Preparing to Win

planning an introductory course on Community Organizing. It should be noted,
however, that many organizations prepare volunteer leaders to take on several
of the responsibilities which WORC enumerates. This lessens the load on staff

and deepens the responsibilities, skills and power of the volunteer leadership.
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Community Organizing

“What do community organizers do? The short answer is that they get
people to work together to solve their own problems and change the
world for the better.

Some liken the role of a community organizer to that of the coach of an
athletic team, in that it is the organizer’s job to get other people to take
the lead. Others say that an organizer builds community with a purpose.
Still others define an organizer as someone who “builds a group of
people or institutions to address a common problem through collective
action.”

“Here is a more detailed description of the role and responsibilities of a
paid community organizer in a grassroots membership-based
organization like those that make up WORC.

“Organizers build organizations that maximize the power and
participation of their members. Their role is to see that the people and
structures are in place to create coherence and integrity within an
organization. Organizers are responsible for expanding the membership
base, maintaining a focus on action, and preserving democratic,
participatory structures and processes.

“Organizers build relationships, especially within the organization. The
main tool for building such relationships is face-to-face conversations
(often called a “one on one”), listening, sharing, discovering self-
interests, building trust, and moving people to involvement.

“Organizers listen to their members who know the community, and let
people go at their own pace while also helping them develop the self-
confidence to try new things.

“In community organizations, decision-making is vested in the members.
Big decisions should be made by as many members as possible.
Organizers are responsible for sharing information and raising
qguestions, options, alternatives and problems that affect the collective
power the group can wield.
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“Organizers do their fair share of the work, while also striving never to do
for others what they can do for themselves. In other words, organizers
work with, not for, their members.

“Empowered individuals speak for themselves. Organizers identify and
develop a diverse group of members who agree to serve as the
organization’s public voice on a variety of issues.

“Organizers are attuned to the power relationships and political
agendas surrounding an issue, and analyze the social, political and
economic forces that shape our communities, states, nation and world.
Organizers work with leaders to develop sound organizing strategies
based on this power analysis.

“Organizers recruit and develop leaders, seek to discover the skills,
talents, and interests of current and potential leaders, and encourage
shared leadership. They believe that everyone has the potential to lead if
given the opportunity.

“Another role of the organizer is to work with people to define
problems and issues, and help them think through the strategies and
tactics necessary to act with confidence and win.

“Organizers recruit members, assist with fundraising, and integrate
fundraising into every aspect of their organizing work. Organizers try to
build an organization that is not dependent on outside funds.

“Community organizations are schools for civic participation and
personal growth. Good organizers see the essence of their work as
developing in local leaders the talents and gifts they have. Organizers
ensure that their members receive a consistently high standard of
appropriate and effective training.

“One of the primary tools of organizers is an effective meeting.
Organizers enable the members to hold meetings that are productive
and focused.
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“Organizers facilitate training and strategy sessions when needed to
help their members and leaders learn the skills they need to speak for the
group, make good decisions and take the out-front roles. Organizers
don’t run meetings where members are making decisions.

“Organizing is “on the job training,” and evaluations are an important way
we learn from our experiences. Organizers build evaluations into all
aspects of their work.

“Accountability means people can count on one another to keep
commitments and agreements. Organizers strive to be accountable and
hold others accountable. Organizers create a culture that encourages
people to commit only to things they can really do, and to know they
are accountable for their actions

“Organizers strive to reflect on and improve their skills on an ongoing
basis, and develop an annual self-development plan.

“An organizer must be comfortable knowing that s/he will be in the
background and that when recognition for his/her work comes, it’s from
the members and leaders of the organization, not the press or the public.
Many veteran organizers say that the respect of their members is a great
reward and the reason why they stay in organizing.”

As mentioned, one striking finding from CLP’s research is that there are a
surprising number of creative undergraduate courses and placement
opportunities which individual faculty members have developed on issues related
to social and community change.

One example is at Harvard where undergrads can take an excellent course on
Community Organizing by Marshall Ganz, an Associate Professor at the Kennedy
School and former Director of Organizing for the United Farmworkers Union.
They can join graduate students at the Kennedy School, postgrads from nearby
universities, and community organizers and other practitioners from outside
academia.
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