, plans should be made as to how, especially in the summer months, TSU organizers will keep the pressure on representatives when they vote on the state budget.  A steady phone calling and letter writing campaign is strongly advised.  It is important to demonstrate to representatives that TSU is not a passing event, but rather a national consensus that this country MUST fund education and MUST cease its continuing militarization of our human and natural resources.

III. LEADING THE TSU EVENT:


Activities: (See in conjunction with logistics and scheduling above)

Well-planned and, most importantly, well-staffed activities are the key to keep TSU growing and focused beyond a mere camping trip. The logistics team must stay on top of coordinating activities for the duration of TSU. TSU staff should, if at all possible, be flexible enough to accommodate new groups, performers, etc. that want to participate in TSU during the event.

Participants, Campers, Staff: 

There will be three types of people at TSU: participants (who are there as activists to learn from and enjoy the events of the day and/or evening), student-campers (who commit to most or all of the protest) and staff. Staff participation needs to be coordinated so that there are always staff present, but no one gets over worked and burnt out. It is a good idea to come up with some sort of identifying symbol or piece of clothing (particular t-shirts or arm bands work nicely) so that staff can be easily recognized. Try to organize new people and participants into greater responsibilities, if possible. If too many new people end up helping, that is a good problem. You should always be prepared to give people as much work as they ask for.
Location: 

Pick an area busy with class thoroughfare that has ample room. Scope out the area and plan out the basic camping infrastructure around which TSU will naturally grow.
Positive Living: 

Avoid the rigid and often-paranoid ‘security mentality’. Do not divorce the security teams from the group as a whole. Use the power of numbers to create a good-living environment where it is clear that trouble is not welcome. Avoid needless confrontation with irrelevant hecklers and other instigators of trouble. Keep things cool. Explain to people calmly that certain types of activities (drug use and underage drinking) should not take place within TSU because they jeopardize the focus and success of the event.


Clean Up: 

Clean up must involve just about everyone. This will only happen if it is organized with established point people for each day of the event. Also, clean up must be officially scheduled in order to make sure it is a collective effort and also to avoid competing with other activities.


Scaling the Event and Going with the Flow: 

Mass sustained events can and will take on a life of their own the more successful they are. As soon as there are enough people there that you do not personally know most of them, you should allow for more flexibility in your thinking and schedule. Good planning will make this easier. By keeping good records of all the participants who sign up in the weeks leading up to TSU, you will have some idea of your starting point in terms of numbers (the baseline). Make sure that you have planned accordingly (selected a meeting area that is big enough, planned for enough tents, access to bathroom facilities, etc.). As the event grows, be ready to reassess the needs of TSU everyday and to get creative if the infrastructure needs to grow quickly (for example, in 2003 at TSU New Brunswick (NJ), our first real indicator came the first night that we had bands play and several hundred students showed up, far exceeding our expectations). If most people naturally show up later or earlier than the scheduled time for the daily assembly, consider changing the time for the next day to accommodate the organic flow of the event. 

If the event gets much bigger than planned, assess the mood of the people and the political situation on your campus and make additional demands of the university. Considering additional tactics to get goals accomplished (e.g. direct action, etc.).

TSU as an ongoing forum: 

Encourage discussions on any and all progressive topics. MAKE SURE THAT DIFFERENT GROUPS INTERACT WITH ONE ANOTHER AND DO NOT REMAIN AS CLIQUES (LEAD BY EXAMPLE!). Help everyone realize how much of a learning experience TSU is and segue into a discussion about the role of the university in promoting progressive ideas and building progressive communities.


Follow up and recruitment: 

TSU is very demanding of people’s time and energy. Everyone will need a break to recover, not to mention to prepare for exams. Make sure to plan for post TSU activities BEFORE TSU starts. Plan for a follow up meeting after exams (with whoever is still around). We recommend inviting, while at TSU, new core organizers to a planned retreat over the summer where the TSU experience can be discussed in the more in-depth context of progressive organizing in general. Plan a continuation committee for the next year before TSU begins.   


Enjoy the Show and Be Proud of Your Work: 

Despite all the time, energy, and commitment involved with TSU, make sure you take breaks and allow yourself to enjoy the TSU experience like someone who excitedly happens upon it, if only for a little while… During the course of the event, always remember why you are doing this and be proud of the experience you have created. TSU is an event that can change people’s perspectives on the world and their power to change it. Be bold, be free, and have a great time. Education is our right. The war must be stopped. Without you, it won’t happen.

Peace,

The TSU team of Rutgers University.
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General meetings/assemblies





Working Teams








� For further information, contact Tom DeGloma at � HYPERLINK "mailto:tdegloma@sociology.rutgers.edu" ��tdegloma@sociology.rutgers.edu� or Xavier Hansen at � HYPERLINK "mailto:Xavier_hansen@hotmail.com" ��Xavier_hansen@hotmail.com�. Written by Mike Bacchione, Tom DeGloma, Xavier Hansen, Brendan Kelly, Lena Posner, and Amanda Troeder.
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