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Introduction

Is improving the quality of education in public schools a top priority
for members of your organization or community? If so, then you are
not alone. Increasingly, grassroots organizations around the coun-
try are organizing around public school issues and winning sub-
stantive change.

In Sacramento, organized parents proposed and won a
program to train and compensate teachers to visit the
homes of each of their students, developing relation-
ships with parents and respecting their input. The pro-
gram was so successful in increasing parent involve-
ment and student performance in the schools that the
state legislature funded its expansion statewide.
In Albuquerque, New York, Philadelphia and elsewhere,
community organizing has stopped or cut back on
efforts to turn low-income schools over to unaccountable
for-profit corporations;
In Chicago, the Bronx and other cities, parents, working
with teachers have won new programs to recruit, retain
and support high quality teachers in struggling schools.

Even though your organization has successfully won other cam-
paigns, does the prospect of tackling public school issues seem
daunting? This action guide is geared toward organizations that
already have experience organizing on other issues, and now want
to take a look at public education—but need an education primer
to get them started. This guide assumes the reader already knows
the nuts and bolts of organizing, and wants to learn the public
school landscape in order to apply those organizing skills on a new
terrain.

Why organize around school issues?

There are a number of reasons why a grassroots community
organization may want to organize around public education issues:

1. Public schools have historically been community assets –

Why Organize for Better
Public Schools?
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often one of the most important community institutions in
low-income neighborhoods. As public schools have been
allowed to deteriorate, neighborhoods have followed.
Organizing around the continued attack on public educa-
tion can preserve this vital community resource.

2. Schools are a major factor in where families choose to live.
Poor schools bring middle class flight to the suburbs, which
drains city neighborhoods of resources and power. A fight
for good schools is a fight for well integrated, functional
communities.

3. Organizing on education issues is an opportunity to reach
out to new constituencies and stakeholders, including
parents, students, and teachers. Education organizing has
proven to be powerful base-building work, particularly in
new-immigrant communities.

4. Public education is crucial: the education a child gets from
kindergarten through high school will lay the foundation for
lifelong learning and a career path. The quality of that
education plays a big role in determining how prepared a
child is to succeed as an adult.

5. In many cities, children of color and immigrant children are
the majority of students attending public schools, yet often
their needs are not adequately addressed by the school
system. Funding inequities contribute to disparities in
schools.

6. Despite the existence of parent-teacher organizations,
many parents feel shut out of their children’s schools and
have limited ability to affect the quality of their children’s
education.

7. The new federal law —the No Child Left Behind Act—
mandates major changes in public schools, driving deci-
sions on a wide range of issues and placing new burdens
on local schools and districts.

8. Many community organizations have a track record of
organizing to improve public schools, proving that collec-
tive power can create change, even in a system that often
is viewed as too complex and dysfunctional to be fixed.

Goals of the Guide

The purpose of this education organizing action guide is to:

Provide you with historical context to understand the under-
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lying belief systems of our public education system.
Give you information about how public school systems
typically operate, including the key players and funding
streams.
Help you understand the changes that are taking place
because of new federal legislation.
Share inspiring and instructive stories of successful educa-
tion organizing efforts from around the country.
Provide tools and resources for you to get started on
schools organizing.

Using the Guide

This web-based guide provide brief descriptions of the different
pieces of the education puzzle, with links to more detailed informa-
tion and additional resources that readers can go to if they want to
explore a topic further.

Based on feedback from our volunteer readers, we have not
structured the Guide in a linear fashion, with a beginning, middle
and end.  Rather, we expect that different organizers and leaders
will want to approach the Guide differently, reading some sections
first and others later, or utilizing some sections and not others.
Various pieces of the Guide are therefore presented as individual
sections, which may be accessed in the order most useful for you.
The sections are:

A Thumbnail History of Public Education highlights key mile-
stones and trends from the founding of this country to the present
day. This section explores the ideals as well as the racial and
class dimensions of the beliefs that have shaped public education
in our nation. The last part of this section looks at some demo-
graphic trends in education.

Power Analysis. This section helps outline what you need to
know to do  a power analysis of the public school system in your
community. It describes the key players who have a decision-
making role in the system, starting at the individual school level
and going up to the district, state and federal levels.

School Funding is the subject of another section of the Guide.
This section explains what the various sources for public school
funding are, and how those funds are allocated throughout the

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_02.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_03.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_04.pdf
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This chapter includes three case studies that highlight the effec-
tive use of a variety of issues, strategies, and organizing models
to build power and create systemic change in public education.

The choice of organizations reflects three different organizing
approaches. Power U in Miami is an individual member, neigh-
borhood–based organization; Sacramento ACT is a congrega-
tion-based organization that is part of a larger organizing network,
and Youth United for Change in Philadelphia is a chapter-based
organization of high school students. Despite using different
models, all three groups are engaging the most important stake-
holders—parents, students, teachers and administrators—in their
quest for school reform.

All three organizations are taking on issues that focus both inside
the school and outside. Sacramento ACT focused on issues
inside the schools that affect student performance, but for their
solutions they looked at improving parent-teacher relations by
going out of the classroom and into the home environment. Power
U is looking at environmental issues both outside and inside the
schools that affect students’ capacity to learn. Youth United is
tackling issues within individual schools, as well as system-wide
structure and funding concerns.

While the first two case studies focus on specific campaigns and
issue demands, the third case study on Youth United for Change
explores in depth the unique challenges and strengths of organiz-
ing high school students. The process of organizing youth, which
raises many new issues, is described in detail.

Throughout the case studies, key strategic decisions and lessons
are highlighted in the text. Many other profiles of education orga-
nizing campaigns can be found in the articles of Ed Organizing, at
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications.
.

Case Studies of Education
Organizing

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_05.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_06.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_07.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_08.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_08.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_09.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_09.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_10.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org
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A sense of the past is useful for organizing in the present because
it provides a context for our work.   The historical context for edu-
cation organizing in the U.S. includes class, race and ideological
struggles born of two – frequently competing – goals for public
school systems.

One of society’s goals has been to help students develop the skills
needed to function successfully in a democracy.  It is characterized
by a belief in democratic ideals including equal opportunity, self-
improvement, class mobility, generational progress and achieve-
ment through hard work. Another view embraces the role that
public K-12 education has played historically in preparing children
to become cooperative and effective workers and passive con-
sumers as adults—thereby favoring capitalist goals over demo-
cratic ideals.

Inevitably, these two goals come into conflict with one another. But
they have shared, over time, a limited notion of democracy articu-
lated by Thomas Jefferson and others of his day and perpetuated
in our economic system. Both made distinctions between “labor-
ers and the learned,” between men and women, between black,
brown, yellow and white skin. Whether intentional or not, the legacy
our society has brought forward through history is evident in the
tensions emanating from class and race distinctions in our
schools.

Tension between a school’s responsibility to an individual (provid-
ing some children with boundless resources), versus responsibility
to society as a whole (insuring that all children have access to the
highest level of instruction) also serves to separate rather than
unite. Despite court rulings overturning the concept of ‘separate
but equal’, today’s public schools often manifest a sharp contrast
in their racial segregation and their uneven distribution of re-
sources.

An Organizer’s Thumbnail Sketch:
Milestones in the History of Public
Education
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All of these competing constructs of public education are evident
in the curriculum, the structure of schools and learning, and of
course the politics of public school reform. The constant tension
between the democratic ideals and the pressure to maintain class
and racial divides explains much about how schools are governed
and funded and about the rhetoric and reality of reform efforts.

With this in mind, activists and organizers must constantly ask
questions that help expose these contradictory interests.  For
instance:

How does education policy in our districts play out along
race and class lines? What are the ways that resources –
broadly defined – are skewed to widen these divides?
Does a school’s curriculum encourage creative and inde-
pendent thinking or does it focus on test scores, rote
memorization, and ability grouping?
Are standards and assessments being used to evaluate
what’s working and what’s not and assure better outcomes
for students and teachers, or to bar access, sort and label
kids, or to punish students, teachers, schools or districts?
Do politicians and corporate executives dictate policy and
practice or do parents, students and teachers take the
lead, modeling democratic ideals – or at least have a seat
at the table?
Is reform being driven by well-documented research about
how children learn, or by the political desire to seem tough
and push for quick fixes?

Much has been written about the goals, beginnings, and develop-
ment of public schools in the United States.  A list of helpful re-
sources is included in the Where to Find It section of this action
guide.  This is not intended to be the definitive history of public
education, but rather a thumbnail history, designed to help activists
and organizers identify and exploit contradictions in ways that will
help them frame their work and move schools issues in their
communities.

Education in the Colonies – the 1600s

The first schools in the European colonies of Massachusetts,
Connecticut and New Hampshire were created by the Puritans in

Is reform being
driven by well-
documented
research about
how children
learn, or by the
political desire to
seem tough and
push for quick
fixes?

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_10.pdf
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the mid-1600s.  Promoting the twin tenets of work and faith, Puri-
tan schools taught basic literacy – relying heavily on the Bible as a
textbook – along with skills needed for work and survival.  Very few
children had access to these schools, which were often centered
in private homes. And even those who did attend found their
academic schedule heavily shaped by the colonists’ need for
young people to work in the fields and trades.

The colonists recognized the role that schooling plays in conveying
not just skills but also moral values to children. As Protestants who
belonged to sects other than Puritanism arrived in the colonies,
they began to object to the theological grounding of the Puritan
schools.  Without common agreement on a single set of values,
these arrivals established schools to share their own values with
their children. By the middle of the eighteenth century, private
schools, guided by the ideologies of disparate religious groups,
were the norm.

Defining Social and Class Roles – the 1700s

Thomas Jefferson was an early advocate of public schools, avail-
able to all children.  But “public” didn’t mean equal.  Jefferson was
a proponent of both conflicting tenets described in the introduction
to this chapter.  He wanted education to serve to “maintain democ-
racy,” but also envisioned two sets of schools segregating “the
laboring from the learned” and educating them accordingly.
Jefferson’s crumb to the poor was a promise of upward mobility:
he conceded that his system might “[rake] a few geniuses from the
rubbish.” 1

Jefferson’s concept of public schooling didn’t catch on right away,
but in the aftermath of the Revolutionary War, Jefferson revived his
campaign.  He argued that public schooling was necessary to
teach the values of the new democracy and prepare citizens for
civic involvement.

Jefferson’s concept of who was to partake of this training in de-
mocracy was hardly democratic.  Public education was not envi-
sioned to include women, Native people, enslaved Africans,
indentured servants or laborers.  Yet even such a stratified system
wasn’t enough for some.  In the southern states, for example,
wealthy plantation owners shunned the idea of public schools
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altogether.  They were content to arrange for the private education
of their own children and declined to worry about the larger soci-
etal implications of failing to education all children.

Industrial Schools – the 1800s

Public education received a major boost in the early 1800s with
the contributions of Horace Mann, who was appointed as the First
Secretary of the State Board of Education in Massachusetts in
1837.  Mann campaigned throughout the state on behalf of public
schools, and his work resulted in significantly improved financial
commitments to schools, and the increased institutionalization of
public education in the state.  Mann also established the first
teacher training school in the United States, and advocated for a
system of free libraries.  His series of twelve Annual Reports
carried his message outside of Massachusetts. In the reports, he
called for a free education for all children, rich and poor alike,
which he believed would equalize growing class schisms in soci-
ety. He supported taxation as a means to support a system of
public schools, a non-sectarian approach to public schools, and
argued that the nation’s economic wealth would increase as
citizens were educated.

Largely through the influence of Mann, in the first half of the 1800s
new state constitutions were being drafted, and most included
provisions for public education.  Though most schooling continued
to be private and highly segregated, public schools began to
emerge. They were immediately politicized, with the curriculum
designed to reflect the values of the dominant political party or
social groupings in their jurisdictions.

During the 1800s, a dramatically increasing population and urban
concentration in some states, due to both internal and external
migration, was met with a corresponding explosion of public
schools. Between 1846 and 1856, over three million immigrants
arrived in the United States, a number then equal to one eighth of
the entire U.S. population2 .  These immigrants, and the influx of
people from rural areas and the south, joined the growing
workforce that fueled new manufacturing industries in the north.
Factory owners wanted public schools to provide basic skills and
a workforce that accepted its place -- a mission that came in
direct conflict with the vision of schools that prepared all citizens to
participate fully in civic society.

Between 1846 and
1856, over three
million immigrants
arrived in the United
States, a number
then equal to one
eighth of the entire
U.S. population
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Reconstruction – 1865 - 1950

At the conclusion of the Civil War there was a rush to bring public
education to the South, particularly to some four million recently
emancipated slaves. Congress created a federal Department of
Education in 1867 to spearhead and regulate this massive expan-
sion of public schools.

Southern states-rights congressmen, however, opposed federal
involvement in education.  They wanted to control who was edu-
cated and what they were taught.  As a result of their efforts, the
Department of Education enjoyed cabinet-level status for only one
year before being demoted to a “bureau.”  Education did not return
to Cabinet level again until 1979—more than a hundred years
later.

Despite this struggle over the federal government’s role in educa-
tion, public schooling did find its way into the lives of millions of
citizens. White literacy was almost universal by the beginning of
Reconstruction, and grew rapidly in the rural South where school
access had been more limited.3  But the rise in Black literacy rates
was especially dramatic. While estimates of the growth in Black
literacy vary, one more conservative estimate is that Black literacy
increased from 10 percent in 1880 to 50 percent in 1910. The
Census Bureau reported that by 1930 the Black literacy rate had
jumped to 80 percent.4  At the same time, the literacy for white
adults was 90 percent. Robert Higgs writes:

…even if the true literacy figure a half century after emanci-
pation reached only 50 percent, the magnitude of the
accomplishment is still striking, especially when one recalls
the overwhelming obstacles blocking black educational
efforts. For a large population to transform itself from
virtually unlettered to more than half literate in 50 years
ranks as an accomplishment seldom witnessed in human
history. — Higgs, Robert, Competition and Coercion,
Blacks in the American Economy, 1865-1914, Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1977.

After Reconstruction, signaled by the withdrawal of federal troops
in 1877, whites regained political control of the South and laid the
groundwork for legal segregation through the Jim Crow laws.
African Americans were relegated to separate schools. In 1896
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the U.S. Supreme Court in Plessy v. Ferguson declared the
concept of “separate but equal” constitutional and permitted
segregation in virtually all aspects of public life, including schools.

Migration, Immigration and Industrialization

American society, cities and culture continued to change dramati-
cally at the turn of the twentieth century.  From 1870 to 1920, 40
million immigrants from Europe came into the United States.
Hundreds of thousands were children whose parents looked to
public schools to help them forge a better life. Public schools
played a major role in the assimilation of immigrant families, as
they do today.  The forced removal of Native American children
from their homes on reservations to attend boarding schools is a
grim reminder of the negative aspects of assimilation goals. In
many ways the schools were a cultural battleground, with debates
over bilingual education similar to the debates going on in schools
today. Beginning in the mid-1850s and up through the turn of the
century many states enacted bilingual education laws. However,
after the massive immigration noted above and the U.S. involve-
ment in the first World War, xenophobia caused a number of states
to pass English-only instruction laws. These bilingual education
debates reflected biases about which immigrants’ cultures should
be valued. For example, European languages such as German
and French were frequently taught in the classroom, but Mexican
students were punished for speaking Spanish in school.

At the same time, African Americans left the south, changing the
face of northern cities and increasing pressure on schools to meet
the needs of the developing industries in which they worked.
Junior highs and high schools were restructured, with large num-
bers of students moving from one classroom to another like wid-
gets moving along an assembly line.  Teachers specialized and
students were placed in groupings that were said to be based on
ability, but deliberately or not often reproduced the socio-eco-
nomic or racial caste of students’ families.  Much of this structure
remains today: “ability grouping” may begin as early as kindergar-
ten when children are assigned to reading-readiness groups.
Once labeled “low-track,” children often have difficulty moving to
tracks that will prepare them for more sophisticated secondary
school classes or college.

 “In recognition of the
special educational
needs of low-income
families and the impact
that concentrations of
low-income families
have on the ability of
local educational agen-
cies to support adequate
educational programs,
the Congress hereby
declares it to be the
policy of the United
States to provide finan-
cial assistance…to local
educational agencies
serving areas with
concentrations of chil-
dren from low-income
families to expand and
improve their educa-
tional programs by
various means (includ-
ing preschool pro-
grams) which contribute
to meeting the special
educational needs of
educationally deprived
children.”  (Section 201,
Elementary and Second-
ary School Act, 1965)
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In 1926 the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT), a standardized college
entrance exam, was used for the first time. The SAT was devel-
oped by Carl Brigham, a eugenicist who did research that alleg-
edly proved immigrants were “feeble-minded”. In the next few
decades intelligence and achievement tests became widespread
in their use. To this day many argue that the SAT and other stan-
dardized tests are culturally biased, favoring white students over
students of color.

Battles for Equality and Control – 1950s

After decades of behind-the-scenes groundwork, as the civil rights
movement was building in the South, the Supreme Court struck
down Plessy v. Ferguson in 1954.  In Brown v. Board of Educa-
tion the justices declared segregated schools inherently unequal
and ordered them dismantled “with all deliberate speed.”  The
ruling ignited a firestorm of protest, from northern as well as south-
ern states, and led to decades of sometimes-violent struggles for
integration and equality.

Opposition to the Brown decision was couched in terms of “states
rights,” – the notion that state governments should maintain the
ability to do as they please.  State’s rights continues to be used
symbolically today to avoid talking about difficult issues of race,
class and values.

The Brown decision was hailed as forcing states and districts to
integrate their schools and equalize resources.  But in fact, the
Supreme Court failed to throw its full weight behind the decision.
As the Mississippi organizing group Southern Echo notes5 , “In-
stead, the court left it up to the combatants at the local school
district level where the local districts had the advantage, often
supported by corrupt, racist federal judges who had no reluctance
to flaunt and attack the Supreme Court and the United States
Constitution.”  Echo argues that the Court’s use of the phrase, “all
deliberate speed,”  while meant to acknowledge the complexity of
the task it was demanding, instead signaled to local segregation-
ists that change could wait.  While some cities turned to forced
busing and gerrymandering school attendance boundaries to
reach for a more diverse student body, equity and integration
proved more elusive. The courts could order busing, but they
couldn’t force parents to participate.

The courts
could order
busing, but
they
couldn’t
force
parents to
participate.
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In response to integration, millions of white families moved away
from urban centers, spurring a massive expansion of suburbs,
where the new, all-white school districts were unaffected by the
Supreme Court’s ruling. Housing segregation fostered school
segregation. African-Americans were denied access to suburban
homes through ‘redlining’— banks and realtors simply shut them
out of all-white neighborhoods. Through the 1980s, and despite
attempts by some urban districts to keep and attract white stu-
dents with programs such as magnet schools, the exodus from city
schools continued. By 1992, the Court was forced to declare itself
unwilling to order more drastic solutions to reverse the rapid
resegregation of public schools: “Where resegregation is a prod-
uct not of state action but of private choices, it does not have
constitutional implications. […] It is beyond the authority and
beyond the practical ability of the federal courts to try to counteract
these kinds of continuous and massive demographic shifts,” wrote
Justice Anthony Kennedy in the Freeman v. Pitts decision.

The Federal Government Steps In – The El-
ementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA)

In the 1950s and early 1960s, states and local school boards
shared authority over public education, its funding, organization,
and content.  By then most states had departments of education,
established funding mechanisms and regulations guiding atten-
dance, curriculum and other components of the public education
system.  Within broad guidelines, localities made specific policies
and decisions.

Predictably, there were vast differences among districts in the
same state and among the states themselves.  There was little
consistency in the way that students and their families were in-
volved, supported, and challenged in the schools.

In an effort to manage these disparities, the federal government, in
1965, stepped into the fray. The 1965 Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) directed federal funds and programs to
disadvantaged students in recognition that children from low-
income homes required more educational services than children
from affluent homes. Title I of ESEA became the largest federal K-
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12 education program, receiving $8 billion its first year.

In pressing for the ESEA, President Johnson acted less out of
altruism than in response to demands from the civil rights move-
ment, widespread civil unrest and the Civil Rights Act passed the
previous year. Without directly attacking local or state control of
schools, Congress said that the states had failed to meet the
educational needs of their most impoverished children and would,
therefore, have to live with more federal involvement.  ESEA was
also a cornerstone of the President’s “War on Poverty. In addition
to providing new federal resources for schools, the law encom-
passed the new Head Start program for disadvantaged pre-
schoolers and in 1968 incorporated bilingual education provisions
(Title VII), offering federal aid to school districts to assist them in
addressing the needs of children with limited English-speaking
ability.

Communities Step In – Local Control

While battles over desegregation raged through the 1960s and
‘70s, the issue of who controlled the public schools continued to
be a subtext.  One important struggle was the 1968 confrontation
in Ocean Hill-Brownsville, a predominantly Black and Puerto Rican
community in Brooklyn, New York, which exposed and ignited
simmering tensions between communities of color and mostly
white teachers over the control of schools.

That conflict emerged when the New York City schools, under
pressure from parents, created three experimental school districts
and gave local communities control over school budgets, curricula
and staffing.  One of those districts, Oceanhill-Brownsville, was
also assigned the City’s first black superintendent.  When the new
parent council in Oceanhill-Brownsville decided to signal their
power to the union by voting to transfer 18 teachers out of the
district, the fight erupted into the public arena. To the press, the
school council claimed that the teachers were undermining the
goals of the community control experiment.  But a larger context of
the dispute was the emergence of Black and Puerto Rican nation-
alism across the country, with its call for self-reliance and racial
empowerment.  The predominantly white teachers of the United
Federation of Teachers (UFT) were perceived as indifferent and
unsympathetic to the needs of the community and its children.
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To no one’s surprise, the United Federation of Teachers objected.
Union president Albert Shankar called a citywide teachers strike.
The strike lasted two months, ending when NYC Mayor John
Lindsay, who had originally supported the plan for community
control, capitulated to the union and brought an end to the experi-
ment.6

The Ocean Hill-Brownsville conflict catapulted to the front pages of
newspapers around the country.  It fueled a debate that rang with
the rhetoric of the ongoing civil and workers’ rights struggles and
pitted parents against teachers with a viciousness that has not
been seen since – but has shaped a public perception of conflict-
ing interests between parents and teachers that continues to the
present.  Even today, many who were involved in the struggle have
difficulty talking about Ocean Hill-Brownsville.

Yet, despite the difficulty of the struggle, the demand for more
community control has persisted.  Two decades later, in 1988, The
Chicago School Reform Act signaled a new era in local control.
The Act established Local School Councils (LSCs) that gave
parents and community activists new power.  Among the responsi-
bilities turned over to the Councils was the right to select and
evaluate principals, help develop and approve school improve-
ment plans, and control discretionary budgets averaging $500,000
per school.  The Chicago Teachers Union, while initially skeptical
and not supportive of the move, now embraces the site-based
management structure.  In fact, during 2004, the Union has joined
with a broad coalition of community organizations to oppose the
Mayor’s “Renaissance 2010” plan which would, in part, abolish
Local School Councils at some schools.  (For more about the
Chicago School Reform Act, see the section on Power Analysis).

‘A Nation at Risk’

The optimism of the 1960s and early 70s, the momentum created
by the civil rights movement, and federal mandates that the poor
and children of color receive an equal education began to wane in
the late 1970s.  Students of color were increasingly segregated in
inner city and racially isolated rural schools as attempts to inte-
grate schools failed.  The growth of the suburbs had drained
property wealth from cities and funding from schools serving their
residents.

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_03.pdf
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In the face of these defeats, new approaches to education were
gaining ground.  The civil rights and women’s movements influ-
enced many parents and teachers to seek more diverse curricu-
lum content that would give prominence to the roles of women and
people of color, and to seek better understanding of how race and
gender oppression are manifested in a learning environment. A
growing number of educators and community activists rejected
adjectives like “needy” and “disadvantaged” to describe children
and families.  They urged schools and teachers to recognize the
strength, talents and resources that exist in every individual, family
and community.  Furthermore, they argued, teaching styles and
expectations heavily influence students’ success or failure.

President Ronald Reagan was elected in 1980 on a platform that
rejected these kinds of ideas.  He, his staff and his supporters
were committed to going back to some imagined time when
everyone could and should pull themselves up by their bootstraps,
and there was no talk – or recognition – of inequality.  He hoped to
reduce the size and scope of government and let markets reign.  In
1983 Reagan created the National Commission on Excellence in
Education to evaluate the nation’s education system and propose
reforms to help the U.S. maintain international supremacy – eco-
nomically (the “trade war”) and politically (the Cold War).

The Commission’s report, “A Nation at Risk: The Imperative for
Educational Reform,” gave the administration the rhetoric it
wanted, warning that U.S. student achievement was slipping and
that the country faced the imminent prospect of being overtaken in
the global market by other nations.  Among the alarmist sound
bites the report produced were:

“The educational foundations of our society are being eroded by
a rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future

as a nation and a people.”

“…If an unfriendly foreign power had attempted to impose on
America the mediocre educational performance that

exists today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war.”

The Commission’s recommendations, on the other hand, were a
mixed bag.  Largely disregarded by the administration and the
media was the Commission’s support for smaller class size and
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greater access to more sophisticated curriculum and teaching.
Also widely ignored were recommendations that teachers receive
more autonomy, more access to professional development and
more competitive salaries.  Instead, the Reagan administration
emphasized the report’s discussion of learning “standards,”
spawning a standards movement.

Standards were (and are) a potentially valuable mechanism to
insure that all students receive high-level curriculum, and might
even have led to the elimination of tracking. But the administration
took a more conservative tack.  Governors, corporate executives
and the media were cultivated at regional and national summits
promoting a results-driven approach to education that sought to
emulate the late 1970s restructuring of American businesses to
increase productivity.  “Standards” became curricular require-
ments that could be measured with standardized tests. More
recently, many states have implemented “high stakes” testing
programs that tie student promotion and graduation to statewide
achievement tests. While these various assessments have some-
times proved useful to evaluate school resources and identify
needs, they are increasingly used to punish students, teachers and
schools. As noted by the Education Commission of the States,
“Standards are only one piece in a puzzle that also encompasses
assessment, curriculum, accountability, teacher education and
professional development, and intervention and support for strug-
gling students and schools.”

 Thus, despite its use of specious data and its unfounded conclu-
sions, “A Nation at Risk” left a ‘standards’ legacy that significantly
impacts learning today.  Though subsequent studies disputed its
findings, “A Nation at Risk” fulfilled its mission to open the debate
on a fundamental restructuring of public education. Rhetoric found
in “A Nation at Risk” and the standards movement’s failure to get
quick results provided Reagan, subsequent administrations and
conservative governors with justification for free-market experi-
ments including vouchers, tuition tax credits and privatization.

No Child Left Behind (NCLB)

George W. Bush’s administration swept into office with a plan to
seize the Democratic Party’s traditional dominance over public
education as a domestic issue. The vehicle for this “education

Rhetoric found in “A
Nation at Risk” and
the standards
movement’s failure to
get quick results
provided Reagan,
subsequent adminis-
trations and conser-
vative governors with
justification for free-
market experiments
including vouchers,
tuition tax credits and
privatization.
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presidency” was the scheduled reauthorization of the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act.

The development of the new ESEA began on a progressive note.
In fact, NCLB contains several progressive principles, including
the idea that schools should be judged based on their ability to
bring all children along educationally, and that the quality of the
teaching staff is a key component of successful learning and an
area where huge gaps exist between wealthy and low-income
schools.  But through the course of the debate, conservatives
managed to move the details of the law in a much more ominous
direction.

 In January 2001, with broad bipartisan support, President Bush
signed the new incarnation of ESEA, with the title “No Child Left
Behind” (the moniker was lifted from the Children’s Defense Fund
(CDF) slogan ‘Leave No Child Behind,’ though the Children’s
Defense Fund has been strongly critical of the new law).  NCLB
makes sweeping changes in the way schools and districts must
operate if they receive federal education dollars. The law requires
annual assessments in grades 3-12 and imposes sanctions on
low-income schools that do not meet annual goals for improve-
ment in assessment scores. It sets goals for improving teacher
quality. It consolidates funding, allowing states the leeway to use
federal education dollars for a wide range of programs. And it
refocuses the longstanding federal program for bilingual education
towards English language acquisition.  The fact that the law rests
on some solid foundations makes it harder to criticize. As a politi-
cal move, NCLB was a brilliant strategy.  But for kids, it could be a
disaster.

No Child Left Behind dramatically expands the federal role in
public schools, while at the same time encouraging families to
look to less regulated private and semi-private institutions to
educate their children.

The immediate effect of the law has been to dramatically increase
federal oversight of education, worrying advocates of smaller
government and flying in the face of the legacies of Presidents
Reagan and Bush senior.  However, the Bush Administration’s
ultimate goal is undeniably the downsizing of not only the federal
role in education, but likely the public role as a whole.  The Admin-
istration has severely underfunded the law.  And NCLB’s promo-
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tion of privatization of education and flirtation with vouchers belies
a longer term agenda to reduce the role of government in educa-
tion.  In effect, the law sets unrealistic restrictions and mandates
on schools and districts, while at the same time encouraging
“failing” schools be turned over to private entities that are less
accountable and virtually unregulated.  It offers “choice” to low
income parents to move their children out of poorly performing or
“persistently dangerous” schools – without insuring that there will
be better quality, safer schools for them to attend.  It funnels federal
dollars to private supplemental service providers and to advocacy
organizations that promote vouchers.  And at every step, the law
emphasizes measurement, assessment, and curricula that feed
business – and federal dollars – to the private sector.

In the first two years after NCLB was enacted, it appeared to have
achieved the Republican goal of disarming the Democrats of their
traditional dominance over the issue by positioning the Republi-
cans as the party of change, fundamentally restructuring public
education in the country.  Astute spin from the Department of
Education suggests that to argue against NCLB is to support the
status quo.

Despite the Department of Education’s attempts to vilify oppo-
nents of the law (the Secretary of Education during Bush’s first
term,  Rod Paige, went so far as to call the National Education
Association a “terrorist organization” in the spring of 2004), a wide
assortment of teachers, administrators, parents, advocates and
education experts have expressed grave concerns about the law.  

Clearly, the rhetorical goal of leaving no child behind is seen as
much more complicated by those on the ground.

As implementation proceeds, a rising opposition to the law, and
support for revisions have grown.  How school districts, teachers,
parents and communities respond to No Child Left Behind is
certain to be the major theme of the next several years in the
debate on public education in the U.S.  Will the law lead to the
erosion of federal support for poor children in public schools?  Will
public schools become even more stratified based on race and
class, with the “haves” winning and the “have-nots” losing…again?
Or will the focus on assessment and sanctions eliminate unproven
or ineffective teaching practices and raise student assessment
scores?  And if it does so, what will those assessment scores
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really tell us about our kids’ ability to succeed in post-secondary
education and beyond?

The Center for Community Change has developed a range of
resource materials on No Child Left Behind, which are specifically
targeted to organizers. In addition, education advocates can
provide analyses and other tools for understanding the complex
provisions of the law.  For more information, click on this link to our
website section on No Child Left Behind, or to the Center’s NCLB
briefing papers.  Or, see the Where to Find It section of this guide.

Recent Education Trends

However NCLB plays out, education is an issue that Americans
care about, and therefore one that politicians know they have to
address. In a poll taken in 2002, 38 percent of those polled said
the president and congress should make education their ‘highest
priority’, and another 45 percent said education should be a ‘high
priority.’ The only two issues ranked higher by those polled were
terrorism and the economy. In the Latino community, education
consistently out-polls all other issues – even immigration reform.

It’s no wonder that public schools are a political battle ground.
According to the National Center for Education Statistics, there
are 47.4 million children enrolled in the nation’s public elementary
and secondary schools.  And together, billions of federal, state and
local dollars support the massive infrastructure of 85,000 school
buildings across the country.

Moreover, public schools continue to educate the vast majority of
the nation’s children, as compared to private and parochial
schools, or home schools:

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/nclb/
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/nclb/
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/nclb/organizersguide/
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_10.pdf
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Overall Numbers

Geographic Trends in Enrollment

Enrollment in elementary and secondary schools grew rapidly
during the 1950s and 1960s due to the “baby boom” generation.
Enrollment reached a peak in 1971 and began to decline from
there.  The decline, reflecting the decline in school-age population
over the period, lasted through 1984.  Then, in 1985, enrollment
began to climb again and began hitting record levels in the mid-
1990s, in part due to a rise in immigration rates nationally. The
following map visually displays the rise of student enrollment in the
Southwest and West, and concurrent declines or stagnation in
older urban industrial centers in the East and Midwest.

No. of public elementary/secondary schools in the US (2002): 84,735 (76% of all schools)
No. of private schools in the US (2002): 27,223 (24%)

Total public elementary/secondary school enrollment (2001): 47,400,000 (89% of US
          students)

Total private school enrollment (2000): 5,100,000  (9.4%)
Total home-schooled enrollment (1999): 850,000     (1.6%)
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Race and Ethnicity Matter

While the sheer number of students enrolled in public elementary
and secondary schools climbs, with regional variations, we are
also seeing a shift in the demographics of public school students
over time.

Source: US Department of Education Common Core of Data, 2002

While the percentage of White students in the public schools is
inching downwards, African-American students became a larger
percentage of the public school population through the mid-‘80s,
and have basically stayed constant since then.  The big shift is
among Hispanic students, who have gone from making up 6
percent of the public school population in 1972 to over 16 percent
in 2000.  That’s a huge demographic shift, which is having a big
impact on our schools. Similarly, the growth of “Other” students
[meaning mostly non-Hispanic immigrants and Native Americans]
has grown from 1.4 percent to 5.4 percent, an even more dramatic
jump.

These demographic shifts have important implications for educa-
tion organizing. The issues that matter to parents and their children
will depend in part on how schools and districts are addressing
the needs of changing school populations, including students with
limited English proficiency.

Woven throughout the history of public education in the U.S. are
stories of class and race struggles to achieve a decent educa-
tion—to realize the democratic ideal of equal opportunity. The
tension between this ideal and the political, economic and social
realities of a given period in time continue to the present. The
history and contradictions of public education in America provide
an important lens to interpret and understand the current laws,
debates, and practices that will be discussed in this guide.

1972 1976 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000
White 77.8% 76.2% 72.8% 69.6% 67.6% 65.5% 61.3%
Black 14.8 15.5 16.2 16.8 16.5 16.9 16.6
Hispanic 6.0 6.5 8.6 10.1 11.7 14.1 16.6
Other 1.4 1.7 2.4 3.5 4.2 3.5 5.4
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http://www.economics.ucr.edu/papers/03-11.pdf
http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/issues/summer04/crowschools.htm
http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/issues/summer04/crowschools.htm
http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/pncap1.html
http://www.inmotionmagazine.com/pncap1.html
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Schools and school districts have many decision-makers, both
groups and individuals.  Sometimes their authority and responsi-
bilities are clear-cut; other times they overlap or are shared.  This
section gives a general overview of who these people and groups
are and what they control.  Remember, though, that school districts
differ from place to place.  To understand the division of authority
and responsibility in your school district, begin with some research
online or at the library.  Look at your city’s “government services” or
“elected officials” listings for a description of how the schools are
run and managed.  Then, you can follow up with specific questions
in a phone call or meeting with local or district information officers.

At The School

Principals lead schools, academically and administratively. A
good principal can set a school climate that is conducive to learn-
ing and intellectual engagement – not just for students but for the
teaching staff as well. Large schools also may have deans or
assistant or vice principals who share in these leadership
responsibilities.

The amount of freedom a principal has to make decisions and
shape a school’s atmosphere varies from district to district.  Usu-
ally they have a great deal of leeway within policy guidelines set by
boards of education and superintendents. The exception to this
generalization may be curriculum.  The move toward state stan-
dards and federal tests has heavily circumscribed flexibility in this
area.

It doesn’t take long, when you enter a school, to begin getting a
flavor of the school “climate” or “culture.”  Is it a place where stu-
dents, teachers and administrators are respected and chal-
lenged?  Is it a functional office that provides its “workers” what
they need to do their jobs?  Schools are work sites for teachers,
support staff, paraprofessionals and others.  As such, the climate
created by building leadership affects all who work there, as well
as students who attend the school, and their parents.  In a well-run

Power Analysis:
Who Can, Who Should, Who Will
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school, teachers may work together in teams by grade, or subject
level in an effort to strengthen coordination between classrooms
and provide an opportunity for teachers to learn from each other
and critically reflect on their work.  In other buildings, there may be
no sense of collegiality: classroom doors are closed, teachers
work largely on their own and are suspicious of efforts by parents
or other teachers to sit in the classroom to monitor or provide
support.  These buildings typically fail to provide an intellectually
stimulating environment for teachers and students, and result in
high teacher turnover and low student achievement.

The degree of autonomy teachers enjoy to shape their classroom
teaching depends on multiple factors, including class size, student
attributes, the principal, the level of support she provides, and any
standardized curriculum mandated by the school district. Increas-
ingly, as standardized exams become more influential in decisions
about promotions and graduations, teachers are under pressure
to “teach to the test” and therefore have less leeway in how they
convey their course material.

In most school districts, teachers and other school staff (custodi-
ans, paraprofessionals, cafeteria workers) are unionized.1

Unions work to protect faculty and staff from inequitable labor
practices, and negotiate wages and benefits through collective
bargaining.  In some school districts, the local teachers union
includes teachers as well as paraprofessionals, cafeteria workers,
bus drivers and other school personnel.  In other districts, non-
teaching positions may be represented by other unions, including
the Teamsters, the Service Employees International Union (SEIU)
or others.

Most teachers unions have “building representatives” or “shop
stewards,” who serve as the union liaison and leadership within
each individual school building.  These elected building “reps” sit
on a district-wide council that helps decide on union activities and
positions.  It is usually worth building relationships with these
leaders.  That way, when an issue seems to present a conflict
between staff interests and student needs, activists may be able to
find solutions that satisfy both.  Also, some issues may be of
concern to both parents and teachers, providing the opportunity to
work together to resolve problems.

In Denver, New York
and other cities,
organized parents
have won campaigns
to replace school
principals, help
choose new school
leadership and
ensure better man-
agement and higher
expectations within
schools.  Perhaps
the most radical
organizing to change
school culture has
been done by the
Industrial Areas
Foundation (IAF) in
Texas, where a
network of  “Alliance
Schools” focuses on
establishing a learn-
ing community that
engages students,
parents, teachers
and other staff.
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Teachers unions engage in collective bargaining with the school
district to create a contract that guides their working conditions.
Contracts are typically negotiated every one to three years, but
portions of the contract may be reviewed or renegotiated on an
annual basis.  Most union contracts determine wage and salary
scales, but teachers’ contracts also may influence building assign-
ments, evaluation processes, and tenure policies and practices.
Increasingly, unions are insisting on the right to bargain around
additional issues such as class size, facilities conditions, the
composition of school and district decision-making teams, profes-
sional development and others that directly affect student learning.
Contracts are public documents that should be available from the
district and/or union office.  Some local unions post contracts or
summaries on their web sites.

Some states (Arizona, Georgia, South Carolina, North Carolina,
Texas, Virginia) do not allow collective bargaining by teachers.  In
these states, decisions about salaries and working conditions are
decided by the district administration, with varying degrees of
influence by teachers depending on the district leadership.  Never-
theless, these states all have teacher union affiliates.  But the
unions typically are far less powerful than those in states where
collective bargaining is guaranteed.

Some states have laws that proscribe what can and cannot be
included in collective bargaining agreements. To find out what your
state’s “scope of bargaining” policies are, go to this link, which
contains a state-by-state table on collective bargaining policies for
teachers:  
http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/37/48/3748.htm.

Parent Teacher Associations (PTA), also known as Parent
Associations or Parent-Teacher-Student Organizations, are some-
times seen, particularly by administrators and teachers, as the
primary vehicle for parents to participate in the school.  The na-
tional PTA was founded in 1897 as the National Congress of
Mothers. It was a radical concept at the time, when social activism
was scorned and women did not have the vote.  The PTA has been
instrumental as a national lobbying force around issues such as
access to kindergarten, school meals, child labor and other is-
sues.  In the last several years, many school-based parent organi-
zations have formed independently of the national PTA, though
they play similar roles at individual schools.

Dozens of organizing
groups have begun their
work on education issues
by targeting small but
meaningful changes at the
building level – perhaps
addressing safety for
children walking to and
from school, playground
facilities, or other issues.
These campaigns should
be conducted strategically
as a way to build parent
interest in the school,
develop alliances with
teachers or administrators
and establish a presence
for the group.

For a good description of
the kinds of campaigns
that groups often start out
with, check out “Unlock-
ing the Schoolhouse
Door,” a report by the
National Center for
Schools and Communities
(April 2002) that looks at
how community groups
typically begin their
engagement on education
concerns.  [http://
www.ncscatfordham.org/
binarydata/files/
unlockingschool.pdf]

http://www.ecs.org/clearinghouse/37/48/3748.htm
http://www.ncscatfordham.org/binarydata/files/unlockingschool.pdf
http://www.ncscatfordham.org/binarydata/files/unlockingschool.pdf
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PTAs are almost always unstaffed, and work with extremely limited
resources. They often thrive or falter based on the skills and per-
sonalities of a few hard-working parents.  In low and moderate-
income communities, school PTAs are not often seen as welcom-
ing or representative of the school population as a whole.  PTAs
tend to be dominated by whites – even in majority-minority schools
– and by more middle class families. They are often seen by
community groups as relatively conservative bodies that focus on
fundraising support for the school.  School principals often heavily
influence the PTA, and can control their access to school re-
sources to some degree, which also contributes to the frustration
that many community organizing groups have with the tendency of
PTAs to be fairly conflict-averse.

Many organizing groups have successfully worked with or through
established PTAs on a range of issues.  However, where PTAs do
not reflect the overall demographic makeup of the school, or are
substantially controlled by a small subset of parents or the princi-
pal, community groups have found them to be unhelpful and some
times even obstructionist.

Site-based decision-making, also known as shared decision-
making or school-based management, exists in many districts and
schools.  The concept was brought over from private-sector “par-
ticipatory management” innovations—to place more power, au-
tonomy and accountability at the school level and allow for greater
decision-making by teachers, and sometimes by students, parents
and community members as well. These structures differ widely in
their responsibilities and effectiveness.  At one end of the spec-
trum is Chicago (see box below) where neighborhood residents
elect local school councils that in theory can hire and fire principals
and other staff and exert significant control over school budgets.
Some site-based structures also have control over curriculum and
programming decisions. In other places planning teams and
similar committees may be advisory only, not accountable to
anyone, allowed to address a limited range of issues, controlled
by administrators or frustrated by uncooperative staff.

In Spokane, Wash-
ington, the Washing-
ton Rural Organizing
Project (now known
as Spokane Interfaith
and Education
Alliance) organized
the PTA at Sheridan
elementary school,
and won District
funds to coordinate
activity around
vehicular traffic
outside the school,
among other issues.
The effort dissolved,
however, when the
organizing group
turned their atten-
tion to a school
funding levy and the
District withdrew its
support.
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District Level: Administrators and Elected
Officials

Superintendents, occasionally known as chancellors, chief
executive officers or chief administrative officers, are legally obli-
gated to carry out the policies of the board of education or in some
cases mayors or county executives.  Superintendents are usually a
district’s most visible representative and are critical in defining its
culture, shaping decisions, encouraging innovation and improve-
ment, and creating a supportive work environment for faculty and
staff.  The superintendent, with the administrative, district, or
central office staff:

Monitors school progress and budgets and reports to the
board and the public;

Selects curriculum and materials (within the confines of
state law);

Oversees training and development of principals and
teachers;

Negotiates contracts with employees unions;

Manages facilities;

Ensures equitable distribution of materials, equipment and
information to schools;

Creates short- and long-term plans;

Hires, assigns and fires principals and other staff, usually
with board approval; and

Prepares budgets for the board’s approval.

In federal parlance, the district administration is know as the “Local
Education Agency” or LEA.

Boards of education, known in some places as school boards or
school committees, typically set budgets, policies and goals for
their districts.  They can usually levy taxes, and must issue regular
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financial reports.  Boards determine the school calendar, approve
curriculum, make decisions about buildings and renovations and
decide many other issues.

School boards are not usually involved in day-to-day operations,
but are accountable for ensuring that local, state and federal laws
are obeyed.  These requirements range widely, covering aca-
demic standards, the licensing of teachers and other staff, health
and safety, employment law, and much more.  A board’s key
responsibilities are to:

Raise funds, approve district budgets and oversee
expenses;
Authorize contracts with employees and their unions;
Hire the superintendent, other top administrators and, in
some smaller districts, principals;
Communicate with the public about public education
and local schools.

Ideally boards also should provide vision and a philosophy or
approach to education.  They should answer hard questions on the
content of curriculum, the best ways to meet the needs of the
district’s students, and ways to engage the community and attract
the best staff.

Many boards are elected, but a growing number of mayors, county
executives and city councils have won the right to appoint them.
Their argument has been that since they are responsible for
budgets and the success or failure of schools, they should deter-
mine who governs them.  Some activists have struggled against
this trend believing elected boards are more accountable.  Others
have supported change arguing that school districts are too com-
plex to be run by lay people or that elected school boards are
open to corruption.

Local government’s primary role in education is creating and
refining funding mechanisms, most often property or real estate
taxes.  (See section on, School Funding)  In addition, many cities,
counties, and other local entities have regulations that apply to
schools, for example fire codes and rules about health, safety and
building occupancy.

Parent Teacher Associations (PTA) sometimes hold power at
the district level.  Often, individual school PTA presidents come

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_04.pdf
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together in a district-wide body, which may be anointed by the
superintendent or school board as the “official” voice for the com-
munity and parents.

Site-based decision-making.  In some places, participatory
decision-making extends to the district-level.  In most of New York
State, for instance, districts are required by law to have a district-
level planning team in addition to teams for each school.  These
teams are supposed to include community, parents, administra-
tors, support staff, and teachers.  For more on site-based deci-
sion-making, see Building Level above.

Unions represent faculty and staff in most school districts.  In
many large districts there are four or more unions – one each for
principals; teachers and other professional staff; paraprofession-
als such as teachers’ aides; and maintenance or custodial work-
ers; as well as specialized unions for the trades, such as electri-
cians.  As mentioned above, guidelines for how districts negotiate
with unions – and the parameters of collective bargaining – are
usually set by states.  Wages, salaries, and benefits account for
about 85 percent of a typical district’s budget. Conservatives
charge unions with getting in the way of school change, accusing
them of protecting their own members (with contract language on
teacher placement, seniority rights and due process provisions)
over ensuring student achievement.  In recent years, though, a
growing number of local unions have begun to assert the role of
teachers in changing schools for the better and leading the focus
on student achievement.  These locals say they have a responsibil-
ity to make sure all kids learn and to help get rid of teachers who
can’t or won’t support this goal.  They also are forging alliances
with parent and community groups.  Some of these locals belong
to the Teacher Union Reform Network (TURN),
www.turnexchange.net.

In a number of cities, local community organizations have devel-
oped good working relationships with their teachers union locals,
and are engaged in joint efforts to reform schools.  The Center for
Community Change’s “Partnerships for Change” project supports
and learns from these alliances [for more information on Partner-
ships for Change, see a brochure on the project at
www.communitychange.org/issues/
education/partners/].

http://www.turnexchange.net
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/partners/
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 Winds of change in Chicago?

The Chicago School Reform Act of 1988 was a response to demands for better schools
and increased parent and community involvement.  Local school councils (LSCs) estab-
lished by the Act gave parents and community activists responsibilities that those in other
districts could only dream of.  These included the right to: select and evaluate principals,
help develop and approve school improvement plans, and control discretionary budgets
averaging $500,000 per school.

LSCs include six parents and two community representatives elected by parents and
community residents, two teachers elected by school staff, the principal, and in high
schools a student elected by his or her peers.  The district requires LSC members to have
16 hours of training. Several Chicago-based non-profits provide this training, as well as
additional workshops and support.

Are they working?  A 1997 study by the Consortium on Chicago School Research found
that 50-60% of LSCs are “high functioning” and that another 25-33% are doing well though
in need of more support.  Studies also suggest that elementary schools with sustained
improvement in reading test scores during the 1990s had “effective” LSCs as judged by
school staff.  At the same time, schools taken over by the central administration in the late
1990s showed “very limited” achievement gains.

Despite this promising view, LSCs remain controversial. District office staff have been
known to interfere with the LSCs, and the district’s chief operating officer has publicly
belittled them.  This has undermined the public’s support of LSCs, discouraged people
from running for seats on the councils, and demoralized those who do serve.  It has also
made them less effective.  In 2004, Chicago Mayor Richard Daley announced a plan to
restructure as many as 60 Chicago Public Schools, abolishing the LSCs in those schools.
Community groups are fighting the so-called “Renaissance 2010” plan.

Many school reform groups and foundations that pushed for the 1988 Act, as well as LSC
members, continue to believe in the potential of the LSCs to improve schools.  They fought
off attempts to weaken the Act and are working to strengthen LSCs.  Members and ex-
perts alike recommended more training for LSC members, especially on conflict resolu-
tion, teaching and learning and consensus building, and groups like the Chicago School
Leadership Cooperative have received substantial grants to try to fill the gap.

Sources:  Chicago’s Local School Councils: What the Research Says, Donald R.
Moore and Gail Merrit, Designs for Change, January 2002, www.designsforchange.org.

Catalyst: Voice of Chicago School Reform, Growing up: Local leaders say it’s now or
never for LSCs and Prescriptions for improved LSCs, both by Mario G. Oritz, March
2002, www.chicagocatalyst.org.

http:// www.designsforchange.org
http://www.chicagocatalyst.org
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State Level:
Education Departments, Courts, Legislatures

Governors and legislatures, the chief decision-makers in state
government, have primary responsibility for public education at
this level.  States, through budgets set by governors and legisla-
tors, contribute the largest share of funding for schools – as much
as 50% of school budgets.  Most states also set requirements for
teacher certification and licensing, create accountability systems
such as standards and tests, set the rules for school bonds, de-
velop standard courses of study, and determine the parameters of
negotiations and benefits policies for school employees.  Beyond
these issues, there is wide variation in how much control states
exert.

Governors and/or legislators usually appoint state boards of
education and state superintendents, though these are elected
positions in a few states. Superintendents and state boards or
departments of education (in federal parlance, known as “State
Education Agencies” or SEAs) typically create guidelines for how
districts implement education legislation on topics such as those
listed above.  How active they are and how much influence they
have over the actions of the governor and the legislature varies
from state to state.

A good source of information specific to your state include local
“education funds” – a network of progressive education advocates
affiliated with the Public Education Network (PEN).  There are ed
funds in 34 states.  You might also contact your state PTA and
state teachers’ unions.  Many states also have fiscal analysis
institutes that are excellent sources of information about budgets
and tax equity issues. Contact information for each of these re-
sources are listed in the Resource section.   [PEN is at
www.publiceducation.org.]

Parent Teacher Associations (see other levels, too) often have
state-level staff who lobby the governor or state legislature.  Some
also provide technical support to local chapters.

School boards usually have a state association, made up of
district boards, that lobbies governors and state legislators.

Unions are major players in most states.  The teachers’ unions in

http://www.publiceducation.org
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particular usually have professional lobbyists and contribute gener-
ously to political campaigns. The two umbrella groups for local
teachers unions are the American Federation of Teachers
(www.aft.org) and the National Education Association
(www.nea.org).  Both organizations typically have state-level of-
fices in each state, though one may be dominant, based on the
number of members/locals it has within the state.

State court decisions can affect school policies on school fund-
ing, materials, student access and assignments, civil liberties
issues such as dress codes and drug testing, freedom of speech,
religion and more.  In the last 30 years state and federal courts
also have issued many rulings defining the states’ responsibility for
providing free public schools and the distribution of available
resources.  (See, Suing for Equity, in the School Funding section.)

Federal Level:
Department of Education and Congress

Department of Education  In 1979 the federal “office of educa-
tion” became a department and the secretary of education
achieved cabinet-level status.   “Ed,” as it is referred to, conducts
research, administers programs – including grants to schools and
other groups – and represents the President in matters relating to
schools.  The secretary of education under George W. Bush is
Roderick Paige, former superintendent of the Houston, Texas,
schools.

Federal court decisions, including those made by the Supreme
Court, may influence a wide range of school policies and practices
from dress codes to drug testing to school prayer.  For more
information see Courts in the State Level section above.

Federal laws applying to schools include those that define and
outlaw discrimination based on race, sex, or disability and those
that protect employees – for example, Title IX of the Education
Amendments of 1972, the Americans with Disability Act, the Fair
Labor Standards Act and the Occupational Safety and Health Act.
The federal government also regulates how schools use federal
funds.

The largest federal program that provides funding for public
schools is the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA)

http://www.aft.org
http://www.nea.org
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_04.pdf
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of 1965.  It created and regulates most federal K-12 programs.
Title I, designed to improve achievement among poor children and
children of color, is the heart of ESEA and provides the most
funding, about $13.8 billion in fiscal year 2003.  Congress allo-
cates funds for ESEA each year and must reauthorize the law
every five or six years. In addition to Title I’s focus on disadvan-
taged children, ESEA also typically addresses programs for
bilingual students, education on military bases and Indian reserva-
tions, funding for special programs such as dropout prevention or
drug programs, and other provisions.

Until the 2002 reauthorization of ESEA, known as the No Child
Left Behind Act (NCLB), federal involvement in school policies and
practices was minimal beyond the areas listed above.  However,
the new ESEA/NCLB requirements on assessment, school perfor-
mance and teacher quality will significantly influence schools
across the country.  Under the new law, Title I schools face sanc-
tions for failing to meet the new mandates.

The current version of ESEA dictates, to an unprecedented de-
gree, practices historically controlled at the state and local level.
Many educators and parents view this federal “intrusion” into local
school policy as particularly invidious, made more so by the Presi-
dent and Congress’ failure to fully fund the authorization levels set
in the law.  Despite the onerous mandates required of districts by
NCLB, the federal share of local school funding remains at about
7%. (For more information on the law’s major provisions, see the
section of this Action Guide called “No Child Left Behind”.)

National Association of State Boards of Education
(www.nasbe.org) and the National School Boards Association
(www.nsba.org) are the major national organizations of school
boards.  They lobby at the federal level and publish journals and
other materials.  For instance, The American School Board
Journal (www.asbj.com) is written without a lot of jargon and
frequently has useful articles.

The National Parent Teacher Association (see other levels)
lobbies at the federal level, publishes a magazine and other
materials and maintains national offices in Chicago and Washing-
ton, DC  (www.pta.org).

http://www.pta.org
http://www.asbj.com
http://www.nsba.org
http://www.nasbe.org
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_05.pdf
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Unions (see other levels) are also major players in Congress.
The teachers’ unions have government affairs offices, professional
lobbyists and make generous campaign contributions.

Getting to a Power Analysis

As you begin to look at and hear about issues within the schools in
your community, develop a plan for leaders to conduct a local
power analysis.  Look at who’s on the local school board; who
contributes to their campaigns; what authority do individual
schools (through principals or site-based management councils)
have over the issues that you’re concerned about?  Meet with a
representative of the teachers union to evaluate their interest in
working with community residents.  Sit down with a district official,
or see if the district publishes a guide to district finances and
school budgets.  These fact-finding exercises will help you and
your leaders figure out how to approach the issues they care
about.

In addition, it’s important to be aware of many parents’ reluctance
to approach schools or engage in issues that directly affect class-
room practice.  Cultural or historic experiences sometimes make
parents uneasy about approaching teachers (cultural differences
between mostly white, mostly middle class teachers and the com-
munities from which their students come are often legion), or
feeling that they might not have anything to offer the school.
Schools are good at sending subtle messages about the limits of
parent involvement.  Some organizing groups have found that the
level of leadership development needed to engage in campaigns
addressing real instructional issues is much higher than with many
other issue campaigns.  Take your time.  Get active inside the
school house only as your leadership and membership are ready.
Most organizing groups begin with “outside the school” issues
such as facilities or safety first.  Building relationships, learning
about education reform and getting comfortable with you instincts
about what goes on inside a classroom or school takes longer.
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Access to a free public education has been constitutionally guar-
anteed to children for a century.  But for about just as long, a
debate has raged over how that education will be funded, what the
spending priorities ought to be, and who will pay for it.  The same
fundamental tenets that have shaped – and complicated – the
formation of our public school system (see chapter 1) also emerge
in the debate over how it is funded.  Do all children have a right to
the same resources?  Do they have the right to whatever is
needed to provide an “adequate” education?  Or, do state consti-
tutions guarantee only a basic level of support, onto which districts
or states, or individual schools may build to the extent of their
political and economic power.

The conservative political climate that has been building nation-
wide since the 1970s has affected public schools dramatically.
The rising power of corporations and the diminished import of the
public sector to provide for society’s needs have created a difficult
climate in which to secure adequate funding for public schools.
The result has been fierce battles, unending lawsuits, complicated
political maneuvering and usually a stalemate when it comes to
making sure resources reach low-income children. Thus inequities
remain. The gap in spending between the highest poverty and
lowest poverty districts averages $966 per pupil nationwide, which
means in some states the gap is even greater.  (The Education
Trust publishes an excellent annual report on the funding gaps
between high and low poverty districts, by state.  For the 2004
report, see:
http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/30B3C1B3-3DA6-4809-
AFB9-2DAACF11CF88/0/funding2004.pdf.)

The battle over school funding is an important dimension of the
modern-day struggle for equal opportunity for low-income students
and children of color. The following description of school funding
fights in New York State exemplifies the nature of the challenge to
obtain equal educational opportunity.
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School funding
Where does it come from?  Where
does it go?

http://www.ewa.org
http://www.nea.org
http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/30B3C1B3-3DA6-4809-AFB9-2DAACF11CF88/0/funding2004.pdf
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The McDonalds Standard.  Is it Enough?

In New York State, a grassroots coalition of more than 230 groups
is organizing to shape the way an “adequate education” is defined
and how the state should pay for it.  The battle in New York pro-
vides a model for engaging community groups in school funding
debates.

The Alliance for Quality Education (AQE) was formed to establish
a grassroots voice to help amplify the legal battle over school
funding in the Empire State.  The case took off in 1995 when New
York’s highest court said litigators with the Campaign for Fiscal
Equity (CFE) had standing to challenge the education finance
system on the grounds that thousands of students were being
denied the “sound, basic education” required by the state’s consti-
tution.

In 2001 Judge Leland DeGrasse ruled in favor of CFE, declaring
that New York State had “over the course of many years consis-
tently violated the state constitution by failing to provide opportu-
nity for a sound basic education….”  He ordered the state to
reform its funding system.  Then, in 2002, an appellate court
rejected DeGrasse’s decision.  Many were outraged by the appel-
late court ruling, which implied that money is not that important and
that an eighth or ninth grade education fulfilled the requirement of
“sound and basic.” The New York Times decried the decision,
writing that it “suggested that the state would satisfy its constitu-
tional duty if the educational opportunity provided students would
qualify them for jobs as fast-food cooks or bike messengers.”

A year later, New York’s highest court weighed in again.  Money
does matter, it said, expressing concern that thousands of stu-
dents are “placed in overcrowded classrooms, taught by unquali-
fied teachers, and provided with inadequate facilities and equip-
ment.”  The decision said that all students are entitled to a “mean-
ingful high school education . . . which prepares [them] to function
productively as civic participants.” (Campaign for Fiscal Equity V.
State of New York).  What that means must now be defined in
New York.

The Alliance for Quality Education is taking the lead in organizing
so that the voices of parents, students and teachers can be heard
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in that debate.  Together with the Campaign for Fiscal Equity,
community leaders in dozens of districts across the state are
coming up with a definition of what they believe schools need in
order to be successful and are conducting local organizing cam-
paigns to demand those resources.

The battle for new school funding systems is being fought through-
out the country. Moving from the state courts to the streets and
back again, these campaigns are defining “adequacy” and at the
same time looking for ways to provide it to all children regardless
of where they live.

This chapter provides a basic summary of school funding: where
the money comes from, and how it is spent.

Where does the money come from?

The State.  The share of school funding covered by state dollars
varies significantly. The trend, however, has been toward rising
state shares: in 1940 states provided 30 percent of school funds,
by 1970 it was 40 percent, and in 2000, 49.9 percent.  K-12 public
education is the single largest expense for state governments, an
average of 35.4 percent of their 2000 budgets.

Source:  Public Education Finances, 2001. U.S. Census Bureau
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State-level funding for education is dependent on the revenues
generated from sources such as sales and personal income
taxes—which together account for nearly 70 percent of total state
revenues. Both are strongly affected by the health of the economy,
prompting experts and activists to look for ways to stabilize and
increase state incomes.  An additional challenge is that, reflecting
the increase in corporate power mentioned earlier, corporate
income taxes have declined in recent decades. As recently as
1989, 9.7 percent of state tax revenues came from corporate
income taxes; in 2002 it had fallen to 5.1 percent. Meanwhile,
states have tried to raise revenues other ways, such as through
state lotteries. However, research shows that lottery revenues
earmarked for education tend to supplant, rather than supplement,
the existing state education resources.

Local governments provide nearly as large a share of school
funds as the states – an average of 43 percent in 2000-011 .  Local
contributions were highest in Nebraska (57.7 percent) and lowest
in Arkansas (18.7 percent). Most local education funding comes
from property taxes.  Nationally these taxes provide nearly a third
of all funding for K-12 education.  In many states local voters must
approve increases in property tax rates which also are known as
millage rates.  As a result, school boards or local governments
must ask voters to approve school budgets or special expenses,
such as buildings, that will increase millage rates.

In large cities and urban counties with a single district, school
funds are often part of the overall budget.  These budgets are
typically developed by mayors or county executives and their
staffs, are finalized by a city or county council and do not require a
public vote.  Therefore activists have to insert themselves in the
process early on in order to have an impact on spending priorities
and overall funding.

Regardless of the budget process, the mechanics of property
taxes are the same.  A mill equals one-tenth of a cent.  So, for
example, if voters agree to increase the millage rate by one
percent, they would pay an additional one dollar for every $1,000
worth of property.  Local officials, or in a few cases state govern-
ments, periodically reevaluate the worth of property for tax pur-
poses.  The result is known as assessed value and is usually less
than market value.  So, continuing with the example above, a
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house assessed at $100,000 would be taxed an additional $100
for each one percent millage rate increase.

Local governments like property taxes because they are relatively
dependable, predictable and easy to administer and collect.  But
property taxes often impose unfair burdens on the elderly and those
on fixed incomes as well as property owners whose incomes do
not keep pace with property values. These problems can be par-
ticularly pronounced during recessions and real estate booms.

In the last 10-15 years homeowners have tended to bear heavier
property tax burdens than businesses.  Reasons for this include a
boom and bust in commercial and office space in the 1980s,
underassessment of industrial and commercial property, declines
in manufacturing and increased home ownership2 .  The same
dynamics that have resulted in reduced corporate income taxes at
the state level are allowing companies to reduce their property tax
burden as well. [Education Organizing addressed one facet of this
decline in corporate contributions to school revenues. See http://
www.communitychange.org/education/pdffiles/edorg9.pdf.]

Reliance on property taxes contributes to huge inequalities across
states and among schools in the same state. Communities with the
neediest children often have the weakest property tax bases and,
therefore, raise the least amount of money even when they tax
themselves at high rates.  To date efforts to address these inequali-
ties have been only marginally successful.  Every state that has
changed its funding formula in response to a lawsuit has in some
way restricted the use of property taxes.

Federal government.  The federal contribution to state education
budgets ranged from 3.8 percent to 17.3 percent in 2000-01.  The
average was 7.1 percent and most districts received 5-8 percent of
their budgets from the federal government.

The source for this funding is Congress’ annual appropriation to the
Department of Education, authorized by the Elementary and Sec-
ondary Education Act (ESEA).  Congress enacted the ESEA in
1965, and has reauthorized it every 5-6 years since then.  The law
was a cornerstone of President Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Pov-
erty,” and for the first time, targeted federal funds and programs
specifically to disadvantaged students.

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/#newsletter
http://www.communitychange.org/education/pdffiles/edorg9.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/education/pdffiles/edorg9.pdf
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This federal intervention was tacit recognition that the states’
performance on this front was uneven and insufficient.  Title I of the
ESEA became the single largest federal expenditure on elemen-
tary and secondary education, with appropriations of $1 billion
dollars in 1965.  These appropriations have risen to roughly $13
billion in 2003, though these increases have barely kept pace with
inflation and rising student enrollments in elementary and second-
ary public schools.  (The National Center for Education Statistics
has good information on state-by-state Title I allocations, as well
as district allocations.  See http://nces.ed.gov.  The U.S. Depart-
ment of Education website also allows you to search states for
Title I allocations by district.  See http://www.ed.gov/about/over-
view/budget/titlei/fy04/index.html#allocation.)

A separate law governs federal funding for children with disabili-
ties. In 1975 Congress passed the first such law, then called the
Education of All Handicapped Children Act. The law has been
amended numerous times—most recently in 1997—and is now
titled the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). A
critical aspect of IDEA is the principle that all eligible school-aged
children and youth with disabilities are entitled to receive a free
appropriate public education (“FAPE”). In addition to FAPE, the
other key principles of the law are: appropriate evaluation, indi-
vidualized education programs, least restrictive environment,
parent and student participation in decision making, and proce-
dural safeguards. States must comply with certain minimum rules
and standards in order to receive federal IDEA funds. Each state
also has its own special education law that may go beyond the
federal statute.

Under the law, provision of FAPE must occur, to the extent pos-
sible, in the same school and classroom setting that a child would
otherwise attend were the child not disabled. In other words, every
effort should be made to mainstream disabled students. In the
past, children with disabilities were often segregated from other
students and stigmatized for their difference. In the early 1970s,
more than one million disabled children were excluded from
school, and hundreds of thousands were housed in state institu-
tions.3  Children of color and poor children were more likely than
white, wealthier children to be separated, and to receive inappro-
priate educational services. [http://www.aypf.org/forumbriefs/2002/
fb092302.htm]

Title I of the ESEA
became the single
largest federal expen-
diture on elementary
and secondary educa-
tion, with appropria-
tions of $1 billion
dollars in 1965.  These
appropriations have
risen to roughly $13
billion in 2003, though
these increases have
barely kept pace with
inflation and rising
student enrollments
in elementary and
secondary public
schools.

http://nces.ed.gov
http://www.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/titlei/fy04/index.html#allocation
http://www.ed.gov/about/overview/budget/titlei/fy04/index.html#allocation
http://www.aypf.org/forumbriefs/2002/fb092302.htm
http://www.aypf.org/forumbriefs/2002/fb092302.htm
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The federal government has failed to meet the funding goals set
out in IDEA. Originally the law called for a federal target of cover-
ing 40 percent of the extra costs of educating children with dis-
abilities. Although federal appropriations for special education
increased from roughly $315 million in 1977 to $7.4 billion in
2001, the federal contribution today pays for only about 13 percent
of the excess costs of special education. States and localities
must make up the difference.

Some states try to distribute property taxes
more equitably to improve education equity

In recent years efforts to more equitably fund public education
have focused largely on the state level, and have been fought
primarily in the state courts. In some cases the result has been a
state role in the distribution of local property taxes. Kansas, Mon-
tana, Texas, Wyoming, and Vermont (see below) require local
governments to pool all or some property tax revenues in a state
fund.  These funds are then distributed more equitably throughout
the state.  Michigan replaced most local property taxes with a
statewide property tax and a higher sales tax in 1994.  Per-student
spending gaps between the lowest- and highest-poverty districts
are below the national average in all of these states except Michi-
gan and Montana. (Source: The Education Trust based on 1999-
2000 U.S. Dept. of Education and U.S. Census Bureau data.
See spending gap charts comparing the states at http://
www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/EE004C0A-D7B8-40A6-8A03-
1F26B8228502/0/funding2003.pdf.)

Where does the money go?

All the resources that are funneled down from the federal, state
and local level end up in school district hands, where they are
allocated to schools. Funds are apportioned to the districts in a
variety of ways, depending on the source of funds and the formulas
used for their distribution, which are described in detail below.
Once they reach the school level, funds are used for a number of
different purposes; the bulk of resources are used for operating
expenses.

http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/EE004C0A-D7B8-40A6-8A03-1F26B8228502/0/funding2003.pdf
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Controversy in Vermont

In 1997 Vermont’s Supreme Court ruled that every child in the state should have basically
equal access to funds for teachers, libraries and textbooks.  The legislature responded with
Act 60; it says districts that spend the same dollar amount on their students should have the
same tax rate.  The practical result is that property-rich districts subsidize districts with less
valuable property.  The act does not require equal spending.

Under Act 60 the state sets property tax rates, combines the monies collected and redistrib-
utes funding at a fixed amount per student. The statewide property tax covers about two-thirds
of what is needed for Vermont’s basic per student grant plus its contribution for special educa-
tion, transportation, and other categorical aid. (See definition of categorical aid below.)  The
remainder comes mostly from income and sales taxes.

If a district wants to raise additional funds it must send some of the money raised to the state
to be shared with poorer districts.  Some districts avoid this provision of the Act by asking for
donations rather than raising taxes.  Act 60 tries to protect those with valuable land but fixed or
limited incomes by allowing low- and moderate-income homeowners to pay up to two percent
of their income instead of the property tax.

Act 60 is complicated and controversial.  It has cost some politicians their careers and has
angered residents of wealthy towns.  Still, it has withstood six court challenges.  Most impor-
tantly, it seems to be working.  When the lawsuit reached the state Supreme Court in 1997,
one school district in Vermont was spending $2,979 per student while another spent $7,726 –
a difference of $4,747 or 160 percent.  In 1999-2000, the gap between Vermont’s lowest and
highest-poverty districts was only $939 – below the U.S. average.
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Operating expenses are the costs of running schools day to day
including everything except capital expenses.  Wages, salaries
and benefits account for about 85 percent of these costs.  When
school budgets have to be cut, reductions usually come from the
remaining 15 percent of the budget since collective bargaining
contracts with employees cannot usually be changed.

Capital expenses cover new school construction, renovations,
and major repairs.  Capital funds almost always have to be bor-
rowed.  Instead of taking out a bank loan, school districts typically
sell bonds. Voter approval is usually required before a district can
sell bonds.  The buyers – most often banks or other institutions –
charge a fixed interest rate that ordinarily costs the district less
than a typical bank loan.  The district also agrees to a repayment
schedule. Repayment costs appear in district budgets as “debt
service” and cover principal, interest and any fees to banks or
other financial agents.

How are state funds divided?  One answer is – not fairly.  As
you will see below, complicated formulas are used to determine
how state money is shared among school districts.  In most states,
formulas were designed or have been adapted, at least in part, to
make them more equitable.  Nonetheless, in 1999-2000 the
average national per-pupil-spending gap between the highest-
and lowest-poverty districts was $966 per student.

The states with the largest gaps in 1999-2000 were Illinois, New
York and Montana. For example, New York’s wealthiest district
was able to spend $8,598 (including both local and state rev-
enues) per student to fund public schools, while the poorest spent
$6,445 per student.  In Illinois the wealthiest district had state and
local revenue totaling $7,460 per student while the poorest had
$5,400.  Montana’s wealthiest district had $6,361 per student, its
poorest, $4,826.

Every state constitution requires a free public education though
the precise language differs. About 25 percent say the state is
responsible to provide a “thorough and efficient” public education
for all students.  In recent years this has been understood to mean
that states must provide districts with enough money to succeed.
Unfortunately there is little agreement about the meanings of
“enough” and “succeed.”

Every state constitu-
tion requires a free
public education
though the precise
language differs.
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Most state money for schools is described as basic or general
aid.  It is usually distributed using complicated formulas.  Most
formulas take into account each district’s ability to raise funds
locally.  The measure of this ability is usually the value of taxable
property, known as net tax capacity.  State formulas may also
consider factors such as personal income, number of students
defined as “poor,” and other indicators of a district’s relative
wealth or poverty.  Some formulas also consider each district’s
size and cost of living, including expenses such as teachers’
salaries, real estate prices and special education needs.

A majority of states use some version of a foundation or guaran-
tee formula.  This method sets a minimum level of funding per
student, the foundation or guarantee.  Aid is then allocated based
on the difference between the foundation and what each district
can raise locally; some states require localities to impose a mini-
mum tax.

“Costing out” is the process of determining the minimum level of
state funding per student.  Calculations vary from state to state.
Here are short descriptions of some “costing-out” methods states
use to determine foundation spending or guaranteed minimums.
Many states have been influenced by lawsuits filed during the last
30 years (see box below, Suing for equity and adequacy) and
while some have increased resources available to poor schools, it
will be years before we know whether schools improve as a result.

Successful schools.  Some states identify schools and/or
districts where students regularly meet state standards.  Then, they
calculate average per-student expenses in those places and that
becomes the foundation.  One criticism of this method is that it
underestimates resources needed to help the poor and children of
color because most “successful” schools and districts are subur-
ban, not poor, and mostly white. States using this method or varia-
tions on it include Illinois, Mississippi and Ohio.

Professional judgement. A panel of experts lists resources
needed to create a “model” school.  The cost of creating this
school becomes the base funding level that the state must guaran-
tee each district.  Critics say this approach is hard to justify be-
cause it is based on opinion.  States using versions of this model
include Maine, Oregon and Wyoming.
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Teacher allocation.  A few states guarantee that every district
will have enough teachers regardless of cost.  They use class-size
ratios, approved by the state legislature, and district enrollment
levels to determine how many teachers each district needs.  Then,
funds are distributed to make up the difference between that
number, plus the cost of state-mandated special programs and
local property revenue.  Even though districts may hire additional
teachers or offer salary supplements at their own expense, critics
of this approach complain that it is inflexible.

Alabama, North Carolina, Tennessee, Washington, and West
Virginia use versions of this formula.  In 1999-2000, with the
exception of Alabama, all of these states had a lower than aver-
age gap between low- and high-poverty districts; however, their
overall spending also tends to be lower than average.  Because
wages, salaries, and other labor costs make up the vast majority
of most districts’ expenses, teacher allocation formulas may tend
to reduce gaps between rich and poor districts.  Another factor, at
least in North Carolina, is that many, if not most districts lack the
local tax base required to fund budgets much greater than what
the state offers, thereby reducing variations in spending among
districts.

Hybrids/Blends.  Some states use a combination of meth-
ods. For example, to come up with its foundation, Maryland calcu-
lated budgets based on both the successful schools and profes-
sional judgement models.  The state found that the second model
would cost about 25 percent more and, therefore, used the suc-
cessful school model.  Districts may, however, raise money for the
higher budget if they share some of their wealth with poorer dis-
tricts.  In 1999-2000 the gap between Maryland’s high- and low-
poverty districts was less than the national average.  For the first
two years Maryland paid for the new plan with tobacco settlement
funds; it is unclear where future funds will come from.

States also use: (1) flat grants that give districts a set amount for
each student or teacher, and (2) matching programs that match
dollars raised by local districts, thereby encouraging them to raise
more money.  California, for example, uses a matching program to
help fund school construction.  In some states the match is dollar
for dollar, but more typically matches vary with the size of a
district’s property tax base, so that richer districts receive propor-
tionally less.
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Suing for equity and adequacy

Beginning in 1971 parents and advocacy groups began challenging school district spending
gaps in state and federal courts.  Just two years later the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in San
Antonio Independent School District v. Rodriguez that education is not protected by the
U.S. constitution, putting an end to the federal suits. With that door closed, so-called “equity
suits,” based on language in state constitutions, were pursued in some 20 states.  In most
of these cases, existing state funding systems were ruled unconstitutional and legislatures
were ordered to revise them.   Legislative action – or inaction – in response to these or-
ders, has sparked extended debate that can last for years without any discernable positive
impact on students in the meantime.

More recent lawsuits, involving 25-30 states, have urged the reworking of formulas to
ensure “adequate” funding for all districts.  Adequate funding usually means money needed
by a particular district to meet goals, inputs or a combination of the two.  It is also some-
times described as ‘opportunity to learn’ or succeed.  Goals, also known as benchmarks,
usually apply to student results.  Examples include graduation rates, attendance rates and
test scores.  Inputs measure district effort, such as teacher qualifications, accreditation, or
access to college-preparation or Advanced Placement (AP) courses.  Of 28 suits filed
since 1989, states have lost 18 times.

Texas and Vermont (see sidebar on Controversy in Vermont) made some of the most
dramatic changes, opting for what is sometimes called a Robin Hood solution.  In both
states local property taxes are now collected by the state and then distributed more or less
evenly among school districts—yielding dramatic decreases in per-pupil spending gaps.  In
1999-2000 both states had spending gaps below the national average.  Both programs also
have political enemies constantly looking for ways to undermine equalization.

Neither equity nor adequacy suits are easily settled.  Both tend to give rise to additional
cases.  In New Jersey, where the first suit was filed in 1970, it took eight years for the state
to respond to a 1990 Supreme Court order. Now, a commission appointed by the governor
is revisiting the 1998 plan, which based minimum per student allocations on the spending
of the state’s wealthiest 100 districts.

Despite the ongoing legal wrangling, more money is available to poor districts in New
Jersey.

Districts that adopt a comprehensive school reform program from an approved list receive
extra state funds.  As a result, in 1999-2000 state and local spending per student was
higher in New Jersey’s high-poverty districts than in low-poverty districts.  That year basic
per-student spending in New Jersey was $10,903—compared to national average of
$7,392.  This costing-out model, based on research and proven practices, is sometimes
called evidence-based or comprehensive reform.  Arkansas and Kentucky are consider-
ing adopting similar approaches.
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What other kinds of aid do states give?  State funds typically
come to districts as categorical or general aid.  The first is for a
specific use such as transportation, special education, or build-
ings.  The second can be used for any purpose.  Some states use
‘state-adjusted payments’ to help small districts cover costs, such
as busing students over long distances, which larger districts may
not have.

Aid is usually based on a count of students in class each day,
Average Daily Attendance (ADA), and the number of students
enrolled, Average Daily Membership (ADM).  States make these
counts at least twice a year. In some places these numbers are
weighted to account for expenses that vary from district to district
such as busing, cost-of-living, or the number of students requiring
English language instruction.  When weighting is used the abbre-
viations are WADA and WADM.

What’s the Future of School Spending?

A number of states are now wrangling over how to redesign their
school funding formulas in order to achieve greater equity.  But
experience has shown that the legal side of these cases can and
does go on for years.  With the latest fiscal crisis forcing states to
reduce, rather than increase spending on public schools, commu-
nity organizing for school funding becomes more and more impor-
tant.

A number of state funding coalitions, like the Alliance for Quality
Education in New York, the Ohio Fair Schools Campaign, and
others, have formed to demand that state policymakers maintain
and increase support for public schools.

In Mississippi, the organizing collective Southern Echo is experi-
menting with a call for “Justice Funding,” arguing that neither equity
nor adequacy is enough in school districts with historic disparities
between educational opportunities for children of color and white
children.  (For a description of Justice Funding, see Education
Organizing #18, Winter 2004-2005 at http://
www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/.)

Vigilance at the local district level is critical as well.  New research
(see Where to Find It) is demonstrating that, even in a district that

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_10.pdf
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purports to spend equally on all students, schools in low-income
communities tend to receive fewer resources than schools in
more affluent neighborhoods.  In addition, local corporate tax
abatement programs, like Tax Increment Financing, often draw
away local revenues used for schools, and channel them back to
corporations or developers.

Whether at the local, state or federal levels, communities can
provide a powerful voice for more resources for low-income
students.

Endnotes:

1 The District of Columbia and Hawaii are special cases: 89% of
D.C.’s funding is local since it lacks statehood.  Hawaii has just one
school district and nearly 90% of funding comes from state govern-
ment.

2 Robert Strauss, professor of economics and public policy, Carnegie-
Mellon University, quoted in Money Matters: A Reporter’s Guide to
School Finance, 2003, Education Writers Association, Washington,
D.C., www.ewa.org.

http://www.ewa.org


Center for Community Change, January 2005           Page 51

“No Child Left Behind” (NCLB) is the designated name of the
2001 law that reauthorized the Elementary and Secondary Educa-
tion Act (ESEA) – the largest federal K-12 education program.
The ESEA was originally passed in 1964 as a key component of
President Lyndon Johnson’s “War on Poverty” initiative.  ESEA
sought to provide states with additional educational resources to
serve disadvantaged students. Later, other programs were added
to ESEA, including support for children with limited English skills,
programs to reduce violence and drug use and others.

The reauthorization of ESEA in 2000 became a political football
that bounced from the end of the Clinton administration, through
the 2000 election campaigns and into the first two years of the
Bush Administration.  Both Democrats and Republicans struggled
to gain ownership of the education issue, creating a debate that
was high-profile, high stakes and ultimately, probably highly prob-
lematic for low-income students in the nation’s elementary and
secondary schools.

The result of the tug-of-war over ESEA – which passed with strong
bipartisan support – is a law that fundamentally changes the fed-
eral relationship to local schools and districts.  No Child Left
Behind represents a massive expansion of the federal oversight of
schools.  While many of the fundamentals of the law represent the
work of progressive education advocates like the Education Trust
and the Citizens Commission for Civil Rights, conservative forces
managed to wrest control of the details of how those fundamentals
play out.  Many public school advocates believe that the law will
eventually serve to undermine the very existence of public schools,
transfer millions of public dollars into private hands and leave
millions of children – mostly poor and minority – behind.  Further,
these advocates believe that these effects will not be accidental.

One set of key foundations of No Child Left Behind focuses around
the accurate tracking of achievement and progress by all students
within a school, not just the best and the brightest.  Provisions
include:

No Child Left Behind – Understanding
the Federal Education Law
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a requirement that student achievement be
tracked by disaggregated racial and economic
groupings. Under previous versions of ESEA,
schools could report average student achieve-
ment scores, masking the vast gap along race
and class lines;
required assessment of students annually in
grades 3 – 8 in reading, math and eventually
science;
the setting of annual benchmarks for student
achievement on standardized assessments, and
penalties for certain schools (those with large
populations of low-income children) that fail to
meet those goals;
a requirement that 95% of all students in the
school, including special education and limited
English proficient students take these annual
assessments.  Again, many schools have tradi-
tionally presented higher student achievement
averages by excluding certain categories of
students from the tests – or even suggesting that
some kids stay home on test days.  Under the
new law, such exclusions are prohibited.

A second fundamental requirement of No Child Left Behind is that
students be provided with teachers who are “highly qualified,”
meaning that they have a degree in the subject or subjects that
they are teaching, and can demonstrate content knowledge.  The
law recognizes what so many academic studies and community
organizing campaigns have demonstrated over the last decade:
that there is a shortage of highly qualified teachers in the nation’s
public schools, and that low-income schools and schools with a
majority students of color have disproportionately low numbers of
these excellent teachers.  No Child Left Behind requires that all
teachers and paraprofessionals in Title I schools be “highly quali-
fied” by the start of the 2005-2006 school year.

These cornerstones of No Child Left Behind created the founda-
tion for what could have been a revolution in public education
beneficial to low-income children and children of color.  But
through the course of reauthorization, as the Republicans at-
tempted to claim control over the reformation of the public educa-
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tion system in the United States, the President attempted to stake
a claim as “the education President” and the Democrats struggled
to remain at the table despite Republican control of Congress, the
details of the Act emerged to support a conservative agenda that
includes a focus on:

punitive measures against, rather than support for low-
income schools and schools with a majority of African
American and/or Hispanic students;
increased regulation of public schools, coupled with poli-
cies that encourage families to move their children to
largely unregulated charter or private schools;
diversion of federal education funds from low-performing
schools and the transfer of that money to private for-profit
entities;
a windfall for corporations that create and sell standardized
assessments, “supplemental services” (tutoring services)
and other off-the-shelf curricula and “school reform” prod-
ucts;
supporting a set of pro-voucher, pro-privatization nonprofit
organizations with millions of federal dollars, ostensibly to
help “educate” the public around various provisions of
NCLB;
mainstreaming of limited-English-proficient students, re-
quiring them to become English language speakers within
3 years, with no acknowledgement or emphasis on the
value of bilingualism.

Other provisions of the law that have angered progressive activists
require schools to turn over student information to military recruit-
ers, to require schools to allow discriminatory organizations like
the Boy Scouts of America access to school facilities, and to
stigmatize schools as “persistently dangerous” based on violent
student behavior (that statistically is minimal and decreasing),
rather than on the much more pervasive dangers that millions of
students face in school each day, including crumbling facilities,
lead paint, poor air quality, chemical exposure and other hazards.

After its passage in January, 2001, No Child Left Behind quickly
drew a chorus of opposition from those with the closest contact
with classrooms across the country – teachers, school administra-
tors, superintendents and others.  In the ensuing years as the
provisions of NCLB have incrementally taken effect, the challenges
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of implementation are becoming clear.  Supporters of the law have
argued that the law is working, by forcing districts to focus on
disadvantaged students and schools. This is certainly true and
laudable. Opponents however, argue that its implementation is
routinizing education to the point where students as well as teach-
ers are frustrated, stressed out and frequently unmotivated.
Across the country, school administrators are decrying what they
believe are unrealistic goals of the law, and the Administration’s
failure to provide enough additional federal money to help districts
pay for the changes it requires.

The Administration, meanwhile, has dismissed all criticism of No
Child Left Behind as “whining,” and charging that supporters of the
law want “change,” while opponents favor the status quo.  In No-
vember of 2003 then- Secretary of Education, Roderick Paige,
actually referred to the National Education Association – the
nation’s largest union of teachers – as a “terrorist organization,”
further polarizing the debate.  In such a climate, rational conversa-
tion about how to strengthen public education and boost student
achievement is impossible.

No Child Left Behind: Title by Title
(for an organizational chart of No Child Left Behind, click
here)

Title I: “Improving the Academic Achievement of the Disad-
vantaged”

Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act was a
cornerstone of President Johnson’s “War on Poverty” program.
For the first time, the federal government signaled that it was
prepared to step in and insist that states provide an equal educa-
tion to disadvantaged children – low-income students and children
of color.

Title I has always been the centerpiece of the ESEA, and accounts
for over 50% of the law’s total funding.  Title I is even more central
under No Child Left Behind.

Virtually all of the high-profile provisions of No Child Left Behind

Does Adequate Yearly
Progress Discriminate?

According to the Philadel-
phia School Notebook, in
schools with significant
demographic diversity, high
student mobility and/or large
numbers of limited-English-
proficient students, the rigid
requirements of AYP will
result in schools being
designated as “low-perform-
ing,” even if they are making
significant progress.  Under
the law, if any single sub-
group of students fails to
make the targeted assess-
ment goals in any given year,
the entire school is desig-
nated as low performing.  In
the case of many suburban
schools where schoolwide
averages have masked the
underachievement of small
cohorts of minority students,
AYP has effectively exposed
disparities between the
achievement levels of
different groups of students
and forced schools to
address the academic needs
of all students.  But the
more sub-groups a school
has (differing racial groups,
English language learners,
low-income children), the
more separate targets the
school must meet.

The Philadelphia Public
School Notebook, a quarterly
newspaper, has an excellent
description of AYP’s impact
on diverse schools in it’s
Winter, 2004 issue.  See:
www.thenotebook.org.

http://www.thenotebook.org
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/nclb/organizersguide/?page=additionalresources
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/nclb/organizersguide/?page=additionalresources
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are embedded in Title I.  While in the past, Title I provisions largely
applied only to the individual schools that receive the funding,
NCLB includes all schools within a district that receives Title I
funding, making its reach much, much broader than past versions
of the law.

The key provisions in Title I of NCLB include:

Adequate Yearly Progress — Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP)
is the state defined, quantified annual goal for bringing students of
different socioeconomic status, race, and ethnicity within individual
schools and districts to a set level of “proficiency” by 2012.

The law requires all schools to demonstrate that all groups of
students are making progress each year, with the eventual goal of
having 100% of students scoring in the “proficient” range on stan-
dardized assessments by 2013.  Failure to meet AYP goals –
even in just a single segment of the student population – leads to
sanctions against a school. Importantly, however, while the AYP
requirements apply to all schools in a district, NCLB’s sanctions
are required only for schools that receive Title I funds.

Sanctions under this section include the “Public School Choice”
provision, which allows students enrolled in certain designated
“Low-Performing Schools” to transfer to another public school in
the district, and to have transportation costs paid for; and “Supple-
mental Educational Services,” which allow parents of students in
certain “Low Performing Schools” to contract for tutoring services
for their child.  In each case, the costs are paid through district Title
I dollars.  Under No Child Left Behind, districts must use 5% of its
Title I funds to pay for transportation costs, and an additional 10%
of its Title I funds for either transportation or supplemental services,
as necessary.  In short, as much as 15% of a district’s Title I funds
may be channeled outside of its Title I schools to cover these
costs.

Annual School Report Cards - Comparing data about local
schools to data from other schools in the district and state is an
important way for parents to monitor school success.  Organized
parents can analyze and act on the basis of these data. No Child
Left Behind requires states to produce annual report cards for
individual schools as well as districts, and to make these available
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Teacher Quality:  A new focus of research over the last decade
has shown that teacher quality has a significant impact on student
achievement.  At the same time, research has consistently shown
that the most highly experienced and qualified teachers are dis-
proportionately assigned to more affluent and successful schools.
No Child Left Behind attempts to solve the problem of disparities
in teacher quality on several fronts. Title I contains new require-
ments for schools to hire “highly qualified” teachers and parapro-
fessionals, and sets deadlines for all public school teachers and
paraprofessionals to meet the new definition. It allows the state to
intervene if school districts do not meet interim teacher quality
goals. The law provides designated funding in Title II and allows
use of Title I funding for a range of activities intended to achieve
the goal of every teacher being highly qualified. Finally, it requires
state data collection on the distribution of teachers to determine
the extent to which poor and minority students are taught by un-
qualified teachers.

Critics of No Child Left Behind worry that the teacher quality
language, and the law’s requirement that thousands of teachers be
tested to prove their knowledge base, along with the law’s rigid
mandates and focus on standardized assessments, will push
many of the most creative and experienced teachers out of chal-
lenging schools and classrooms, and perhaps out of teaching
altogether.

Title I of No Child Left Behind requires all local school districts to
ensure that all Title I teachers hired after the first day of the 2002-
03 school year are “highly qualified” as defined in Title IX. All
public school teachers must be highly qualified by the end of the
2005-06 school year.

to parents. Report cards must include both aggregated and
disaggregated information on student achievement, as well as
graduation rates and information about teacher qualifications.  The
reports must be available in other languages as needed in the
district. In addition to the report cards, NCLB requires school
districts to proactively notify parents that information on teacher
quality is available to them, and to notify parents of any student
being taught by a long-term substitute or a teacher who is not fully
certified.

Critics of No Child
Left Behind worry
that the teacher
quality language, and
the law’s requirement
that thousands of
teachers be tested to
prove their knowl-
edge base, along with
the law’s rigid man-
dates and focus on
standardized assess-
ments, will push
many of the most
creative and experi-
enced teachers out of
challenging schools
and classrooms, and
perhaps out of teach-
ing altogether.
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Title II:  “Preparing, Training, and Recruiting High Quality
Teachers and Principals”

Title II authorizes funds to be used for a broad range of activities to
enhance teacher and principal quality.

Eligible local activities include: reforming teacher/principal licen-
sure; creating alternative routes to licensure;  recruitment and
retention of teachers/principals (includes emphasis on recruiting
teachers from highly qualified paraprofessionals, minorities, and
others underrepresented in the teaching field); developing merit-
based performance systems; professional development; teacher
training to integrate technology into teaching; enabling teachers to
become highly qualified; reforming tenure systems; implementing
teacher testing for subject matter.

States and local school districts must develop plans with annual
measurable objectives to ensure that all teachers in core subjects
are highly qualified by the end of 2005-06.

Districts that fail to make progress toward these objectives after
two consecutive years must develop an improvement plan and
receive technical assistance from the state.

After three years without progress, the district must agree with the
state on how teacher quality funds will be used and must jointly
plan activities with the state. Also, the district cannot hire parapro-
fessionals from that point on (unless to fill a vacancy or address
higher enrollment or special needs).

In addition, Title II authorizes several discretionary grant programs
that support teacher and principal quality.

Title III:  “Language Instruction for Limited English Proficient
and Immigrant Students”
Title III of NCLB replaces the Bilingual Education Act (formerly Title
VII of ESEA), and provides resources for districts with large num-
bers of Limited English Proficient (LEP) students.  The law does
not require schools to use English immersion programs.  However,
NCLB does require that LEP students take standardized tests –
along with everyone else – in English, within three years of enter-
ing the school system.  Advocates for students with limited English
skills worry that this new rule puts unfair pressure on schools to
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immerse students in English-only programs rather than provide
high quality bilingual or dual language programs with academic
content to students in their native language while helping them
learn English. Advocates predict that schools will reduce the time
students spend in native-language or bilingual classes in order to
get them ready for the tests.

Title IV:  “21st Century Schools”

This section of No Child Left Behind contains the Safe and Drug-
Free Schools and Communities Act, which provides some sup-
port to districts to implement violence prevention programs in and
around schools, as well as some drug and alcohol abuse pro-
grams.  In addition, the 21st Century Schools portion of the title
provides resources for community learning centers to provide
tutoring and non-school hour programs for disadvantaged chil-
dren.

Title V:  “Promoting Informed Parental Choice and Innova-
tive Programs”

This section of the bill contains provisions to support Charter
Schools.  Throughout reauthorization, Republicans fought hard to
win federal funding for vouchers as a part of ESEA. While those
efforts were successfully halted by Democrats opposed to vouch-
ers (with the exception of the eventual passage of a $75 million
voucher program for the District of Columbia), the law does pro-
vide significant support for charter schools, including the law’s only
funding stream for school facilities.

Title V also includes a program to provide additional counseling
services to secondary schools – an important and valuable effort
that the Bush administration has failed to fund for the past two
years.

Title VI:  “Flexibility and Accountability”

Republicans attempted unsuccessfully to provide much of the
federal ESEA monies as block-grants, with few requirements
attached.  However, Title VI allows states to apply for waivers on
some provisions of the bill, and authorizes the transfer of funds
between Titles II – IX.  In effect, a state can decide to use funds
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provided for teacher training, for example, to support charter
school programs or anti-violence programs within schools.  Demo-
crats managed to protect Title I from being raided; under Title VI,
states may transfer funds from other sections of the bill into Title I
programs, but may not transfer money out of Title I to any other
section.

Title VII:  “Indian, Native Hawaiian and Alaska Native Educa-
tion”

Title VII provides special programming and support to school
districts located on Indian Reservations and districts with high
percentages of Native peoples.  Supports include the develop-
ment and use of curricula that focus on Native history and culture,
early childhood programs, health and education programs and
others.

Title VIII:  “Impact Aid Program”

Impact Aid is provided to schools and districts that serve majori-
ties of children of those serving in the military.  This includes pro-
grams to support military base schools.

Titles IX and X:  General Provisions

Title IX is generally a catch-all for a range of other programs and
provisions that found their way into the law.  It includes technical
details about the use of federal funds and waivers.  But nestled
within this language are several important provisions.

One is the law’s definition of a “highly qualified teacher” as re-
ferred to in Titles I and II [for the definition, and a discussion of its
pros and cons, see the Organizer’s Guide to NCLB].  These
pages also contain a description of “quality professional develop-
ment” that is comprehensive and could be very useful to commu-
nity groups working to improve the quality of training and support
for teachers.

In addition to these definitions, Title IX has provisions that:
require schools to allow the Boy Scouts to meet on school
facilities (a response to many schools that barred meetings
of local Boy Scout troops in protest of the organization’s
discriminatory practices against gay men and scouts);

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/nclb/organizersguide/
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require schools to provide student information to military
recruiters; and
require states to allow students in schools designated as
“persistently dangerous” (referring to violence, rather than
the perhaps-more pervasive environmental or facilities
hazards) to transfer out to “safer” schools.

A noteworthy program included in Title X is the McKinney-Vento
Homeless Education Assistance program.  The program requires
that school districts immediately enroll homeless students in their
school of origin or in another school, depending on the child’s best
interest.  The program provides funding for special services to
homeless children including educational services as well as health
care referrals and other supports.

Implementation and Timeline

Implementation of No Child Left Behind by states, districts and
schools has been anything but smooth.  Many education experts
charge that the law’s mandates, if fully implemented, will result in a
majority of the nation’s schools being designated as “in need of
improvement,” including many, many schools that are making
great strides in student achievement.  The law has clearly – for
better or worse – caused many states and districts and teachers
to begin a mad scramble for compliance – with mixed results.  In
some schools, pressure to ensure that students pass annual
assessments as required by NCLB has resulted in a wave of
preparatory tests, and even tests to prepare for the preparatory
tests.  Some Texas schools are now testing students weekly in an
extreme effort to improve student performance on fill-in-the-bubble
assessments. Teachers report high levels of frustration and anxiety
as their jobs become nothing more than so-called “drill and kill.”

Other stories about the law’s impact on schools and districts
provide a glimpse into some of the implications for the nation’s
schools:

In New York City, a high-performing school with special
small class-size programs was forced to become a “receiv-
ing school” under NCLB’s choice provisions.  Incoming
students from low-performing schools raised class sizes
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above school limits and resulted in a lack of space and a
higher student:teacher ratio.
People for the American Way, in a 2003 report (Funding
the Movement, November 2003) publicizes the fact that the
Department of Education has, in the past three years,
provided grants totaling $75 million to organizations that
promote vouchers and privatization of schools.  Many of
those grants have utilized No Child Left Behind provisions
that fund “community organizations” to help educate the
public about the law.

In addition to the confusion and struggle over implementation of
NCLB, much of the national debate has revolved around Congres-
sional funding for the law.  Though the language of the bill included
authorizations of $26.4 billion, Congress appropriated only $22.2
billion in the law’s first year — $4 billion under the authorization.
This under-funding has led states to challenge No Child Left Be-
hind as an “unfunded mandate.”  Many states raised attention to
this issue by passing legislative resolutions prohibiting the use of
state money to implement provisions of the federal law, or threat-
ening to refuse to comply with No Child Left Behind, at the cost of
turning back federal education money.  While the Department of
Education has smoothed over these ruffled feathers in states and
large cities, some smaller districts have, in fact, declined partici-
pation in NCLB at the cost of losing their federal dollars for educa-
tion.

Implementation Timeline

The requirements of No Child Left Behind are scheduled to take
effect over a period of several years.  Some of the key implemen-
tation milestones include:

January 8, 2002:  No Child Left Behind is enacted into law and
provisions become effective in general.

All new paraprofessionals hired after this date, working in a
Title I school or program supported with Title I funds must
meet new eligibility criteria.

First day of 2002-03 school year:  All new Title I teachers must
meet definition of “highly qualified.”
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Beginning with 2002-03 school year:

States must have established process for determining
whether schools meet Adequate Yearly Progress.
States must assess Limited English Proficient (LEP)
students annually.
States and districts must produce annual report cards.
States must use 2% of their Title I, Part A funds for school
improvement.
States and districts must report annually on their progress
in having all teachers “highly qualified” by the end of the
2005-06 school year.
School Improvement sanctions begin to take effect.

School year 2003-04:

States continue to use 2% of their Title I, Part A funds for
school improvement.
Districts must continue to spend 5-10% of Title I, Part A
funds on professional development activities to assist
teachers to become “highly qualified.”

School year 2004-05

Districts must spend 5% of Title I, Part A funds on profes-
sional development activities, as above.
Sanctions for schools in need to improvement continue.

January 8, 2005:  The Secretary of Education must submit to the
President and Congress an interim assessment of Title I programs
and their impact on States, districts, schools and students.

School year 2005-06

States must develop science standards.
States must implement annual assessments required under
Title I.
Secretary of Education must submit an annual report to
Congress with a list of each state that has not made Ad-
equate Yearly Progress under Title I and has not met its
objectives under Title III, based on department reviews.
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States must use 4% of their Title I, Part A funds for school
improvement.
Sanctions for schools in need of improvement continue.

January 8, 2006: Deadline for paraprofessionals who were hired
prior to 1-8-02 to meet new eligibility criteria.

End of 2005-06 school year:  All teachers must be “highly quali-
fied.”

School year 2006-07

States must continue to use 4% of their Title I, Part A funds
for school improvement
Sanctions for schools in need of improvement continue.

January 8, 2007:  Deadline for Secretary of Education to submit
to President and Congress a final assessment of Title I programs
and their impact on states, districts, schools and students.

School year 2007-08

States must administer an annual science assessment at
least once in each of grades 3-5, 6-9 and 10-12.
States must continue to use 4% of their Title I, Part A funds
for school improvement.
Sanctions for schools in need of improvement continue.

End of 2007-08 school year:  No Child Left Behind expires.  If
not reauthorized by that date, it will be automatically extended.

By the end of the 2013-14 school year:  All students must be
proficient on the annual state assessments in reading, math and
science.

(Excerpted from “No Child Left Behind Act [ P.L. 107-110] Effective
Dates and Master Timeline by National Education Association Gov-
ernment Relations office. Revised February 15, 2002.  For additional
information, contact Joel Packer, NEA Government Relations,
Jpacker@nea.org.)

A report by the Education Commission of the States, released in
July, 2004 details state-by-state progress in implementing these
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provisions.  It is available at:  http://www.ecs.org/
ecsmain.asp?page=/html/special/nclb/reporttothenation/
reporttothenation.htm.

Conclusion

As of the summer of 2004, most community organizing groups
have not (yet) launched local campaigns aimed at forcing compli-
ance with, challenging the provisions of, or focusing on opportuni-
ties raised in No Child Left Behind.  The significant exception is
the Association of Community Organizations for Reform Now, or
ACORN.

In 2002, ACORN conducted a series of investigative actions
across the country, leading to a report on the implementation of the
Supplemental Educational Services provisions called for in Title I.
ACORN found that many states had not yet created an official list
of “authorized providers” of tutoring services, and that in several
states, such providers were not available to parents in various
parts of the state.

ACORN’s next target was the requirement that data on qualified
teachers be provided to parents. During the fall of 2002 ACORN
members in many cities demanded the teacher quality data for
their schools, compared the distribution of highly qualified teach-
ers across the district, and called for programs to support and
retain teachers and increase the quality of professional develop-
ment available to teachers, particularly in low-income schools.

In January 2004 ACORN launched a national “Invest in Schools,
Invest in Kids” campaign to challenge the Administration’s insuffi-
cient funding of its federal education initiative.  The campaign is
aimed at raising the level of debate nationally around our collective
investment in public education.  For more information on “Invest in
Schools, Invest in Kids,” see ACORN’s website at www.acorn.org.

Aside from ACORN, many community organizers have not yet
focused on No Child Left Behind and have maintained their own
agendas and strategic plans for working on education issues.
Indeed, the degree to which NCLB implementation has a direct
impact on individual schools seems to vary widely across the
country, based on a variety of factors.

http://www.ecs.org/ecsmain.asp?page=/html/special/nclb/reporttothenation/reporttothenation.htm
http://www.ecs.org/ecsmain.asp?page=/html/special/nclb/reporttothenation/reporttothenation.htm
http://www.acorn.org
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In 2004, the Center for Community Change, the National Center for
Schools and Communities, and the Cross City Campaign for
Urban School Reform surveyed community organizations to see
whether NCLB was having a significant impact on their work at the
local school level, and what parents were reporting.  The results of
that survey can be seen in the report:  “26 Conversations About
Organizing, School Reform and No Child Left Behind.”

Regardless of whether you are feeling the direct impact of NCLB
at the neighborhood level, it’s important for organizers and leaders
to have a solid base of knowledge about No Child Left Behind.
Even if your organization chooses not to engage directly around
the law and it’s implications, it is likely that the decision-makers
that you target in your education organizing work will be heavily
focused on compliance with NCLB.  Through that lens, virtually any
demand on a school district – whether or not it directly relates to
NCLB – is likely to be seen as either supporting or interfering with
the district’s efforts to comply with the federal law.  For that reason,
astute leaders and organizers will develop ways to frame their
education demands within the context of the massive new federal
mandates.

There is a wealth of information, and a range of impressive re-
source materials on No Child Left Behind.  In addition, the Center
for Community Change has developed a web-based resource for
organizers.  Organizers Guide to NCLB provides information by
issue about NCLB mandates, funding, the political implications of
the issues and which groups have organized around which issues.
Some of the best documents we’ve found are included in the
Where to Find It pages of this guide.  If you know of other particu-
larly helpful materials, we’d appreciate receiving them from you!

http://www.communitychange.org/shared/publications/downloads/nclbconvo.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/shared/publications/downloads/nclbconvo.pdf
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/nclb/organizersguide/
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/downloads/actionguide/actionguide_10.pdf
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This chapter includes three case studies that highlight the effec-
tive use of a variety of issues, strategies, and organizing models
to build power and create systemic change in public education.

The choice of organizations reflects three different organizing
approaches. Power U in Miami is an individual member, neigh-
borhood–based organization; Sacramento ACT is a congrega-
tion-based organization that is part of a larger organizing network,
and Youth United for Change in Philadelphia is a chapter-based
organization of high school students. Despite using different
models, all three groups are engaging the most important stake-
holders—parents, students, teachers and administrators—in their
quest for school reform.

All three organizations are taking on issues that focus both inside
the school and outside. Sacramento ACT focused on issues
inside the schools that affect student performance, but for their
solutions they looked at improving parent-teacher relations by
going out of the classroom and into the home environment. Power
U is looking at environmental issues both outside and inside the
schools that affect students’ capacity to learn. Youth United is
tackling issues within individual schools, as well as system-wide
structure and funding concerns.

While the first two case studies focus on specific campaigns and
issue demands, the third case study on Youth United for Change
explores in depth the unique challenges and strengths of organiz-
ing high school students. The process of organizing youth, which
raises many new issues, is described in detail.

Throughout the case studies, key strategic decisions and lessons
are highlighted in the text. Many other profiles of education orga-
nizing campaigns can be found in the articles of Ed Organizing, at
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/
?page=educationorganizing.

Case Studies of Education
Organizing
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A fourth case study, “A True Bronx Tale,” about the power of a
collaborative campaign between a coalition of parent groups and
their local teachers union, is available on the Center’s website, at:
http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/publications/
downloads/actionguide_09b.pdf

The Case Studies:

Organizing Outside the Classroom:
Power University, Miami, Florida

Organizing Inside the Classroom:
Sacramento Area Congregations Together/PICO

Mobilizing Students:
Youth United for Change, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania
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Introduction

Effective community organizing is a constant balancing act: oper-
ating outside the system without ignoring the internal dynamics,
holding decision-makers accountable without alienating support-
ers, and agitating people to get involved without turning them off.
The emerging work of Power University,  in Miami, FL is an excel-
lent example of another essential balance: the need for people to
see, hear, and feel the problems they’re trying to address while
becoming connected to a larger movement.

Power U, which was formed in 2001, began with a campaign
called Neighborhoods in Action (NIA) that organized to build sound
walls along Interstate 95 where it passed through several low-
income Miami neighborhoods.  The more affluent neighborhoods
bordering on I-95 had had sound-walls for a long time.  Research

showed that the
federal government
had appropriated
money for more
sound barriers, but
they had never been
built in the poor

neighborhoods.  The transportation campaign was successful and
spurred a group of parents to approach Power U about school
issues, resulting in several Parents in Action (PIA) campaigns to
improve conditions at individual public schools.  Power U also
developed a campaign focused on health and safety issues:
Residents in Action for Safety and Health (RASH).

However, it wasn’t until Power U held several strategic planning
sessions around their most recent campaign that the thread
uniting all of the organization’s work became clear: environmental
justice.

The Problem: Environmental (In)Justice

As part of its organizing around issues affecting public schools,

According to the Center for Health, Environment
& Justice (CHEJ), environmental justice is
“the principle that people have the right to a clean
and healthy environment regardless of their race
or economic standing.”

Case Study:
Organizing Outside the Classroom:
Power University
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Power U found that many residents were concerned not only about
the quality of education, but about the environment in which their
children were learning.  Parents reported that their children were
constantly sick, suffered from asthma, headaches, eczema and
rashes, concentration problems, and other health issues.  They
often stated that they knew their children were smart but had
difficulty concentrating. Many parents believed that conditions in
the local schools and the surrounding neighborhood were compro-
mising their children’s ability to learn.  At the same time, all 15
schools in Power U’s target area were rated as “low performing”
based on Florida’s mandatory standardized testing requirements,
and had some of the State’s highest numbers of children labeled
as having “special needs,” such as learning disabilities or behav-
ioral disorders.

As Power U began to look deeper into possible connections
between student achievement and the environment, they discov-
ered some appalling statistics about Miami-Dade County:

The county has 4 times as many toxic waste sites per
square mile as the rest of Florida, with most of
them located in communities of color.  As a result,
the county has one of the highest levels of inhaled
mercury, benzene, and diesel particulates, which
can cause cancer, nervous system damage, and
other illnesses.

More than 55 percent of homes in the low-
income communities of color in the city of Miami
show elevated lead levels.

In Miami, people of color are 3 times more likely to be
exposed to toxic chemicals than white people.

In response to these concerns and statistics, Power U began
looking at these problems in the context of environmental justice,
and developed a mapping program to identify toxins in the com-
munity.  Through a combination of internet research, neighborhood
visual surveys, and outreach to the community (especially to older
residents who have known the community as businesses have
come and gone over the years), members found that their commu-
nities were in an environmental justice crisis, plagued by facilities
such as:

3 cement plants and a natural gas pumping station located
adjacent to a busy playground;
at least 2 waste transfer facilities;

Decided on an issue that deeply affects
their base and framed it in a way that
they’ll be able to expand their base.

SMART MOVE!
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a rat infested food distribution area; and
cell phone towers throughout the neighbor-

hoods.
These neighborhoods, not surprisingly, are high-
poverty areas with large concentrations of people
of color.

At the schools themselves Power U identified
possible contamination sources such as arsenic-treated wood in

playgrounds; lead and other contaminants in the
water from leaking underground storage tanks or
peeling paint; highly toxic insecticides and herbi-
cides; mold and mildew; and pollution and safety
concerns related to traffic issues. Booker T Wash-
ington High School, one of two local high schools,
has an electric substation on one side and a
cable satellite dish pointed directly at the school

on the other, as well as an underground storage tank under the
football field from a former beer facility.  Several members say that
their children constantly complain that they suffer from headaches,
nausea, and rashes while at school.

Power U believes that these health and environ-
mental problems are stifling children’s ability to
learn and thrive.  This belief, combined with both
the absence of other organizing groups working
to address these problems—and the realization
that Power U has been working on environmental
justice issues all along—led to a clear conclu-
sion: Power U needed to position itself as THE
environmental justice organization in Miami-

Dade County.

Building Leadership: Taking a “Toxic Tour”

In order to achieve this status, Power U decided it had to continue
building its base.  Power U is one of the only organizing groups in
the area that has successfully engaged a diverse base, which
includes Haitians, African-Americans, and Latinos.  This base is
concentrated in several specific neighborhoods where the initial
research is being conducted and decisions about the campaign
are being made.  Moving forward, Power U intends to maintain its

Started where they’re strongest and
made decisions based on realistic
assessment of the organization’s
capacity.

SMART MOVE!

Found strategic way to keep members
involved as children get older.

SMART MOVE!

Determined who the relevant deci-
sion-makers are and are strengthen-
ing their base accordingly.  Also
anticipated challenges.

SMART MOVE!



Action Guide for Education Organizing           Page 71

diversity while reaching out to new communities
by working on environmental justice issues that
affect many neighborhoods throughout Miami-
Dade County.  Staff and leaders also believe that
this issue will enable them to engage citizens who
are affected by the same environmental hazards
that impact schools but who generally do not

mobilize around education issues.

In addition, the organization is starting to organize students.  Be-
cause students are the most affected by these problems, Power U
decided that they should have an opportunity to be part of the

campaign to fix them.  Students also strengthen
the campaign, and often bring creativity, energy,
numbers, and their parents to the effort.

Power U is beginning its recruitment efforts
around two school feeder patterns (sets of el-
ementary, middle and/or junior high schools that
feed students into a particular high school), which

include 2 high schools, 2 junior high schools and 11 elementary
schools.  The organization already has a base of
members within these areas from earlier cam-
paigns around individual elementary schools, and
organizers believe this is the maximum number of
schools they have the capacity to organize
around at this stage.  By focusing on the entire
feeder pattern, Power U will be able to keep
members involved as their children progress to

middle and high school, in addition to organizing the older stu-
dents.  The feeder patterns are also strategic because they coin-
cide with the areas of representation on the school board.  [One
challenge that has surfaced though is the complicated line of
authority beyond the school board.  The school feeder patterns are
not consistent with the areas of representation of city and county
officials who might be targeted in the future.]  The campaign will
extend beyond this area after the initial stages have been com-
pleted.

Power U staff and leaders are door-knocking in the neighbor-
hoods around the schools, facilitating house meetings and ap-
proaching students and parents within the schools to catch those

Developed a clear tactic – the toxic
tour – to recruit and involve new
members.

SMART MOVE!

Allocated resources strategically.
Realized that building a coalition
would not necessarily add value.

SMART MOVE!

Analyzed self-interests of potential
allies to find strong partners.

SMART MOVE!
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who may not come from the immediate vicinity (Miami-Dade
County’s schools are primarily neighborhood-based, but there are
“choice” options, so there is some movement between neighbor-
hoods).  They are also recruiting students at local sites such as

libraries and the YMCA.

Interested residents are recruited for an “orienta-
tion meeting,” where there is a general discussion
of the issue and people are encouraged to take a
“Toxic Tour.”

The “Toxic Tour” goes to several sites that exem-
plify the environmental hazards affecting children and communities
of color.  One site is a local waterway, Wagner Creek, where
children play and people fish.  The creek is highly contaminated
with dioxin, heavy metals, and fecal coliform.  It is believed that
most of the contamination came from an old incinerator and ash
landfill that operated for more than a decade next to area homes.
The community has been virtually excluded from a plan to dredge
this toxic creek, and there has not been sufficient testing of the
surrounding area to ensure that the many homes in the area are
safe from these dangerous contaminants.

Participants on the tour each get a sheet of paper on which they
can comment on the tour, raise questions, and list other sites that
they are concerned about in their own community.  They are then
encouraged to recruit others for the next tour.  Thus far the “Toxic
Tour” has been very successful as an organizing tactic because it
makes the issue of environmental racism tangible.  It is also an
excellent leadership development tool as new leaders are trained
to lead the tours.  Power U is waiting to involve the media in these
tours until they have concrete demands.

Building Support: New Allies

Like all community groups, Power U has limited resources.  This
creates a need to make strategic decisions about where and how
to allocate those resources.  Power U has decided to focus on
organizing its primary constituency – parents, students, and com-
munity members – and to place less of an emphasis on collaborat-
ing with other organizations.  This decision is based in part on
previous attempts at collaboration, in which Power U felt that the

Found technical resources to
support organizing goals.

SMART MOVE!
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other organizations, which lacked any real base
of their own, were trying to co-opt their members.
They are therefore understandably cautious about
participating in one-way relationships and feel
that they do not feel they have the capacity to
spend a lot of time educating and mobilizing
other organizations.

An exception to this decision involves local unions who have a
vested interest in these issues and in protecting their own mem-
bers.  Specifically, Power U is working with the local chapter of
AFSCME and the Coalition of Black Trade Unionists.  These
unions are engaged in a struggle to prevent the privatization of
school service jobs. Power U believes this issue relates to envi-
ronmental justice because of the importance of maintaining com-

petent employees that can be held accountable.

The organization recognizes the need to develop
cooperative relationships with principals and
teachers in order to conduct the site tours.  How-
ever, organizers are not focusing on actively
engaging teachers and principals in the campaign
because they want it to be lead by people from

the community.  They are concerned that professionals might
naturally assume the campaign’s leadership roles, which would
limit the growth of new leaders.  In addition, community members
can take actions that staff members whose jobs are at risk cannot.
Therefore, Power U sees teachers and principals as allies rather
than members.  School staff are assured that they will not be the
targets of the campaign and reminded that unhealthy conditions
affect them as well.

Thus far this has proven to be a challenging step.  Having only
existed for three years, Power U does not yet have a widespread
reputation.  They are beginning with schools where they have
organized before and where they are trusted by school administra-
tors.  Expanding these relationships to include more schools as
well as system-wide administrators is key to increasing the scope
of the campaign.

Determined what, if any, existing
legislation applies to the problem.

SMART MOVE!

Found innovative way to tie their
issue in with others.

SMART MOVE!
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Getting Help: Technical Resources

Recognizing that environmental justice issues can involve ex-
tremely technical data and scientific knowledge, Power U has
secured several key resources.  First, the organization hired a
part-time staff person who had previous experience with environ-
mental justice issues, to conduct research and make connections
with other resources.

Second, Power U learned that Florida A&M University has a
“Center for Environmental Equity & Justice” that reaches out to
communities on these issues.  Power U is currently approaching
the Center to see whether it is willing to test and analyze samples
taken from the schools, and to offer “training” to emerging leaders
in the campaign.

Power U also took fourteen leaders on exchange visits to
Gainesville, FL and Brunswick, GA to discuss strategy and techni-
cal resource development with environmental justice groups who
have been organizing for over ten years in their respective com-
munities.  The Power U leaders had a chance to ask questions
about the pros and cons of environmental testing methods, as well
as to build networking alliances for the future.

Finally, Power U has developed a relationship with the Center for
Health, Environment & Justice (CHEJ), a national organization
working on these issues.  They found that the CHEJ website (http:/
/www.chej.org/) has an entire section focused on schools and
includes evaluation tools.  CHEJ initially said that if Power U used
one of its evaluation tools, CHEJ would analyze the results.  How-
ever, Power U found that the template needed to be customized,
so they’re now trying to see whether CHEJ can be persuaded to
do the analysis anyway.

Approaching Decision-Makers: A New De-
mand For “Zero Tolerance”

Rather than focusing primarily on school-by-school remedies,
Power U’s demands will be aimed at the district as a whole and at
broader, systemic change.  For example, if members find that
there’s lead in the water at Dunbar High School, they will be de-
manding that the district test the water in all schools, and take

http://www.chej.org
http://www.chej.org
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steps to alleviate all lead problems.

When violations are found within schools, Power U has a couple of
handles for gaining enforcement.   The school system has some
existing laws about basic standards and requirements for records
and testing that can be used to force compliance.  In addition,
there may be applicable state and federal standards under the
Occupational Safety & Health Administration (OSHA) that can be
used to effect change at the local level.

Beyond working toward compliance with existing regulations,
Power U wants the school district to expand its language around
“school safety” to include environmental safety.  Until now, school
safety has focused primarily on guns, violence, and police or
security presence, and Florida has a “zero tolerance” law for
discipline problems of this nature.  Power U believes that just as
parents have a right to know that their child is in a school where
kids cannot bring in guns, they also have a right to know that the
building is free of asthma triggers or lead in the water fountains.
They therefore hope to establish a “zero tolerance” policy for
hazardous environmental conditions and exposures, which should
be viewed as equally dangerous safety violations.

Current Status

This environmental justice campaign kicked off in summer and fall
of 2003.  In January 2004, Power U held a “rollout meeting” led by
key leaders from the various arms of the organization, as well as
new leaders who have emerged during the recruitment drive.

At the rollout, a professional researcher talked about what’s known
and not known about hazards in schools.  Teams were then cre-
ated to go from school to school to investigate possible hazards,
and were equipped with an easy-to-use survey.  The survey in-
cludes not only point-by-point visual inspection, but also the collec-
tion of specific data from the school.  Finally, the leaders decided it
was time to unite all of Power U’s campaigns under the name
“Operation Urban Recovery,” aka O.U.R. Campaign.

Conclusion

The uniting of Power University’s transportation and education
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campaigns under one banner is symbolic of Power U’s growth and
maturity. Previously the organization’s members identified more
with specific campaigns than with the organization as a whole.
Now they see themselves as members of an emerging organiza-
tion that is working toward systemic change, not just fixing indi-
vidual problems.  The realization that environmental justice is the
organization’s calling has helped leaders and organizers to focus
and think more strategically about their work, and gives the entire
organization a clearer identity under which to fight for social
change.
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Introduction

One of the largest obstacles facing parents, community members,
and organizers who are concerned about public education is the
difficulty of figuring out how to get access to good quality schools.
While it is critical that community groups continue and expand
their efforts to improve schools from outside the system, organiza-
tions such as Sacramento Area Congregations Together (ACT)
have proven that it is possible and necessary for community
groups to improve schools while working with those on the inside
– teachers and administers – as well.

Sacramento ACT, a member of the PICO network in California,
was founded by a group of eight pastors in 1991.  According to
PICO’s institution-based model, the first step toward forming a
chapter is to create a sponsoring committee of local congregation
and community leaders.  The committee oversees the initial
organizing effort and establishes a secure local funding base to
support an organizer.

The Problem

At that time and throughout most of the 1990s, Sacramento
Unified School District, which was made up of students speaking
over 40 different languages, was one of the lowest performing
districts in the state.  District-wide, only 1 out of 10 students could
read at grade level, and many of the children that belonged to
ACT congregations were attending the lowest performing schools
within the low performing district.  One elementary school in the
community, the Susan B. Anthony School, had 140 suspensions in
one year.  Not surprisingly, education emerged as one of ACT’s
first priorities.

Organizers and parents began visiting the schools located near
the member congregations to obtain information and build rela-
tionships with the principals.  ACT also conducted a listening
campaign, inviting teachers, parents, and principals to meetings

Case Study:
Connecting Families and Schools:
Sacramento ACT
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held in the evenings at congregations and
schools.  They made lists of problems and experi-
ences and found that concerns kept arising about
the atmosphere in the schools.

Many parents were uncomfortable in the school
environment and in their interactions with teachers. The felt that
they were ignored and unwelcome, and were unsure how to help
with their children’s education or even ask the right questions.

According to Sacramento ACT’s Executive Direc-
tor Gloria Hernandez, “It was an intimidating and
toxic environment for parents.”

For their part, teachers and principals were
frustrated by the lack of parent involvement and
support.

Sacramento ACT believed that this lack of mutual
support and confidence and the resulting alien-

ation of parents were largely responsible for the district and
school’s low student achievement, high suspension rates, and
other problems.  Sacramento ACT was able to use the listening
campaign to build a base of support among parents, principals,
and teachers.  They were also able to get a sense of a potential
solution.

The Idea: Home Visits

In their discussions, parents consistently stated
that they would be more comfortable if they met
with teachers at home, instead of at school.
Leaders and organizers explored this idea,
asking teachers what they would need to feel
comfortable visiting parents at their homes.  They
talked with administrators to see whether they
would support the idea.  Out of these conversa-
tions grew a proposal for a teacher-home visit

program.

As a testament to the innovativeness of this concept, ACT was
unable to find a model for this type of program anywhere else in
the country.  ACT researched models of parent engagement, and
while organizers gained important knowledge of what it takes for

Used an intensive listening campaign
to build a broad base of support.

SMART MOVE !

Tackled the fundamental paradigm of
parent-teacher relationships: “You
have to know my child in order to
teach him/her.”

SMART MOVE!

ACT’s proposal adapted the success-
ful relationship-building aspects of
their organizing model.

SMART MOVE !
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parents to be successful partners in their
children’s education, they did not identify any
templates for teachers visiting parents as the first
step.  The closest concept was the home visits
conducted by social workers.  However, those
visits often create a power dynamic in which
parents feel as though they’re being accused of
wrongdoing.  By contrast, the idea behind the
teacher home visit program was to engender a

positive environment where parents and teachers were able to
learn how to support each other’s efforts to help children learn.
ACT realized that the one-on-one conversations central to com-

munity organizing were a more helpful model and
incorporated the relationship-building components
of these conversations into their proposal.

For the program to work, ACT recognized that
teachers needed to be trained in order to conduct
effective visits.  They developed an outline for
training that included role plays, the sharing of
preconceived notions between parents and teach-
ers, and eventually testimonials from parents and
teachers about the impact of these visits.

Building Support: Enlisting Allies

Recognizing that such a proposal would require the support of the
teachers union to be viable, Sacramento ACT leaders met with
the union president and executive director to discuss the pro-

posal, explain how students would benefit, and
determine whether the union would support the
effort if teachers wanted to go on these visits.  The
presence of teachers who were already commit-
ted to the program at these meetings played a
significant role in gaining the union leaders’ sup-
port.

The union’s main concerns were that teachers be compensated
for the visits and that teachers not be forced to participate in the
program.  Both of these concerns were already important issues
to ACT as one of their key goals was to increase respect for
everyone involved, and they viewed compensation and choice as
key elements of this respect.  Once these concerns had been

Quietly built relationships with stra-
tegic allies before going public or
confronting decision-makers – in
other words, got their ducks in a row.

SMART MOVE !

Listened to and addressed their
allies’ needs.

SMART MOVE !

Anticipated decision makers’ objec-
tions.

SMART MOVE !

Did their homework – knew what
they were asking for and where it
could come from.

SMART MOVE !
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addressed, the union agreed to support the
program.

Approaching Decision Makers: A
Pilot Proposal

The next step was to discuss the proposal with the
district’s school board to gauge the level of sup-

port or opposition.  Fortunately, ACT had already built an initial
relationship with the board during a brief, earlier campaign around
public safety.  The district had supported the safety initiative,
establishing a foundation for future efforts and building ACT’s

credibility and reputation.

By the time ACT approached the school board
about the teacher home visits program, they not
only already had a relationship with board mem-
bers but had also secured the support of teach-
ers, principals, and union leaders for the proposal.
This support proved critical because the district’s

initial response was that the union probably would not support the
program.  Once ACT had dismissed this barrier, board members
had little objection other than the potential cost of the program.

ACT had determined that $40,000 would fund a pilot version of the
home visit program at eight schools. In each school the teachers

would have the opportunity to vote on whether to
participate.  This money would be used to pro-
vide a $30/hour stipend for the teachers, based
on the highest of the district’s stipend rates.
ACT’s parents and staff would provide the train-
ing and monitor the impact of the program.

The 1997-98 school year was already underway
when ACT went to the school board and the

superintendent to ask for the funds. However, they knew pots of
money were dedicated to parent involvement and engagement,
including part of Title I funding.   They also knew that at most of
their schools, the existing parent involvement activities were
ineffective and that the staff involved in these activities were
excited about participating in the home visit program.  ACT there-
fore asked that schools be allowed to use the parent involvement

ACT was prepared to escalate pres-
sure on decision makers as the
situation demanded.

SMART MOVE !

Gave public officials opportunities to
look good, not just save face.

SMART MOVE !

Took advantage of community re-
sources and obtained concrete figures
on the outcomes of the program.

SMART MOVE !
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funds to pay teachers an hourly stipend for conducting home
visits.

The school board and superintendent were supportive but ACT
was concerned that they were moving too slowly.  To increase the
pressure, they issued a challenge directly to the superintendent to
accompany teachers on 20 home visits in one week to see the
program in action firsthand.  The superintendent was reluctant,
stating that he already knew the district well, so ACT issued their
challenge publicly through the local media, and the superintendent
agreed.

This challenge proved to be a tremendous success for both sides.
The superintendent became a hero to the 20 families he visited
and got great press for his efforts, and ACT gained a powerful
champion for the program in the now-committed superintendent.

Shortly thereafter the school district agreed to allow eight pilot
schools to use the parent involvement funds to support the teacher
home visit program.  Teachers in the eight schools voted over-
whelmingly to participate in the program.

The Results

During the 1998-99 school year, teachers in the pilot schools
conducted 3,000 home visits.  They went in pairs and brought an
interpreter or the school nurse when necessary.  Teachers would
make at least two visits to each family.  During the first visit,
teachers focused on building relationships with the parents and
encouraging parents to participate in school activities and remain
in contact with them throughout the school year.  In the second
visit, the teachers brought tool kits that parents could use to work
with their children at home.  The kits were tailored to each child’s
grade level and needs, and usually included an age-appropriate
book, accessible information about state standards, and guides
to help parents monitor their children’s progress. In the case of
non-English speaking parents, teachers created pictorials that
illustrated the skills and progress parents should expect their
children to make during the year.

Jocelyn Graces, a parent who worked with Sacramento ACT to
champion the home visit program, said, “The teacher showed me
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how to make sure my son was understanding what he was reading
by asking questions or asking him to write something about a
story.  I learned not to be afraid to ask a teacher questions or to
admit that I don’t understand something.”  Now, she adds, “I don’t
wait for a teacher to contact me.  Now I call teachers and set up
appointments when I have questions or need help.”

In order to ensure that there was clear data on the outcomes of the
program, ACT recruited faculty at a local university to conduct a
formal evaluation.  The evaluators found that after just one year,
there were improvements in standardized-test scores, classroom
behavior, parents’ and students’ attitudes toward school, and
homework completion rates.

The results were even more dramatic over the next few years.  For
example, at the Susan B. Anthony Elementary School, where 21
different languages are spoken and 100% of the students receive
free or reduced-price lunches, suspensions dropped from 140 per
year to 3, the attendance rate rose to 97.4%, and students’ aver-
age score on the statewide Academic Performance Index test
increased from 448 to 662, all within five years.

By 2000, 39 schools in the district were participating in the pro-
gram, which now had a full-time administrator and an in-house
evaluator.  ACT had already trained 775 teachers who had con-
ducted over 7,000 home visits.

Then, in 2002, State Assemblywoman Nell Soto heard about the
project and sponsored a bill to get state funding for the teacher
home-visit program without even discussing it with ACT.  When
ACT found out about the bill, they went in to make sure the me-
chanics of the project would be maintained and to provide the data
from their outside evaluation.  Their testimony helped pass state-
wide legislation that provided $15 million in grants to school
districts throughout the state that wanted to implement similar
programs.  Over 500 schools statewide have launched teacher
home-visit programs, and ACT parents, teachers, and staff have
traveled across the state and the country to “train the trainers.”
Moreover, Sacramento Unified School District has been recog-
nized statewide for its tremendous improvement, part of which can
be attributed to the Home Visit Program.
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Current Status

The “Nell Soto Parent/Teacher Involvement Program,” as it is now
known in California, has survived the state’s severe budget cuts
thus far and is still going strong.  Locally, in Sacramento, ACT
recognized that a large percentage of their staff time and re-
sources were needed to address the growing demand for the
trainings.  So ACT leaders and organizers met with representa-
tives from the teachers union and the school district and agreed to
create a separate organization that would administer the pro-
gram, with the board of directors evenly divided between school
district officials, local teacher union officials, and community and
parent groups.

This arrangement had numerous benefits.  First, all of the organi-
zations involved in the program would continue to play a role but
would not be burdened by the increasingly extensive administra-
tion.  Second, the spin-off organization could apply for federal
grants that ACT could not access (due to its policy of refusing
state and federal funds).  Finally, the continued operation of the
project would be ensured, giving ACT the opportunity to focus on
new issues and expansion. This unique partnership has been
going strong for over a year and now has a website, a library and
resource center, and a cadre of teachers who have volunteered to
help with training.

Conclusion

Carol Sharp, a former principal and currently the Sacramento City
Unified School District’s administrator for the home visit program,
summed up nicely the significance of Sacramento ACT’s school
reform efforts:  “This is an incredible story of how a community
group can work together beautifully with a district to change
practice.”
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Introduction

Organizing for school reform often presents a contradiction.
Community organizing is based on the premise that those af-
fected by a problem can and must join together in order to build
enough power to create meaningful change, and in the case of
school reform, the group most affected by the problems is obvi-
ously the students.  However, many education-focused groups are
largely or even entirely devoid of students.  Why the contradiction?

Several reasons immediately present themselves.  First, students
ostensibly lack two basic forms of power: votes and money.
Second, community groups tend to be formed and led by adults,
who are either hesitant to share leadership with students or un-
sure how to engage them.  Often the very reasons that school
reform advocates feel so passionately about helping children and
youth – their vulnerability, inexperience, and immaturity – turn out
to serve as disincentives for organizing them.  Finally, adults may
feel threatened by young people’s energy, outspokenness, and
perceived lack of discipline.

The history and experiences of Youth United for Change, a stu-
dent-led organization based in Philadelphia, PA, present a potent
challenge to these assumptions as well as practical lessons for
groups interested in broadening their base to include youth.

History & Accomplishments

Youth United for Change (YUC) traces its origins to a drug preven-
tion program in the 1980s that was funded by former First Lady
Nancy Reagan’s “Say No to Drugs” campaign.  The program’s
coordinator, Rebecca Rathje, was recruiting students in Philadel-
phia public schools to serve as peer educators and was horrified
by what she saw: lethargic students with their heads on their
desks and the absence in many classrooms of anything resem-
bling teaching and learning.   At one school, she saw a teacher

Case Study:
Mobilizing Students:
Youth United for Change



Action Guide for Education Organizing           Page 85

reading the newspaper while students read magazines or slept,
and one student told her that if she “just showed up and didn’t

bother the teacher, she’d get an ‘A.’”  Frustrated
by these situations and what she saw as the drug
campaign’s ineffectiveness, Rebecca began
looking for more meaningful ways to engage
students.

Around this time, Rebecca and some of her
student trainers learned about the juvenile justice

work of a group called Youth Force in the South Bronx.  They
contacted Youth Force to learn more and were invited to New York
to see their work for themselves.  Fifteen teenagers and two adults
from Philadelphia accepted the offer and spent a day following

Youth Force’s student leaders around as they
demanded summer programs for young people in
housing projects.  This model of collective action
as opposed to direct service struck a chord in the
group, which decided to invite Youth Force to
come back to Philadelphia and train them on the
basics of community organizing.

The training took place in October 1991, and Youth United for
Change was born.  Their first real organizing efforts remained a
couple of years down the road.

YUC began by focusing on leadership training and having students
speak publicly at town hall and school board meetings because

they wanted to make sure there was a presence
of neighborhood youth in community conversa-
tions about education.  They also began publish-
ing a youth newspaper and created a documen-
tary on why students were dropping out.  During
the documentary project, students wanted to
interview the superintendent but had to go through
major bureaucratic hurdles and never got the

interview.  This made the students very angry about how little
power they had to meet with the people who were making deci-
sions that directly affected their lives, and set the stage for deeper
immersion into the principles and strategies of community organiz-
ing.

In 1993, YUC’s student leaders and Rebecca, by then their full-

Gave students opportunity to see
potential of organizing firsthand and to
learn from experienced peers.

Let members see for themselves how
power is needed to access decision
makers.

SMART MOVE !

SMART MOVE !

Were open to news ways of organiz-
ing and new ways of structuring the
group.

SMART MOVE !
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time staff person, were at a community meeting about education
that was being run by Steve Honeyman, the founder of the newly
formed Eastern Philadelphia Organizing Project (EPOP).1   The

meeting was focused on dropout rates at
Kensington High School.  Community members
were blaming the dropouts for causing trouble,
which angered YUC’s student leaders, most of
whom attended Kensington.  The students ex-
plained that students dropped out and caused
problems because the conditions in the school
were so terrible.

After the meeting, Steve approached the students and asked
them who they were and how they were creating the “change”
referred to in YUC’s name.  Seeing an opportunity to increase the
effectiveness of their efforts, Steve began meeting with 15 stu-
dents and Rebecca to teach them about organizing from an
institution-based model.  As a result, YUC decided to change its
model and begin building chapters in different high schools.

YUC chose Kensington High School as the site for its first chapter,
based on the strength of its existing relationships with the princi-
pal and students.  The next year a second chapter was formed at
Edison High School (no connection to Edison Schools, Inc.), and
by 2003 the organization had grown to represent three more high
schools – Olney, Strawberry Mansion, and Mastbaum Vocational-

Technical.

During this 10-year span, YUC not only grew but
also racked up an impressive list of victories:

Pressured the school district to double the
amount of computer and technology aid it was
providing to Olney High School.

Secured funding for a college-resource
center designed by students at Olney.
Created a partnership between the state, the city, the
school system, and a private company to ensure that a
previously crime-ridden tunnel used to reach Kensington
High School would be well-lit, clean, and most importantly,
safe.
Replaced general math with algebra at Kensington.
Helped prevent the privatization of city schools.

Started by finding people who WANT
to organize.

SMART MOVE !

Recognized the power of gatekeepers
and worked to build relationships with
them.

SMART MOVE !
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These successes are the result of strong organi-
zational structures and strategies that have al-
lowed YUC to take advantage of young people’s
potential and to overcome their challenges.

Building Leadership: Structure &
Strategies

Youth United for Change is made up of chapters
built at specific schools.  The schools are chosen, or more accu-
rately, choose themselves, based on several factors:

Interest among students.  This is one of the most basic
principles of community organizing – if people
don’t want to be organized, you can’t organize
them.  Among the ways that YUC seeks to create
and gauge this interest are classroom presenta-
tions and workshops, sometimes at the request of
a principal or teachers.

Support from the principal and/or teach-
ers.  If the adults in charge of the school are not behind an
outside group’s efforts, access to the students can be
extremely difficult.  The chapters at Edison and Olney High
Schools resulted from invitations by a group of teachers
and the principal, respectively.  At the other schools, lead-
ers from YUC met with the principal and with individual
teachers to build initial relationships before establishing a

chapter.

These relationships have been complicated by
frequent changes in leadership at Philadelphia
schools – at least one principal transition oc-
curred at each of the first four schools where YUC
built chapters.  Fortunately, since YUC was al-
ready established at the schools prior to the new
principals’ arrival, the organization was accepted

as part of the existing infrastructure.

The tenor of the relationships with principals has also been
determined by the issues selected at each school.  When
possible, YUC has tried to select issues in their first year at

Built strategic relationships based on
each campaign.  As the adage says,
“No permanent allies, no permanent
enemies.”

SMART MOVE !

Remained flexible enough to recognize
exceptions to less important criteria.

SMART MOVE !

Created an organizational structure
that reinforces the mission of empow-
ering youth.

SMART MOVE !
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each school that did not target the principal and therefore
allowed for cooperation.  Principals were particu-
larly helpful during the anti-privatization campaign,
partly due to their tacit support for YUC’s position
and their relief at not being the campaign’s target.
As a result, several principals turned a blind eye
to students who participated in the group’s coor-
dinated school walkout to protest the potential
private takeover of public schools.  In other cases,
however, the principals have been the key deci-

sion-makers and therefore the key targets, creating a more
oppositional dynamic.
Similarly, the group has experienced varying levels of
support from teachers.  Some teachers have felt threat-

ened by outspoken students, while others have
embraced students’ decision to take an active
role in their own education.  A third category of
teachers has based its support on specific is-
sues, agreeing with the anti-privatization cam-
paign for example, but opposing work on indi-
vidual school issues.

Enrollment from the surrounding neigh-
borhoods.  YUC was founded in eastern Philadelphia and
tends to focus on “comprehensive” schools in that area
(neighborhood-based schools that serve the majority of
students, including those who aren’t accepted into citywide
magnet programs) because they believe that students

shouldn’t have to travel to magnet schools to get a
quality education.

Exceptions were made in two cases – Mastbaum
Vocational-Technical High School, which is not a
comprehensive school, and Strawberry Mansion,
a high school located outside of YUC’s immedi-

ate vicinity.  In both cases, students were actively inter-
ested in organizing and the principal was supportive, so
the most important criteria were satisfied.

In addition to the importance of the criteria that YUC uses to
determine where they will build chapters, another key to the
group’s success has been its ability to go beyond the rhetoric of

Developed strategies for dealing
with scheduling difficulties and gave
students the power to choose in
each situation.

Built structures to allow for communi-
cation and dialogue as an entire orga-
nization and in smaller groups.

Found ways to address members’
barriers to participating.

SMART MOVE !

SMART MOVE!

SMART MOVE!
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youth involvement and leadership to provide real opportunities for
youth to own the organization.

Students are responsible for the majority of organizational deci-
sions, except for budget decisions, which are made by the board
in consultation with students. YUC decided not to have any youth
members on the board because they are not legally able to vote
on boards of directors. The board does include YUC alumni, along
with representatives of other organizing groups and experts in
education policy.  Because there are no youth members, the board
has been given no decision-making power over campaigns or
issue selection.

With the advice and guidance of board members, students
choose the issues, develop strategies and tactics, meet with
decision-makers, interact with the media, conduct trainings, and
generally participate in all aspects of the organization.

This isn’t always easy.  As every organizer who has worked with
youth or even adults knows, public hearings and meetings with
elected officials are often held at times of day when it is nearly
impossible for people to attend, whether because of school or
work.  At these times, organizers often face a difficult choice: (1)
skip the meeting/hearing, (2) encourage members to leave school
or work in order to attend, or (3) go to the meeting without any
members and act as advocates.  Each option has its serious
drawbacks: The first option eliminates strategic opportunities for
dialogue or impact.  The second can only be done a limited num-
ber of times without jeopardizing people’s jobs or risking being
seen as hypocrites who fight for education while taking students
out of school (though one could easily make the argument that
these experiences are an invaluable component of their educa-
tion).  The third choice contradicts the most basic tenet of commu-
nity organizing: people must speak for themselves.

YUC has employed all three of these strategies at one time or
another.  In some cases, they have pushed officials to reschedule
meetings or hearings to accommodate students.  For example,
when Kensington High School students won a new building for
their school, they convinced the design team to move their meet-
ings to the evenings so that students and parents could attend.  At
times when the meeting or hearing couldn’t be rescheduled and
the presence of student voices was essential, such as the School
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Reform Commission’s hearings at 1:00pm, YUC student leaders
got permission slips to leave school for as short a time as pos-
sible.  When neither of those approaches is an option, students
decide whether or not to have staff organizers serve as advo-
cates.  So even when adults are advocating for students, it is the
result of strategic decisions made by the students themselves.

In order to strategize and make decisions, each high school
chapter meets once a week.  Three of the chapters hold their
meetings at their schools; the other two use YUC’s office.  Then
every other Friday, members of all the chapters come together to
determine the direction of the entire organization.  Currently there
are approximately 80 members of the organization, and generally
about half of them attend these bi-weekly meetings.

To ensure that transportation issues do not prevent students from
attending meetings, YUC purchases bus tokens for students and
made sure their office is easily accessible by public transporta-
tion.

Building Support: Strategic Relationships

Other strategies that have been critical to YUC’s success have
focused on the importance of relationships.  One set of these

relationships has been with key elected officials
who have been able to leverage their positions to
put pressure on other more recalcitrant officials.
For example, at one point the organization was
pushing for a college and career center at Olney
High School.  Students had conducted a school-
wide survey and research on the importance of
such a center, and needed the principal to desig-

nate a room and offer time and resources for its creation.  How-
ever, the principal didn’t want to give the students credit for their
efforts and dragged his feet.  Fortunately, the group had devel-
oped a positive working relationship with the then-president of the
school board who happened to be from the same part of the
community.  So YUC asked the board president to attend the
opening of the center – which had not been scheduled – and he
wrote a letter to the principal expressing his excitement.  This
gentle nudge succeeded in convincing the principal to allocate the
needed space and resources for the center.

Made sure that members knew the
risks of organizing.

SMART MOVE !
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Another set of relationships has been with other
student- and adult-led organizing groups in Phila-
delphia.  These groups have provided significant
support on city- and statewide issues when YUC
has needed more power and large turnout.  It has
also proven critical to be in communication with

other groups in order to prevent divide-and-conquer strategies.
YUC has gotten better at this over the years.  One set of such
relationships has been fostered and maintained through the
Cross-City Campaign for Urban School Reform.  By bringing
together leaders and providing a safe space for discussion and
collaboration, the Cross-City Campaign has helped strengthen

ties between EPOP, the Philadelphia Student
Union, ACORN, and YUC.  YUC also worked
closely with several of the unions representing
school employees during their anti-privatization
campaign.

In addition to relationships, YUC has also been
successful at using creative tactics to gain public

support and positive press.  One recent example was a response
to an announcement by the CEO of the school district that there
would be two city police officers in every school.  75 students
attended a school board meeting wearing orange t-shirts that said
“Philadelphia School Correctional Facility,” and when three of

them got up to speak, all 75 stood up with their
hands clasped behind their heads.  The demon-
stration generated significant press coverage,
which prompted the school board to back the
students and the police commissioner to state
that he didn’t want his officers in the schools.  The
CEO never followed through with the initiative.

Challenges of Student Organizing

While transportation and scheduling issues affect
groups organizing people of all ages, organizing
students presents an additional logistical chal-
lenge: parental permission.  Students do not need
permission to attend regular meetings, but for any
additional activities – retreats, trips, hearings, etc.
– organizers must make sure that students bring
in signed permission slips from their parents or

Considered how the inclusion of
adults would impact students’ feelings
of ownership and power.

SMART MOVE !

Acknowledged the help they could and
could not provide, and sought out
resources to fill the gaps.

SMART MOVE !

Found creative ways to take ad-
vantage of strategic relationships.

SMART MOVE !

Built relationships with other orga-
nizations to achieve collective
citywide power.

SMART MOVE !
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guardians.  They also must have liability insurance to enable
organizers to drive students when necessary.  This insurance
costs approximately $5,000 per year and is included in the
group’s general operating budget (YUC receives the majority of
its funding from foundations).

However, logistics are just the beginning of the
challenges that student-based groups face,
particularly when those groups pose a significant
threat to adults in power.

Schools tend to have extremely hierarchical
structures, and the top tiers are almost exclusively in the hands of
adults.  Students attempting to reform those structures are there-
fore confronting authorities who have direct power over them
without their consent.  This is not the case, say, when a neigh-
borhood association targets city council members, or even when

workers seek to form a union.  Students are
required by law to attend school, and therefore
their freedom of movement is extremely limited.

This arrangement produces several major ob-
stacles to organizing students for school reform:

Access.  Outside organizers are not legally
guaranteed access to schools.  They must get permission
from school officials, at the district level and/or from indi-
vidual school principals.  This creates a complicated
dynamic in which those in power have the legal right to
deny organizers the opportunity to recruit or interact with
students, at least on school grounds, and the enormous

benefits that this access presents.  Therefore it is
extremely important that student-based organiz-
ing groups have a positive, or at least neutral,
relationship with school officials, principals in
particular.  While this relationship has tremendous
advantages – access to students on school
grounds, opportunities to address classes or hold
workshops, convenient meeting space, ability to

conduct surveys or research – it also raises an additional
consideration when determining which battles to fight and
which strategies to employ.
While some groups have decided to address this issue by
only organizing where they have an official partnership with

Recognized that organizing students
requires constantly developing new
leaders

SMART MOVE !

Developed creative tactics for generat-
ing public support.

SMART MOVE !

Took precautions to prevent legal
harm to the organization.

SMART MOVE !
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the school, YUC has opted for a less formalized approach.
Particularly because school leadership changes so often,
YUC has found it easier to build relationships and gauge
the openness to organizing on a school-by-school basis.

Culture.  The culture in many of this country’s
schools is based on the belief that young people
should be submissive, unquestioning, and pas-
sive.  Whether or not one agrees with this philoso-
phy under ideal circumstances in which students
are engaged and learning, it is difficult to argue
that anyone should be forced to resign them-
selves to an inferior education, as is so often the

case with low-income students of color.

YUC teaches its students that they have a voice and that
they have the right to question the adults who make deci-
sions that affect their lives.  Not everyone, however, is ready
for the newfound sense of power that this training produces
in students.  For example, when several YUC students
began challenging their teachers regarding the contents of
their classes (for example, one student asked his English
teacher why they hadn’t read any African-American authors
during African-American History Month), the teachers
became angry and upset and complained to their principal
that the students were being “disrespectful.”

These types of complaints are almost universal in commu-
nity organizing, but they have different repercus-
sions for students.  Adult groups who are labeled
as “disrespectful” might have a harder time get-
ting a meeting with elected officials or might
receive negative press, but “disrespectful” stu-
dents face much more tangible consequences.

Consequences.  Young people take tremen-
dous personal risks when they confront school authorities,
and members of YUC have experienced many of the con-
sequences.  Student members have been harassed by
teachers, yelled at by principals, made to feel like traitors,
and blamed for creating the problems they hoped to ad-
dress.  They’ve received detentions, suspensions, and
have been thrown out of class, often for vague and minor

Recognized pros and cons of needing
to maintain good relationships with
decision-makers.

SMART MOVE !

Created an environment in which
young people feel valued and free to
express themselves.

SMART MOVE !
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infractions.  Their parents have even been called in and
told that their children were being brainwashed.  These
punishments are not isolated incidents; they have hap-
pened consistently since the group began organizing
chapters in 1995.  And after all of this, the students have
little choice but to drop out or go back to school.

Therefore, YUC organizers make certain to discuss the
potential consequences up front and directly, often making
analogies to students involved in the Civil Rights Move-
ment.  YUC has also established a connection with the
Education Law Center as a potential resource.

Other challenges of organizing students are the result of the
culture and structure of our society, which are also reflected in the
schools.  Adults often dismiss the value of young people’s opin-
ions and insights.  This makes it difficult to simultaneously orga-
nize adults, including parents, for fear of stifling the students’
voices.

In addition, students lack both money and the ability to vote, the
two forms of power most respected by elected officials.  The
combined result is that student groups frequently have to work
harder than adults to get meetings with elected officials or even to
get a seat at the table with other community stakeholders.  Even
when students succeed in securing an audience, they are often
put down or ignored.

Perhaps the most emotionally challenging aspect of working with
students is recognizing that the organization doesn’t have the
capacity to deal with the personal issues that arise.  Adult organiz-
ers often find, as a result of the trust that has been established,
that students confide in them, seeking help for issues that they
aren’t trained to handle.  YUC would like to hire a social worker in
the future to work with students’ personal challenges, and in the
meantime the organization is beginning to develop relationships
with smaller local agencies that have social services.

The temporal nature of being a student is a challenge as well.
New leaders must constantly be developed as students graduate,
and in many cases, students never get to experience the fruits of
their labors as school reforms often take years to implement.
Given this reality, students’ willingness to take risks and to sacri-



Action Guide for Education Organizing           Page 95

fice time, energy, and even relationships with their teachers and
principals is all the more impressive.  What is it that keeps stu-
dents in the struggle?  Why are they willing to fight for wins they
won’t get to experience?

Strengths of Student Organizing

YUC’s staff has found several reasons that students are work so
hard for reforms they might never see, and they are all testaments
to students’ strengths:

Students feel connected to their communities and see how
their communities would benefit from improving the public
schools.  They also recognize that they will still be mem-
bers of the community once they graduate.
They have younger brothers or sisters or nieces or neph-
ews who will benefit from the improvements.
They’re angry and want injustices to be corrected, regard-
less of who benefits.
It’s an opportunity to be part of something bigger than
themselves, which is not a common offer for young people.
Public high schools tend to be large and anonymous, with
little or no sense of connection or community.

Organizations such as YUC not only provide that community, they
provide training that connects students’ experiences to larger
issues of racism and classism.  They listen to young people, to
their thoughts and experiences, and encourage them to develop
skills that they aren’t allowed to use elsewhere: thinking critically,
challenging what they’re given, asking tough questions, using their
music and their art to communicate.

Through this training, YUC helps students to capitalize on their
strengths: their creativity, inquisitiveness, energy, expressiveness,
and sense of justice.  Students learn about the powers they pos-
sess:

The power to surprise.  Students tend to be underesti-
mated and not taken seriously, so decision-makers often
ignore their efforts to organize.  Then when, as in YUC’s
case, 500 students showed up at an action and were so
uniformly silent that you could hear a pin drop, they created
a strategic advantage.
The power of publicity.  Officials often try to create posi-
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tive images of schools, e.g. that all students have text-
books, and brush over contrary facts.  So it can be ex-
tremely effective (and appealing to the media) when stu-
dents present contrasting images by standing up and
saying, “No, we don’t have enough books,” and by counter-
ing stereotypes of youth as criminals and dropouts.  Public
officials can often be moved by embarrassment, and
sometimes just by its prospect.
The power of votes (current and future).  When the Mayor
of Philadelphia, John Street, tried to walk off the stage
during a YUC action saying publicly, “I don’t need to listen
to these young people,” a student stood up and said, “Yes,
you do, because by the time you’re up for re-election I’ll be
able to vote.”  Students represent an emerging voting bloc,
and in the meantime, they can often influence the votes of
their parents.
The power of numbers.  During YUC’s anti-privatization
campaign, they coordinated a 3,000-student walkout.

Conclusion

As with any constituency, organizing students presents unique
challenges and obstacles.  By virtue of their age and station, youth
tend to be disrespected, undervalued, and disregarded, and any
boat-rocking they engage in subjects them to a wide range of
potential consequences.  However, as Youth United for Change
and other youth-led groups across the country have found, youth
possess a tremendous store of often untapped strength, energy,
creativity, and passion.  By providing opportunities for youth to
prove themselves, by being committed to creating a vehicle for
them to speak their minds, by trusting their ability to make strate-
gic decisions, YUC has shown the potential of harnessing these
gifts and succeeded in making significant, concrete changes in
Philadelphia schools.

The potential of an individual student to become a leader is often
assessed by looking at grades or test scores.  Youth United for
Change made a decision to base their recruitment on a different
indicator: desire.  Students who want to participate in efforts to
effect meaningful change in their schools and communities need
only volunteer, and measured by YUC’s standards of success, it is
difficult to argue that there exists a more predictive measure of
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potential.  Like most organizing, these standards are twofold:
impact on the community and impact on the participants.  But,
again, YUC has resisted the traditional yardstick.  Rather than
evaluating the impact of involvement on the students according to
graduation and college acceptance rates, YUC organizers look at
more qualitative indicators: students’ leadership development, skill
sets, and ownership over their personal lives and their educations.
By these measures, and by looking at concrete changes in the
community, Youth United for Change has been tremendously
successful.

Endnotes:

1 Since then, EPOP has grown to represent Eastern Pennsylvania
and is now a member of the Pacific Institute for Community Organiza-
tion (PICO), a national network of faith-based community organiza-
tions.

http://www.piconetwork.org/
http://www.piconetwork.org/
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There are lots and lots of resources on public education, and on
education organizing.  It would be impossible to compile a com-
prehensive list.  The materials listed here are some of those that
we find most useful.  You should also check on the “Education
Resources” page of the Center’s Education web pages
(www.communitychange.org/issues/education/resources).

If you’d like us to include additional resources or links, please
notify us!   Contact: Ldingerson@ communitychange.org.

History

School: The Story of American Public Education,  Sarah
Mondale, editor. Beacon Press, Boston 2002

The Great School Wars: A History of the New York City Pub-
lic Schools.  Diane Ravitch. Johns Hopkins University Press 2000

A Nation At Risk

Read the report of the National Commission on Excellence in
Education:
http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/risk.html

[For information on standards, see the Education Commission of
the State info pages at: http://www.ecs.org/ecsmain.asp?page=/
html/issues.asp.]

No Child Left Behind

For a range of resources on NCLB, see our “No Child Left Behind”
web pages at www.communitychange.org/issues/education/nclb.

An Action Guide for Community and Parent Leaders, Public

Where to Find It:
Resources on Public Education

http://www.communitychange.org/issues/education/resources/
http://www.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/risk.html
 http://www.ecs.org/ecsmain.asp?page=/html/issues.asp
 http://www.ecs.org/ecsmain.asp?page=/html/issues.asp
www.communitychange.org/issues/education/nclb
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Education Network, 2002.

The National Center for Fair and Open Testing focuses on stan-
dardized assessments and alternatives to high stakes tests. See
their website at www.fairtest.org.

School Funding

Money Matters: A Reporter’s Guide to School Finance is a
guide to trends and court cases in school finance for reporters.
Copies are $12 and available from the Education Writers Asso-
ciation, 2122 P Street, NW Suite 201, Washington, DC 20037.
Phone: (202) 452-9830. Fax: (202) 452-9837   E-mail:
ewa@ewa.org    Web site: http://www.ewa.org

For a state by state comparison of per pupil spending from 1959-
60 to 1999-2000, see the NCES table at http://nces.ed.gov/
programs/digest/d02/tables/PDF/table168.pdf.
 
Another excellent source on the funding gap, is the Education
Trust.  See their report on school funding and inequities at: http://
www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/EE004C0A-D7B8-40A6-8A03-
1F26B8228502/0/funding2003.pdf.

National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities: 
A Q&A on IDEA can be found at http://www.nichcy.org/pubs/
newsdig/nd21txt.htm.

Twenty-Five Years of Educating Children with Disabilities:  The
Good News and the Work Ahead, American Youth Policy Forum
and Center on Education Policy, 2002. Report can be found on the
web at http://www.ctredpol.org/specialeducation/
25yearseducatingchildren.htm.

Reports, Books About Education Organizing

Organizing for Urban School Reform, by Dennis Shirley.
University of Texas Press, 1997

Strong Neighborhoods, Strong Schools.  The Indicators Project
on Education Organizing.  Research for Action, Cross City Cam-

http://www.ewa.org
http://www.fairtest.org
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d02/tables/PDF/table168.pdf
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d02/tables/PDF/table168.pdf
http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/EE004C0A-D7B8-40A6-8A03-1F26B8228502/0/funding2003.pdf
http://www2.edtrust.org/NR/rdonlyres/EE004C0A-D7B8-40A6-8A03-1F26B8228502/0/funding2003.pdf
http://www.nichcy.org/pubs/newsdig/nd21txt.htm
http://www.nichcy.org/pubs/newsdig/nd21txt.htm
http://www.ctredpol.org/specialeducation/25yearseducatingchildren.htm
http://www.ctredpol.org/specialeducation/25yearseducatingchildren.htm
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paign for Urban School Reform, March 2002.

Organizing for School Reform: How Communities are Finding
their Voice and Reclaiming their Public Schools, Institute for
Education and Social Policy, Steinhardt School of Education, New
York University,  October 2002




