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SUMMARY AND RESPONSE TO COMM-ORG POSTS ON CREATING A BRIEF INTRODUCTORY WORKSHOP TO POST-ALINSKY ORGANIZING:

Aaron Schutz

I want to thank those who have taken the time to respond to my query about creating a brief workshop introduction to community organizing.  I’m going to try to pull these responses together here into a summary and some thoughts.  

Instead of just copying the posts, I’ve pulled excerpts together in a form that lets me play out my own perspectives about this question.  If I’ve misinterpreted anyone, or cut too much, I apologize.  I’m not assuming I’m the big expert or anything—many of you have much more experience than I do.  This exercise has helped me think through the issues around constructing such a workshop.  If anyone thinks it’s interesting, it would be nice to continue the dialogue.
MY OWN APPROACH: CONFRONT LIMITATIONS OF OTHER MODELS
Let me start with a little about my own initial effort to construct such a workshop.  Those who are interested can find my entire presentation here:  http://www.educationaction.org/uploads/1/0/4/5/104537/brief_organizing_workshop-as.doc .
I have presented this once in briefer form at a 6 hour introductory conference I helped put together with eight of the major community organizing related groups in Milwaukee.  Then I made some changes and presented it by itself to a group of non-profit interns. There are a number of other changes I’d like to make, but I’ve left it in the form I presented it, warts and all.

THE WORKSHOP.  The workshop is constructed around the assumption, as I noted in my initial request, that the social service/community development perspective is so pervasive that it is difficult for most people to really grasp key concepts of community organizing.  
CHRIS CAVANAGH says something that seems similar when he notes that 

“everyone has an opinion about how social change happens. But common sense, of course, is ever and always that messy mix of good sense, bad sense and nonsense. I find that the more you can problematize people's common sense the more likely it is that they'll be able to connect whatever new it is you have to impart. The challenge of our education work, I would say (whether that done within community organizing or the popular education work that happens around the world) is to critique the bad sense that we all have in abundance, affirm the good sense and develop even better sense (as for nonsense, well... sometimes we just need to hang on to some of that for comic relief). Common sense is a powerful and resilient thing. And failing to challenge it usually means that people leave educational events and retain, for the most part, those things that disturb their common sense the least. Which usually means all the good shit we thought we got across is left on the cutting room floor (just to mix metaphors there).”

When I talk about organizing, for good or for ill, I mean neo-Alinsky organizing: Alinsky’s vision as adapted by more recent practitioners like Ed Chambers, Ernie Cortes, etc.  

My workshop begins with a version of Alinsky’s “Parable of the River,” where people on a riverbank are trying to save drowning babies floating down a river, and where one person decides to run upriver to find out who is “throwing all those babies in the river.”

I focus people on three aspects of this parable.  First, I emphasize causes instead of symptoms.  Second, I point out the driving assumption that there is an active agent behind the drowning babies—it isn’t just “happening.”  Third, I acknowledge the tragic tension involved in saving fewer babies to try to prevent the cause.  And fourth, I note the limits of this parable, in that organizers rarely work with babies, with those who cannot fight for themselves.

Then I walk participants through the different approaches to community change that are NOT organizing.  I’m actively trying, here, to activate their own perspectives on change, and emphasize that this is NOT what I’m talking about.  
I briefly discuss power, what counts as a good issue within this tradition, and the idea of a target.  And then I shift into a small group exercise where they pick a problem area that one of them knows well, try to “cut an issue,” pick a target, and discuss the self-interests of this target.

WHAT I SEE AS LIMITATIONS OF MY CURRENT APPROACH.  From my perspective, there are a couple of key limitations of my approach.  First, there’s too much “talking head” at the beginning.  I’d like to have more discussion.  The problem is that this time I had only an hour an a half to present.  Second, as I should have known from my experience teaching a course on organizing, the small group assignment is too ambitious.  They struggle just to understand what counts as an “issue,” and most of them come up with issues that really look like service/CD projects.  So the small group exercise needs to focus only on issues in a short version, and should be done in two steps, issue and then target in a longer version, assuming this content stays.  Third, I got a little carried away and was probably too harsh with them.  I need to figure out what the balance is between playing a blunt role that embodies a different way of thinking about issues and at the same time creating a productive space for dialogue.  I’m used to having a class where I’ve already built trust over time that allows me to push them harder.

In general, I think the response of the participants supports my perception that the pervasive influence of SS/CD models is a key challenge that any introductory neo-Alinsky organizing workshop will need to deal with, one way or another.
SUGGESTIONS FROM THE COMM-ORG COMMUNITY

I’m assuming that people can pull up the complete posts themselves if they want them.  I’m starting with comments that seem most relevant to the approach I’ve just described, and then address posts that seem to point in a different direction.

MICHAEL JACOBY BROWN seems to use an approach somewhat similar to the one I’m playing with.  He:

“goes over the differences between service, advocacy,  mobilizing and organizing -- and I often add: education, community  development and electoral politics.  I use a basic training picture  which I draw with stick figures on flip charts with the "service  provider", "advocate" etc, and who s/he serves, advocates on behalf of  etc.   I have the "service provider" giving a "fish" to the "client".  I ask for examples:  "Who does this?"  People get it pretty quickly.   I  focus on organizing by drawing a big box (with the organizer's stick  figure back to the group), depicting the boundaries and qualities of a  long-lasting organization (including money, members, leadership group,  rules, by-laws, legal status, issues, guidelines, values, groundrules, etc) to show the differences. I cover this subject in my book, Building Powerful Community Organizations, p. 279-298.” 
[In these pages in his book, Brown lists the different approaches as: Service, Advocacy, Mobilizing, Community Development, Electoral Politics, and Education and Study.  He also has a nice list of issues “Service Organizations that Want to Move Beyond Service” should think about.]

JON GREENBAUM uses the Midwest Academy chart to accomplish something similar in about 5 minutes:

“The chart sets up an axis with "Changes the balance of power" on one side and "Does not address the balance of power" on the other side. Going from "changes power" to "not changes power" one fills in the approaches starting with direct action organizing, then advocacy, then education, community development, self help and finally direct service. There are charts that fill this in. I saw one that Community Voices Heard did. I use this approach with intern applicants to quickly let them know what they are about to get into.”

He follows this with the local stories of Susan B Anthony and Fredrick Douglass who organized and what they needed to keep in mind if they were to be effective.

If there were more time, he suggests a 

“20 minute exercise where you ask them to solve a problem (give them several problems and divide them into teams) and ask them to come up with solutions from all six community solving problem approaches. You'll need to circulate to help them think it through to apply what they know about the approaches. Then ask them which solution addresses the root cause and which allows the status quo to be perpetuated.”
CHRIS CAVANAGH describes a more unstructured introductory exercise to get people thinking about how they already understand social change instead of providing them with parameters ahead of time.  He draws 

“out where people are at to begin with. In your case, i would ask something like, "how do you think social change happens?" How you structure the asking and the answering, as it were, is key. You could just do a quick go-around, of course. But i find giving a little more structure/guidance to be worthwhile. So, a quick pairs discussion ( i.e. 5 minutes) from which you ask every pair to share one response is both quick and illuminating. From this you get at least a sense of what people are bringing into the room. Or, depending on time of course, you could structure something more complex, in which in pairs or threes you ask everyone to share one anecdote/account/example of social change that they've heard about or been involved in. You ask them to record each contribution on stickie notes in the form of a headline (urging them to use a bit of humour can always be nice - e.g. write a sensationalistic tabloid headline) and for the report back each person who has a stickie to share posts it on a wall with each subsequent person clustering theirs with other contributions with which they connect. The clusters then reveal certain patterns that you can name, examine, unpack, etc. The first thing i describe can be done in 15 minutes while the stickie note thing takes no less than 30 minutes and can take as much as an hour.  What these exercises are all about is drawing out people's experience and common sense about the matter at hand”

AMY MONDLOCH suggests a much more unstructured approach: 

“I'd just encourage you to not just think of yourself as a teacher of those you work with, but to acknowledge yourself as a learner too and let them guide the way a bit-- build your workshop off of their interests.” With Greenbaum, she suggests that a workshop use local history to provide “stories there that people can identify with and use.”  

Finally, MINDY CHATEAUVERT suggests case studies as a useful approach

I think teaching by example/case study, especially in a short amount of time, is the most useful. The goal is to get participants to apply lessons from the example to their own situations, and/or teach an analytical framework that helps them interpret other organizing tales ("stories of struggle") and learn from them as well.

 I've been collecting these stories for quite awhile. 2 recent case studies I've used that students (in a semester long course) really liked and responded well to were:  Sam J. Miller, "Homeless Revolution" ShelterForce Online Issue #151, Fall 2007 http://www.nhi.org/online/issues/151/organize.html (although would require reading ahead of time). NOW with David Brancaccio "The Coalition of Immolakee Workers v. Taco Bell," from originally broadcast on PBS, May 27, 2005 http://www.pbs.org/now/society/ciw.html - which can be downloaded as DVD. This is about 25 minutes in length, leaving time for dissecting, analysis and discussion. Focuses on "iron triangle" strategies, community-worker-student-church partnerships. Can be used to discuss how race and racism configures media responses and movement leadership.”

OVERALL, IT’S INTERESTING how similar some of these visions are about how one approaches this challenge.  A number of us break out the different things organizing IS NOT as a central task, although each of us has a somewhat different set of these.  Because my perspective is more like Cavnagh’s, I tend not to think that a more unstructured approach to the content of the workshop is the right way to go.  I do have a specific perspective and a set of key lessons I want to get across.  I do like Cavnagh’s suggestion to have participants start talking about their own visions of how social change happens as a way to hook into their own understandings, start with their own voices instead of mine, and “let them guide the way a bit” as Mondloch says.  But there is a tension here between the desire to have people leave with some key lessons and opening the dialogue up to a wide ranging discussion of social action.
I like the case study approach.  I’ve been thinking about how to use more case studies in my own course than I do already.  It would be great to have a couple of videos to draw from that are brief enough to use in a short amount of time, but comprehensive enough to give enough context.  The movies I use generally take much more time to watch and unpack.  I am just not familiar enough, myself with the universe of video options out there and what each one allows you to talk about.  For a brief workshop like this, it would need to be pretty targeted.  I like the Immolakee one suggested by Chaterveaut.  I’d like to see one more directly related to our context.  Anyone?  I do worry about losing focus in such a brief workshop, however.  
START WITH COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT

One respondent contacted me directly and recommended starting with a CD perspective.  This person stated the argument like this:

“Realizing that participants choose community building as a goal, one approach is to start here.  Starting people (including agency staff) at a citizen/authentic-community standpoint (e.g., neighborhood, parish, etc.), is itself a counter-cultural framework.  From this introduction they can proceed to critique (ingrained) institutional perspectives, behavior, power, and then (at least the need to) re-appropriate citizen power. 

A temptation for us as organizers is to insist that people start at our standpoint, experience, conclusions and reflections.  Like Paulo Friere, organizers can be disciplined in a popular-education approach that starts where people are, and puts organizers in an animating rather than teaching-as-telling role. 

An accessible example of this approach is long-time organizer John McKnight's folksy Asset Based Community Development (ABCD).  Perhaps the following on-line talk by John, recorded here in Cincinnati, could be assigned ahead of time, distributed by low-cost audio CD, or on-line:http://www.asmallgroup.net/pages/images/pages/j_m_pt_1.mp3 

As people self-identity as citizens, and critically evaluate institutions (at least for a while) then they may better be able to be allies for citizens' efforts.  The net effect:  citizen groups gain allies and power.  Allied institutions' role:  Servants.  (For churches this can mean funding citizens groups.) . . . .

Once citizens cohere together, perhaps doing non-conflictual development tasks (including developing their own organization), then with training/capacitation more can move to structural change (more conflictual) tasks.”
MUCH INK HAS BEEN SPILLED OVER DIFFERENCES BETWEEN CD AND CO.  Let me just note, here, that in my experience CD tends not to lead to CO.  I’m not sure why.  I think people are conscious of the real limits of the CD model, but somehow the CD model is so impressed on their minds that they have trouble seeing beyond it.  (And, of course, there are the institutional barriers noted, below.)  My own perspective is strongly oriented around a critique of the CD vision.  Of course it is true that social service and CD more generally is absolutely critical, and this needs to be acknowledged.  That’s partly why I stress the tragic choices that must be made when I discuss the Alinsky parable.  (We called our recent introductory conference “Beyond Social Service”).  
Personally, I do want to insist that people take the neo-Alinsky standpoint seriously, at least.  What they do after they leave the workshop is up to them.
WHO IS THIS FOR?  SERVICE FOLKS WON’T DO THIS ANYWAY

Two respondents note how resistant CD organizations are to CO.

AMY MONDLOCH asked “What kind of non-profits are you working with?  I've come to see that many of the larger non-profits, though filled with great and caring folks, get twisted up in their bureaucracies, systems that depend on the poor staying poor in order to maintain their business.  Their business is service.  It's an important business, filling the gap until organizing can show results.”
GREENBAUM similarly pointed out that “if you are going to service agencies you should know that the deck is stacked against you. People have different temperaments and direct action doesn't appeal to everybody and it seems to appeal less to people in the helping professions. Plus, these folks exist within institutional structures that will always guide them away from direct action organizing.”
THESE POINTS ARE WELL TAKEN, of course.  I guess my own answer is that I’m trying to think through a different approach to spreading the perspective of community organizing than we usually think of.  As I note in the next section, I don’t think that what we are already doing is enough.  
It may be helpful to start thinking of organizing as something that people need to learn about and know about, whether they do it or are likely to do it or not.  Organizers and leaders should be able to come into a room full of people connected to the community and have a sense that they know what they’re talking about when they mention organizing.  Would it make a difference if a broad spectrum of citizens saw organizing as one possible option among the ones they already carry around with them.  I think it might.

BROWN has a nice section in the pages he cites with approaches for helping service organizations explore whether and how they can relate to organizing.  But it seems to me that this is too targeted and ambitious for a short introductory workshop.

WE DON’T NEED A WORKSHOP, WE NEED MORE OF WHAT ORGANIZERS ALREADY DO
It’s interesting to me that a number of respondents assumed that if I’m asking a question like this I must not know much about organizing in Milwaukee or in general.  In fact, a couple people seemed to assume I was criticizing current Milwaukee organizers, although nothing in my request indicated this.  Rightly or wrongly, I interpret some of these responses as implying that we don’t really need to do much differently than we already are, except more and better.  

GREENBAUM states this most clearly when he questions “your premise that we need to sell direct action organizing outside of the context of campaigns. What sells the direct action organizing techniques are the victories of strong organizations that use direct action within their campaigns. And it is through the active campaigns in which we are recruiting and developing leaders that we teach direct action strategies and tactics.”

While I agree that Greenbaum’s point is accurate in the abstract, the problem is that the funding for organizing is extremely limited, as is the visibility of organizing.  While there is organizing going on, in my experience this, by itself, isn’t necessarily educating that many people who aren’t already participating in it.  And people who “see” organizing happening, or its results, don’t necessarily really understand what’s happening to make it work.  While we can “do” organizing better to overcome this a little, I don’t see this as adequate.  

I’ve taught a required community organizing course for the last five years to a student population that is often very connected to and involved in the community.  We have one of the most diverse student populations in the entire Wisconsin system, and many of our students work in community-based organizations or local schools.  And almost none of them have ever heard of community organizing.  I don’t just mean they don’t understand it.  I mean that in most cases, except for those who have been part of organizing, besides knowing that there was this group of people who led and participated in the civil rights movement, they have little or no idea that there is a tradition and a set of practices for creating collective power. 
RESPONSES/COMMENTS/CRITIQUE?
UPDATE 12/20/07

HOW TO PROVIDE TRANSFORMATIVE EXPERIENCES

One issue that I wanted to discuss above, but didn’t because I didn’t know enough to even frame it is what I’ll call a “transformative experience.”  We come to people in a workshop like this with a strongly held service/CD framework for understanding.  This framework is so strong that it is difficult for many of them to grasp the CO vision as the alien perspective that it is.  When asked to “cut an issue” they frequently come up with a CD or social service response (e.g., a neighborhood watch to deal with issues of violence in their neighborhood) even after they are given a presentation about how CO is different from these approaches.
In a semester-long course, or over time in an internship or position of leadership within a community organizing group, there are opportunities for this framework to start to shift slowly, either as a change in the primary way that people make sense of social change in the world or as an ability to bring (at least) two different perspectives to bear on social challenges.  

This kind of time isn’t available in a brief workshop.  What is necessary in such a workshop, it would seem to me, would be a single “transformative experience,” which goes by a range of different names in the little bits of the psychological literature I’ve had time to scan.  The point is not to totally change how people think, but instead to provide people with an experience that “jolts” them, somehow, into a powerful experience of the limitations of their current understandings and of the potential productivity of this new one.  The point is not to convert them to a new “religion,” but instead to help them see (1) that they have a framework that limits their ability to see useful alternatives, and (2) that there is another way of conceptualizing social change that might be useful in achieving the goals they already see as important.  If that’s all they leave with, and if some small number of them have a powerful enough experience to retain aspects of this understanding over time, then we’ve accomplished our goal, I think.  And the smaller our goal, the less profound of a transformative experience would seem to be required to produce it.
Realistically, I think we are looking for what Scott Seider, in “Frame-Changing Experiences: A Key to the Development of a Commitment to Service-Work and Social Action in Young Adults,” calls a “domain specific” transformative experience.  We are not trying to turn conservatives into liberals.  Instead we are trying to alter progressives’ understanding of what kinds of roles will be most effective in achieving the aims they already accept as important.  

In my experience, in traditional community organizing training sessions this “jolt” is generally fueled by an aggressive and focused attack on the limitations of the service/CD vision.  People are forced into a mini-crisis where they are put face-to-face with the limits of the ways their current frameworks for understanding make sense of the world.  

But this approach is possible in most CO trainings because people have chosen to put themselves in that context.  Even so, it is not unusual for people to get up and walk out when faced with this kind of vigorous challenge.  

The last time I presented my version of this workshop, I feel like I ended up being too aggressive with the people in the workshop.  In this way, I tried to model this different way of thinking about and making sense of the world, and did not really engage in some long fluid dialogue about the different perspectives.  In a sense, I tried to put participants in the situation of people in the community facing tragic choices, and tried to help them see the limitations of their responses to the urgency of this tragedy.  But I worry that I pushed them too hard.  And I’m not clear that this kind of an aggressive challenge is always the most effective approach.  Further, experiences like this may be as likely to harden existing perspectives as they are to foster transformation.
But what is?  Given the pervasive power of the service/CD framework, if a workshop like this is going to be effective, it is going to have to have some characteristics of a “transformational experience” for at least some of the people in the group.  To some extent, this would seem to involve forcing people to engage with the core limitations of their current perspectives.  But what would be the best way to accomplish this with people who have not really chosen to put themselves into this context, and without possibly alienating the sponsoring organization that may have given us access to a particular group for a training session?  

Seider gives the example of a student who heard Jonathan Kozol speak:

He just spoke, and just blew me like out of my seat. Just like everything about him. I can’t even like begin…He just kind of just wham bam in a three-punch just knocked down, to me, just two things: he just showed how ridiculous the idea of a level playing field is in this country for educational access. So he does that on one hand. And then two, just with this absolute love of kids, just shows what lives are at stake, these unbelievably wonderful lives.

I think we need to know more about how this happens in the field of organizing.  What kinds of pragmatically doable workshops might effectively result in a frame shift in some small percentage of those attending it?  What balance of different approaches might be best?  
And, of course, different audiences will respond in different ways depending on where they start from.  A group of white, middle-class social workers starts from a very different point than a group of African-American church goers.  They have different cultural models for what is acceptable in a presentation or dialogue.  How do we choose which approach to use with different audiences? 
