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Introduction: Opening
up the world of education
advocacy

November 2015
50CAN isn’t a national advocacy group but instead a network of local advocates learning from and supporting each other. We got our start in 2005 as a
small nonprofit in Connecticut working to shine a light on the state’s worst-inthe-nation achievement gap and build support for policy reforms that could
close the gap and make a difference for all kids. We hoped that other local advocates could benefit from what we had learned on the ground and that we
could in turn learn more from them. In January 2011, we launched 50CAN as
a learning community where we are all sharing and growing together.
Making the most of this new network of local advocates meant doing
things a little differently. We had to organize our knowledge in a way that
could be accessed across the network, create common tools and platforms
that would be useful in communities across the country and figure out a
common vocabulary to quickly share what we were learning with each other.
We continue to learn by doing. At the time of this writing, we are supporting ambitious local advocacy campaigns in seven states, running an online
policy course for 40 wonks in training, preparing for our second class of
Education Advocacy Fellows from the nearly 800 applications received, and
getting ready to host our second annual CAN Summit, an in-person gathering
that brings together leaders from across our states to share and learn together.
That spirit of learning by doing extends to this guidebook. The inaugural
50CAN Guide to Building Advocacy Campaigns built on more than ten years
of work in support of more than 100 policy campaigns to explain how we help
local leaders develop policy goals, how we support them in crafting their advocacy plans and how we work together to secure lasting changes. Our goal
was to inspire more people to get involved in education advocacy and make
it a little easier to navigate this challenging terrain successfully. We were so
thrilled by its reception and also so impressed with the amount of thoughtful
feedback we received from education advocates across the country that we
decided to take on the task of creating a bigger, better second edition.
This second edition of the guidebook has both new and improved chapters on how to build advocacy campaign plans as well as real life case studies
on how these plans were put into action in our states, in-depth examinations
of popular advocacy tactics and a discussion of the road ahead for education
advocacy in our country.
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What drives this work forward is our passion for helping to grow the education advocacy movement by removing the barriers for aspiring local advocates to get involved. Building upon our courses, workshops, fellowships and
support services for local campaigns, we hope this guidebook can be another
way to remove the barriers that local leaders may face as they look to engage
in education advocacy, and help more local leaders in their efforts to ensure a
high-quality education for all kids, regardless of their address.

Marc Porter Magee, Ph.D. 			
CEO and founder		
		

Vallay Varro
President

Twitter: @marcportermagee 		
Email: marc.magee@50can.org 		

Twitter: @vallay
Email: vallay.varro@50can.org
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Part I:
Building a
winning
advocacy
plan

Don’t skip steps

1

The aim of this guidebook is to help grow the local education advocacy movement in the United States by lowering the barrier so that more aspiring advocates to get involved.
Often times, this barrier starts with the word “advocacy” itself. Those
of us who work in this field have all been there: We’re at a family gathering,
asked what we do and often feel stumped in providing a concrete answer.
“You work in advocacy. Does that mean politics?”
“Kind of … but not exactly. We’re nonpartisan. We focus on promoting ideas.”
“How?”
“Through annual campaigns.”
“So political campaigns?”
“No. These campaigns are focused on promoting ideas rather than
candidates. We’re trying to improve the way our education system works.”
“So you lobby?”
“Sometimes, but the work is much broader than that.”
Our friends at Wikipedia define our work this way: “Advocacy is a political
process by an individual or group which aims to influence decisions within
political, economic and social systems and institutions.”
That’s a bit of a mouthful. Perhaps environmentalist Aidan Ricketts said
it best when he wrote, “activists are like the immune system of the body
politic—they move to the sites of dysfunction and injustice and aim to fight,
repair and heal.”
Of course we all want to make the world a better place. Through ways big
and small we are trying to make that happen in our daily lives. What makes a
great advocate different is the extraordinary discipline he or she brings to the
work of making the world better. There are a lot of amazing books out there
and many professionals to learn from, but at its core all of this advice boils
down to one basic concept: Don’t skip steps.
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DON’T SKIP STEPS

The right course
of action

Select
winning
tactics

Match
strategy to
environment
Clarify
goals

Most advocacy efforts are organized into campaigns: a series of coordinated
operations designed to achieve a set of objectives over a discrete period of
time. At 50CAN, each of our local leaders run annual campaigns that are announced at the beginning of the legislative session. While we know not everything that needs to be changed about education policy can be accomplished in
a single year, by adopting an annual campaign cycle it forces our local leaders
to break down the changes that need to happen to transform the system into
more manageable parts and accountable goals. Their successes and failures
are then recorded in a campaign report released at the end of their state’s
session. This transparency can be a little nerve-wracking, but we have found
that the public accountability helps us all stay focused on our goals and learn
from our successes and setbacks along the way.
Every local campaign in our network is unique, but a common planning
process helps to ensure that everyone has the support they need to maximize
their odds of success. The 50CAN team uses a three-step approach to campaign building: clarifying goals, matching strategy to the environment and
selecting winning tactics.
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Step 1: Clarify goals
The first step in any campaign is to ensure clarity of goals—or the desired
results or end points envisioned in a campaign. In our work, goals most often
take the form of specific policy changes in annual campaigns.
The most common mistake in any campaign is to move forward before
doing the hard work needed to select the right goal and ensure it can be expressed with a level of specificity that will allow for a strong advocacy campaign. If your overarching objective is to improve the schools in your community, your campaign’s annual goal is the specific changes that must be secured
in the coming year to move you one step closer to that vision.
The hard work of clarifying your goal starts with reflecting on the personal and community values that should inform the changes you seek, listening
to the people most directly involved in the issue at hand, crafting an overarching vision of those changes, reviewing the history of the relevant policies
in your community and reading all the research pertaining to your issues. But
the end point has to be a clear, measurable and specific set of changes that you
can hold yourself accountable for achieving in a reasonable period of time.
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We’ll discuss the policy framework our local leaders developed to guide this
process in chapter three (page 14).
Step 2: Match strategy to environment
Once you are confident you have selected the right goal and it can be articulated clearly, you can get to work choosing the right advocacy strategy to
secure that goal. These strategies are time-tested patterns of action that increase the odds of success in conditions of uncertainty—which in advocacy
are always present.
One of the biggest challenges in this step is to weigh all the options carefully and select the strategy that best fits your goal, your strengths and your
environment. That requires collecting the facts about your issue, who might
support or oppose it, who has the power to help you achieve it and what kind
of resources you can leverage in the campaign. It also helps to ground this
selection process in a planning template that presents the most common
strategies and the success factors that would need to be in place to make each
strategy work. Sounds like a lot, right? Never fear, we’ll break down the strategy framework our local leaders developed in chapter four (page 19).
Step 3: Select winning tactics
There are hundreds of possible tactics that could be used in a campaign, so it’s
critical that selecting winning tactics is always the last step in the campaign
planning process. That way, you ensure the campaign is grounded in a specific strategy and used in the service of a specific goal. These tactics become
the actual means used to secure a goal.
You will know that you have clarified your goal and matched your strategy
to your environment successfully when you take up the discussion of tactics
and realize most of the work has already been done for you. By this stage, most
of the possible tactics will have been ruled out and you are left with the task
of selecting the best possible tactics from a small list that fit the strategy and
goals you have selected. We’ll discuss the tactics framework our local leaders
developed in chapter five (page 22).
Once you commit to not skipping steps, it’s amazing how many times you
catch yourself and others talking tactics first. There is something very appealing about jumping straight into tactics because they are so concrete and
directly connect to action. But doing before thinking not only makes it less
likely you will be successful in your advocacy, it ensures that even if you are
successful you might not be happy with the end result.
To serve as a handy reminder, we’ve included in the appendix an infographic on our “Don’t skip steps” framework. We’ve also included the template we use during campaign planning that shows how each piece of the
planning process connects.
In the next chapter we’ll tackle why we believe it’s so important to follow an
open approach to building and running campaigns.
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Three advantages
to open advocacy

2

We created this guide as part of our effort to help grow the education advocacy movement by removing the barriers for aspiring local advocates to get
involved. The first chapter explained the framework we use to build campaigns. In this chapter we will take up the question of why we believe it’s so
important to follow an open approach to advocacy.
The art of war?
An underlying assumption that informs many professional advocacy efforts
is that secrecy is an essential element of an effective campaign. This thinking
is usually grounded in a military metaphor: if you surprise the enemy, you are
more likely to be successful in battle. It might even be reinforced with a quote
from Sun Tzu’s military treatise The Art of War: “O divine art of subtlety and
secrecy! Through you we learn to be invisible, through you inaudible; and
hence we can hold the enemy’s fate in our hands.”
But are war metaphors really the most helpful way to think through advocacy campaigns? Are the opponents of your policy change really enemies?
And if the element of surprise is something gained from all this secrecy, what
are you giving up in return?
Over the past ten years of education advocacy campaigns, we have found
that there are three big advantages to open advocacy.
1. Openness strengthens accountability
When you embark on a new campaign, you know that the most likely outcome
is that you will initially fail (Sorry! It’s true). But you have a much greater
chance of overcoming that setback if you call a loss a loss, you collect good
information on why you failed and you keep yourself accountable (and highly
motivated) to do better next time.
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By building a campaign out in the open, with clear public goals, strategies
and tactics, you increase the number of people (both friends and critics) who
can honestly report on your work and hold you to high standards. This can
be incredibly helpful in reinforcing the candid conservations about what is
working and what isn’t that make your advocacy efforts better. As former
Toyota CEO Katsuaki Watanabe puts it: “Problems are not the enemy. Hidden
problems are.”
2. Openness accelerates learning
Advocacy campaigns are complex endeavors. There are so many different elements that need to be carried out successfully for the enterprise as a whole
to succeed. One of the biggest challenges of running a successful campaign
is knowing enough about all the different varieties of goals, strategies and
tactics that are possible; how to weed out the ones that won’t work; and understanding the complementary combinations that will ensure that your
campaign thrives.
Your best hope for success is to share what you are trying to do as widely
as possible so that you can learn from as many people as possible, expose your
own ideas to the sunlight of open review and critique and help others figure
out how they could best contribute to your campaign. The only practical way
to do that is to give up on the idea that you must build your plans behind
closed doors. As Linus’s Law—a famous formulation in the tech world—puts
it, “given enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallow.”
3. Openness promotes trust
In The Activist’s Handbook, Aidan Ricketts argues that the most important
stage in any advocacy campaign is at the very beginning, when leaders make
the case that the changes they seek are actually in the public interest.
This is particularly true in the world of education advocacy. The stakes
are so high for many people involved—including millions of students, parents
and teachers—and the debates often become heated. Taking the extra steps
in the beginning to openly share your views on what should change and
really listening to students, parents and teachers about their hopes, dreams
and concerns can go a long way to ensuring your campaign can grow in the
fertile ground of mutual trust. At 50CAN, we have strived to create an open
approach to selecting our goals, deliberating on what policies to pursue with
our local boards and then publishing our campaign goals with clear explanations for why they were chosen and what they hope the goals will accomplish
for kids on our state and national websites each year.
In the next chapter, we will share what we have learned about step one in
building any advocacy campaign: choosing the right goals.
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The path from values to
vision to goals

3

The previous two chapters defined some of the basic concepts in an advocacy
campaign and introduced the three part process we use at 50CAN: 1) clarify
goals; 2) match strategy to environment; and 3) select winning tactics. This
chapter explores in far greater depth (so buckle up!) what is arguably the
most challenging and time-consuming element of any campaign: clarifying
your goals.
First things first
Perhaps the biggest mistake advocates make is trying to speed through the
process of selecting their goals. It can feel like an unnecessary step: “Of
course I know what needs to change, now let’s talk about how to get it done!”
We often mistake the (correct) belief that policy work is not enough with
the (incorrect) belief that we should spend more time on our advocacy strategy and tactics and less on our policy goals.
There is nothing worse than “winning” in your advocacy campaign only
to find out that the policies you helped enact actually do little to address the
underlying problem you are so passionate about solving.
Start with values
When we start our campaign planning process with our 50CAN fellows, the first
thing we ask them to do is to share their story. What are the life experiences that
shaped their view of education? What are the issues they are most passionate
about? Why did they feel compelled to apply to the fellowship program? Their
answers to those questions kick-start the process of clarifying goals.
When teacher-turned-activist Elliot Haspel was in the sixth grade, he
slipped while running through the playground and smashed his head into
a metal slide. What at first seemed like just a bad bang-up turned out to be
much more serious. What his doctors didn’t fully understand at the time was
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DON’T SKIP STEPS

Clarifying
goals

that the accident had damaged his brain’s ability to regulate emotions. In the
middle of class, he would sometimes fly into a rage when little things went
wrong, throwing a tantrum as if he were in kindergarten. He was not able to
attend a full week’s worth of school for two years.
But Elliot was lucky. For the next several years every adult in his life—his
parents, teachers, principal, doctors and counselors—leaned in. They poured
extra time and energy into creating an environment where his learning could
continue while helping him learn to rebuild the impulse controls that his accident had taken away.
It was as a new teacher of fourth-graders that Elliot began to realize just
how unusual his network of support had been. Many students in his class
were struggling with their own traumas—physical and otherwise—but rather
than being surrounded with the supports they needed, they were labeled or
ignored. The system was failing brilliant kids who just needed the same kind
of help that he had received when he was in need.
The three core values Elliot took from his experiences as a student and
teacher—empathy, understanding and dedication—served as the moral foundation for his advocacy plan.
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Listen and learn
While your personal values are the essential starting point, to have a lasting
impact on a problem you must shift your perspective outward to the people
around you. While the image we often conjure up about advocates is someone
with a megaphone in their hand shouting slogans, the truth is that the best
advocates are great listeners. They learn to think and say “we” in everything
they do. That’s why the second step in this process is to conduct a series
of meetings with local stakeholders to hear their perspectives, needs and
thoughts. We call this going on a “listening tour.”
When it came time for the team at MinnCAN to craft a new policy agenda
for 2014, Executive Director Daniel Sellers and Deputy Director Nicholas
Banovetz didn’t lock themselves in their conference room and start marking
up a whiteboard, they grabbed their keys and hopped in the car. Over the
next six months they conducted a 19 city listening tour. They visited 48 classrooms; spoke with more than 450 students, teachers and principals; and
powered their travels with 144 cups of coffee.
Daniel and Nicholas came away from their road trip armed with 182 pages
of field notes and dozens of policy ideas. Most importantly, as they prepared
for their 2014 campaign, they brought with them a much richer understanding of education issues in the cities where they lived and across the diverse
regions of Minnesota as a whole.
Craft a vision
The third step to clarifying your goals is to craft a vision of change. The animating question for writing down this vision is: How will the world be better
if we are successful in our campaign?
One of the most compelling historical examples of the power of a strong
vision to transform a system is the advocacy work of Horace Mann.
Mann was appointed secretary of the Massachusetts Board of Education
in 1837, and he immediately threw himself into the role, launching a tour that
took him to every school in the state. A year later he founded The Common
School Journal as a vehicle to share what he was learning with other concerned citizens in his state. What emerged was a detailed account of the huge
differences in the then-current system: Large numbers of children received
no formal education; those who did often stayed in school only a few years
and the long-term education that was provided was driven forward by narrow
interests instead of an investment in the common good.
Thanks to Mann’s advocacy, Massachusetts emerged as a leader in a new
approach to education. It enacted the first compulsory attendance law in
1852 and invested in a network of public schools to ensure that every child
had an opportunity to learn. By 1885, 16 states had followed the Bay State’s
lead; by 1890, there were 34 states; and by 1918, every state in the country
required its children to attend school.
Mann’s reforms catalyzed a sea change in American education. The
average number of days students attended school jumped from 78 to 111
between 1869 to 1910. Over the same time period, illiteracy rates were cut
in half. And high school education was transformed from the bastion of elite
preparatory academies in the 1870s into a standard element of the school
system by 1920.
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MinnCAN Road to Success tour
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To spark this dramatic shift in education, Mann used every advocacy tactic in
the book. But as historian Ellwood Cubberley reminds us, it all started with a
vision of what was possible. No one did more than Mann, Cubberly wrote, “to
establish in the minds of the American people the conception that education
should be universal, non-sectarian, free.”
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Hit the books
The fourth step on your way to crafting clear goals is to leverage research to
transform this broad vision into specific, measurable and achievable policy
changes that will have a positive impact for kids.
Education research has advanced rapidly in the past decade and it has
emerged as an amazing resource to help guide the creation of policy goals.
With so much research available, the first challenge advocates confront is
where to start.
The good news is that the Internet is lowering the barriers to accessing
high-quality research. For example, working with Public Impact, we created
an online policy library that organizes top research into eight issue areas
with summaries and links to the research studies that can help you craft
your goals. When combined with a careful examination of the local political
context in your community and the history of the policies under consideration, you will be able to use this research to help transform your values and
vision into concrete goals.
A great example of how these values, vision and research can be brought
together is found in the work of JerseyCAN in creating their “Framework for
Excellence.” The report draws upon both interviews conducted throughout
the Garden State and a careful review of the research to present a concrete,
five-part plan with detailed policy goals for achieving their vision of “engaged
kids, involved families, effective teachers, strong school leaders, vibrant and
innovative classrooms, high standards and pre-K for all.”
Don’t hedge
Finally (you made it!), when you have brought it all together into a policy plan
you need to do the difficult work of letting go of some of your goals. As management consultant Peter Drucker reminds us: “It is much easier to draw up
a nice list of top priorities and then to hedge by trying to do ‘just a little bit’ of
everything else as well. This makes everybody happy. The only drawback is, of
course, that nothing whatsoever gets done.”
Every year, our local advocates start out with dozens of policy goals that
are consistent with their values, the views of the community and their longterm vision. And then they cut and cut and cut until they are left with the few
that absolutely have to get done that year. And then the work of crafting the
advocacy plan begins.
In the next chapter we will explore the four winning advocacy strategies and
how to choose the one that will maximize your odds of success.
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The four winning strategies
of advocacy

4

The easiest mistake to make in advocacy is to move too quickly from the
selection of goals to a discussion of tactics. This leads advocates to choose
tactics without understanding how well they fit with a winning strategy or
how effective they will be at reaching a specific goal. Skipping over strategy
to talk tactics is like skipping the creation of blueprints and going straight to
handing out tools to the carpenters building a house.
Choosing the right strategy takes time. The more thought you put into
the planning of your campaign the more successful you will be. President
Dwight D. Eisenhower once said, “Plans are useless, but planning is indispensible.” We put that quote at the top of every campaign plan we create. And
we don’t move on to a discussion of tactics until we are confident we have
selected the strategies that best maximize our odds of success.
The advocacy landscape is complicated, but there are rules to navigating the terrain successfully. Once you know the rules, everything makes a
lot more sense. Through decades of social science research examining thousands of advocacy campaigns across hundreds of issues, a few key strategies
have emerged that regularly get results. The four-part strategic framework
below builds upon this literature and the work of political scientist and associate director of the MIT-Harvard Public Disputes Program, David Fairman,
Ph.D., who organized them into a framework for action.
Elite negotiation
In this strategy, advocates attempt to use their understanding of the interests
of incumbent leaders to alter the status quo through trading and compromise.
We may not like it, but as advocates it’s crucial to understand that bargaining
among political elites is the main way in which most public policy debates are
decided in our country.
An example of one of the larger elite negotiations in recent years is the development and passage of the Affordable Care Act (or “Obamacare”). Health-
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care was regularly at or near the top of issues concerning voters and was a
major issue under debate in the presidential race. The problem of growing
costs and large numbers of uninsured Americans was framed in a way that
was easy to understand. Both the president and key members of Congress
had a strong political incentive to get a bill through. And the effort was driven
forward in part by an enormous lobbying effort backed by stakeholder groups
with major political clout.
Social movements
This strategy focuses on a large number of people getting organized over time
to change the status quo in profound ways. This is the advocacy strategy that
is often associated with major advancements in human rights.
An example of a successful social movement in recent years is the push
for marriage equality. The advocacy effort was driven forward with an emotional appeal that spoke to people’s hearts, and in marriage equality there
was a clear call to action. Advocacy groups made a major effort to amplify the
message of loving couples simply wanting to get married and then organized
their supporters into a powerful force for change.
Expert communities
In this strategy, experts debate ideas over time and either through convergence or consensus end up influencing policy.
Perhaps the biggest policy debate being driven forward by the convergence of experts in our time is global warming. The issue is straightforward
in definition but rests on the results of complex research and analysis. Over
the past two decades there has been a consensus of expert opinion on the existence of global warming and its causes. And there are a number of institutions to provide a platform for these experts to inform policy.
Emergent networks
This strategy relies on change borne through trial and error, with good ideas
being tested and refined by practitioners. The best of those ideas become
common practices, and through dialogue with policymakers, they eventually
become law.
An example of an emergent network from the field of education is the
issue of blended learning. It’s an area in which numerous practitioners are
engaged in testing out innovative approaches to technology-supported learning. Teachers and school leaders working on blended learning have connected
together to share best practices. And increasingly, policymakers are looking to
these examples to help inform policy. We’ll talk more about how the emergent
networks strategy can benefit blended learning goals in chapter 10 (page 39).
You might be wondering which of these four strategies is most effective.
The simple answer is that all four of them can be very effective or very ineffective depending on the context in which they are used. At the same time, in our
campaigns we have found that it is often when multiple strategies are used
in combination that the greatest results are achieved. The key is to figure out
which strategies are most likely to make a difference in your environment so
you can put your limited time and resources to best use.
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WORKSHEET

The strategy checklist
CHECK ALL SUCCESS FACTORS THAT APPLY TO YOUR CAUSE

ELITE NEGOTIATIONS
• An urgent public problem of interest to policymakers
• Easily understood and credible policy options
• Political incentives for key elites to act
SOCIAL MOVEMENT
• A rights-based issue with a clear and compelling call to action
• Forceful spokespeople who can dramatize the injustice
• Well-organized supporters and advocates
EXPERT COMMUNITIES
• A well-defined but complex public policy problem
• Expert consenus on the problem, its causes and possible solutions
• Policymaker interest in expert guidance and dialogue
EMERGENT NETWORK
• Well-defined areas of innovative practice related to public policy problems
• Incentives for innovators to join together and contribute to common solutions
• Policymaker interest in translating practice into public policy

Fortunately, researchers studying advocacy have also identified the most important conditions, or success factors, that must be met in order to be successful in each of these four strategies. These success factors can be thought
of as a checklist for you to review as you build your campaign.
In the appendix of this guide is a printable version of the strategy checklist we use in our campaign planning process. As you fill out the checklist you
might see a clear winner emerging among the four strategies, or perhaps that
there are a few strategies where the success factors are already in place. (If
you have checked all the boxes, you might be a little optimistic about the conditions on the ground in your community.)
In the appendix of this guide you will also find a quiz that gives you a
chance to play around with these success factors called “Which Advocacy
Strategy Are You?”
Once you have identified the one or two most promising strategies for
your goal, then—and only then—are you ready to talk tactics, the subject of
the next chapter.
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The tactics toolbox

5

In the previous chapter, we compared selecting the right strategy to drawing
up a blueprint. With that blueprint in place, we can now choose the tools we
will use to complete the project. But there are rules with tactics as well. Advocacy tactics must be paired thoughtfully to meet the needs of the chosen
strategy.
With tools, as with tactics, you choose the right one for the job at hand.
While there are hundreds of different tactics in the world of advocacy, there
are a few top tactics that we come back to time and time again. If you can
master these basic tactics, you will be well on your way to carrying out campaign strategies in service of a wide variety of goals.
Of course, by choosing your strategy first, you give yourself more time
to master individual tactics as well as go deeper into the tactics toolbox. In
addition to the top tactics listed below, we also pulled together a list of 52
common tactics across all four strategies that you can use as a reference
when planning your campaign.
We’re the first to admit that this is a pretty intimidating list. But it’s important to remember that you are not alone in your campaign. The listening
tour you completed when developing your goals provides you with a resource
of people who might be willing to help you in your campaign. And they may
have skills they are excited to put to use in the service of your goal.
People often underestimate how much free help they can get from others
when they are working on a just cause. While Erin Brockovich did have to
master a lot of the science in her fight against PG&E, she was also able to get a
lot of help along the way, including from an expert in toxicology at UCLA. Of
course, it helps if you have a few tactics you have mastered as well.
As with any skill, the more deliberate practice you undertake, the better
you get. There are two elements to deliberate practice: putting in the time
and seeking out constructive feedback. Building out a network of friends and
informal advisors can be crucial to getting the constructive feedback you
need to grow in your role as an advocate.
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The tactics toolbox
If strategy is the blueprint of your advocacy campaign, tactics are the tools. Below are 52 common tactics
that you can draw upon when building your campaign, organized into the three most common tactics for each
strategy and the next 10 tactics you are likely to use.
ELITE NEGOTIATION

EXPERT COMMUNITIES

Top tactics
Lobbying
Power mapping
Negotiation

Top tactics
Research studies
Policy reports
Legal action

The next ten
Advertising
Policy analysis
Bill drafting
Legislative rallies
Editorials
Coalition building
Earned media
Candidate recruitment
Independent expenditures
Campaign donations

The next ten
Testimony
Conferences
Policy journal
Books
Public debates
Blogging
Working groups
Policy proposals
Letters to the editor
Amicus brief

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

EMERGENT NETWORKS

Top tactics
Grassroots organizing
Training spokespeople
Direct action

Top tactics
Experimentation
Field visits
Peer networking

The next ten
Marches
Boycotts
Mobilizing
Public addresses
Storytelling
Art competition
Public awareness campaigns
Sit-ins and occupations
List building and microtargetting
Petition drive

The next ten
Website for innovators
Toolkits
Newsletter
Book clubs
Practitioners journal
Convenings and forums
Trainings
Reports on best practices
Earned media
Social media

THE 50CAN GUIDE TO BUILDING ADVOCACY CAMPAIGNS 2ND EDITION

50CAN

23

Policy win ≠ mission
accomplished
POLICY WIN

CONTINUED ADVOCACY

At the conclusion of an advocacy campaign, it’s imperative to take stock of
how you did by reflecting on your goals and your campaign plan. While it is
common adage to say we learn more from failure than success, in our experience that’s not exactly right. The experiences we learn the most from are
those during which we overcome adversity by returning to our mistakes with
new approaches until we have found a path to success. Those paths to success
then become roadmaps for future campaigns. More than anything else, it’s
important to be persistent, curious and flexible as you work towards securing
your policy victory.
But even when our local leaders secure major policy change, we never say
“mission accomplished.” There is always more work to do. A policy win is just
the tip of the iceberg to ensure these victories translate into life-changing experiences for kids.
With this common vocabulary in advocacy, we hope we have given you
the basics of what you need to start building a campaign of your own. In the
next chapter, we will share some ideas on how to leverage this way of planning advocacy campaigns to help get your plans funded as well.
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Fundraising for advocacy
campaigns

6

While the focus of this section has been on how to develop smart campaign
plans that will secure real results for kids, we know that another big barrier
for aspiring advocates is getting those plans funded. While many successful
advocacy campaigns run completely on volunteer time and get by without
money for programs or materials, oftentimes your advocacy plans need donations to turn your ideas into action.
There are a lot of great resources out there on fundraising. One of our favorites is Ken Burnett’s book Relationship Fundraising, which is particularly
helpful as a how-to guide for navigating the small but potentially complex
world of funders in which most advocacy organizations operate. While asking
people for money can be intimidating, Burnett reminds us that ultimately
fundraising is about the hope of a shared dream and the success of a worthy
cause. “Don’t just ask people to give,” Burnett writes. “Inspire them to give.
Fundraising is the inspiration business.” Your passion for a better education
for the children in your community is the starting point for every fundraising
conversation.
Although passion is the starting point, it is often not enough. That’s
where your experience in thinking strategically as an advocate will come in.
We have found that the same planning process for developing an advocacy
campaign can also provide a useful structure for planning fundraising campaigns. In this chapter we explain how to adapt the three-part campaign planning system from our guidebook to the world of fundraising. Hopefully the
steps will look familiar!
Step 1: Clarify goals
Effective fundraising is grounded in clear, measureable goals. It’s so much
easier to raise money to do good work if you can explain clearly how that
money will make a difference. Fortunately, your campaign planning process
will help you confidently answer key questions funders will ask:
•
•
•
•

Why does this matter?
What will be different as a result of your work?
How will you achieve these results?
How much money do you need to be successful?

By working through the steps in this section, you will generate the answers
that will serve as the starting point of your fundraising effort. The key is to
turn these answers into something you can easily communicate with others.
Keep refining your “ask” until you can express it in just a few sentences.
Step 2: Match strategy to environment
Just like in the campaign planning process, the second step in the development planning process is choosing the strategy that will increase your odds
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of success. It takes a little longer to explain than steps one and three, but it’s
worth it!
Drawing ideas and inspiration from an analysis of the funding strategies
of 144 nonprofits published in the Stanford Social Innovation Review in 2009,
we have tested out different fundraising strategies for helping new advocacy campaigns get off the ground. Through this work we have identified four
strategies that get results:
Big bettor. In this strategy, advocacy campaigns rely on major gifts from a
small number of individuals or foundations, sometimes even just one. These
donors connect with the cause on a deeply personal level, and serve not just
as funders but as founders of the campaigns they support. They are interested in the unique and compelling opportunities for their grants to have a large
and lasting impact on a pressing public problem.
Funding table. This approach focuses on securing gifts from a group of
funders who have decided to work together to coordinate their giving. The
donors may already be giving grants to direct service organizations but have
come to the conclusion that the policy environment itself is an obstacle to
their long-term success. They are interested in strong advocacy plans that
work in coordination with their overall giving strategy.
Advocacy alliance. This strategy is grounded in building partnerships with
direct service organizations in your field. As with the funding table, these
direct service groups have come to the conclusion that their work would
have more impact if it was supported and extended by better public policies.
Having concluded that they shouldn’t take on advocacy themselves, they
focus instead on helping a dedicated advocacy effort get the funding it needs
to get off the ground.
Peer network. In this strategy, advocacy campaigns provide a structured way
for networks of individuals to come together to support a cause they are passionate about in their community. Often, these networks of donors are connected together through special events that allow them to feel part of the
cause and participate as a team in the advocacy effort. These efforts are most
successful when they make effective use of regular communication to build a
sense of community among their supporters.
It’s important to remember that these aren’t mutually exclusive approaches.
The most successful campaigns will often combine strategies to diversify
their funding and increase their sustainability.
Step 3: Select winning tactics
Once you have identified your top fundraising strategies, you can turn to the
third and final step: selecting winning tactics. While there are hundreds of
different tactics in the world of development, there are a few top tactics that
we come back to time and time again.
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WORKSHEET

Top fundraising tactics for
advocacy campaigns
BIG BETTOR

Compelling elevator pitch
One-to-one cultivation
Recruiting donors as
		founders

ADVOCACY ALLIANCE

		
		
		

FUNDER TABLE

		

Detailed strategic plans
Formal presentations
Understanding funders’
overall giving plans

Joint meetings with
partner’s funders
Advocacy plans with
path to near-term victories
Board members with
ties to direct service groups

PEER NETWORK

Small events
Intensive communication
Donor drives

There is nothing easy about fundraising for advocacy campaigns. You’ll likely
hit your fair share of bumps in the road and revisit and revise strategies and
tactics before you find your way to success. That’s okay! The most important
thing is to remember that you are traveling this difficult road for a very important reason: to provide kids with the educational opportunities they deserve.
Use this structure as a roadmap to keep you focused on the path ahead and
keep track of what you are learning along the way. We’ve included a fundraising worksheet in the appendix to help you organize your fundraising plan. As
you embark on your fundraising journey, we hope this common vocabulary
and fundraising framework will help increase your odds of success. In the
final chapter in this section we will talk about how you can best measure your
success so you can improve in your work and help share your results with
your supporters.
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Mind the (metrics) gap

7

One of the big advantages in developing written campaign plans is that they
help you keep track of your progress through a campaign: where did you
succeed, where did you fail, which assumptions proved correct and which
didn’t. This is particularly true when you embrace an open approach to advocacy by sharing your goals, strategies and tactics with a wide variety of people
who can help you judge how well you are doing and hold you to high standards.
But what happens when you simply can’t tell what is going on in your campaign, despite your best efforts? We call this problem “the missing middle” and
it’s the subject of the final chapter in this planning section of the guidebook.
Takeoffs and landings
Pilots say that the most dangerous parts of flying are takeoffs and landings.
But when it comes to tracking advocacy campaigns, advocacy leaders know
these parts are by far the easiest.
What makes a campaign take off is the series of tactics you put in motion
to advance along your strategic pathway towards your goal. As we saw in our
tactics toolbox chapter, there are a lot of tactics to choose from. The good
news is that once you have selected your tactics it’s usually pretty easy to set
metrics for each tactic and track your process along the way. For example, if
you are planning on producing a report on expanding pre-K, you can track
that the report was created, how many people downloaded it from your
website and what kind of feedback it received.
On the other end of your journey, having clarified your goals in your campaign plan, you will usually be in a pretty good position to assess whether that
goal has been reached in the end. For example, at the end of the campaign you
will know whether your state’s pre-K program was actually changed and with
a little work will be able to say what percentage of your recommendations
made it into the final compromise that was signed into law.
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The missing middle
in advocacy metrics
Tracking
Advocacy
Metrics
Campaign Timeline

The missing middle
Yet even when you achieve your goal, it’s not always clear why it was reached.
If your state’s pre-K program was changed, was it the research report that
you wrote that made the difference? Was it one of the other tactics in your
campaign that was ultimately the cause? Or maybe it was going to happen
anyway, and your advocacy efforts just so happen to occur alongside these
inevitable changes.
One way to think about this challenge is to plot out the ease with which
you can measure the different aspects of your campaign against the timeline of the campaign itself. In the beginning of your campaign, it’s relatively
easy to measure your progress. For example, it’s simple to track whether the
report you wanted to publish actually got produced on time.
However, as you proceed through the campaign timeline, it becomes progressively more difficult to measure your impact. After it’s published, you can
look at downloads of the report and media mentions. With careful tracking
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you might be able to see if the report is mentioned in the legislative debate. By
reviewing the various drafts of legislation, you might also be able to tease out
some areas that closely map recommendations in the report.
The effort to collect metrics on the impact of your report gets harder and
harder until finally you are almost completely in the dark. Did it influence
the thinking of the small group of people charged with hammering out a last
minute compromise? It will be difficult to tell from any public record. Often
you will hear competing stories about what actually happened behind closed
doors.
Then, right at the end when that final deal is publically announced, your
task of collecting metrics becomes much easier again as you compare the
policy in that deal to the original goal in your plan.
One reason that advocacy metrics have proven so difficult to track in the
middle of a campaign is that unlike the example given above, tactics don’t exist
in isolation. The true impact of your tactics is often the result of the way they
interact with each other. To use a non-advocacy example, if your goal was to
sweeten your coffee, you might deploy a tactic of dropping in a sugar cube and
a second tactic of stirring the coffee with a spoon. They both contributed to
the goal of sweeter coffee but stirring your coffee like crazy without the sugar
cube wouldn’t accomplish anything, except making a big mess. The same is
often true with advocacy tactics. The real power comes from the interaction
effects between multiple tactics, which short of repeated advocacy experiments can be very difficult to independently quantify.
The challenge of measuring why a campaign succeeded or failed is compounded by how much of the activity in the middle of a campaign happens
out of view. Why wasn’t that pre-K bill brought up for a vote in committee?
Would a larger rally have made the difference? Could your report have been
more compelling? Were your lobbying efforts ineffective? The answers to
those questions are often found only in the heads of a small number of decision-makers who usually don’t have much interest in making the true reasons
for their decisions public.
Minding the gaps
In our campaigns, we have found three approaches that can help minimize
the challenges of these missing metrics.
Stay humble. One of the reasons it’s so important to write things down and
then track what actually happens in a campaign is that without these steps, we
tend to fill in the gaps with recollections that are overly positive about what
we accomplished in our work. The stories we are most likely to believe about
what happened inside the missing middle of a campaign are the ones that are
self-flattering. It’s important to strive to bring humility to the examination
of your campaigns constantly. If you are telling yourself that the campaign
you developed was flawless and you would have reached your goal except for
this unexpected political development in the middle that will probably never
happen again, it’s worth taking a step back and exploring a more humble interpretation of events.
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Build insider relationships. Remember that there are people who do know
what is happening in the middle of your campaign: elected officials, senior
aides, trusted advisors and many more. They just aren’t the kind of people
who tend to share that information widely. You can fill in the gaps in your
own metrics by building trusting relationships with people in a position to
see what you can’t see. The more of these relationships you have, the more
successful you will be in developing an objective understanding of the impact
of your campaign.
Think qualitatively. In his 1963 book Informal Sociology: A Casual Introduction to Sociological Thinking, William Bruce Cameron famously wrote that “it
would be nice if all of the data which sociologists require could be enumerated… However, not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything
that counts can be counted.” More qualitative assessments can help you fill in
the gaps in the missing middle. That could be everything from a formal focus
group to a series of informal conversations. People’s impressions of your influence can often be more accurate than the hard numbers you get from the
things you can count at the beginning and end of a campaign.
We hope this section has given you the confidence to start planning your own
campaign. In the next section we will go inside the tactics toolbox to give you
the information you need to put the tactics in your plan into action!
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Part II:
Inside
the tactics
toolbox

Microtargeting

8

In the first section of this guidebook we introduced the concept of a tactics
toolbox. Like tools, there is no one tactic that is best for every situation. The
key is to select the right tactics to help you accomplish the job at hand. In
this section, we take a more in-depth look at a few key tactics you might be
interested in when building your next advocacy campaign. Specifically in this
chapter, we explore one of the more powerful—and misunderstood—tools in
the advocacy toolbox: microtargeting.
The basics
Microtargeting is a tactic you should consider if you have chosen the social
movement strategy, which focuses on organizing large numbers of people
in support of shared goals. So, what is microtargeting? Rather than trying to
talk to every possible person who might be interested in your cause, microtargeting allows you to identify and target likely supporters to help you more
effectively and efficiently build your movement.
If you’re a political junkie, this tactic might sound familiar. The George W.
Bush and John Kerry campaigns used microtargeting in the 2004 election, and
the tactic quickly spread to statewide and local campaigns. Over the past decade
this tactic has made the jump into the world of issue advocacy campaigns.
There are four basic steps in microtargeting: 1) obtain a database, such as
a statewide voter file, with information on all the possible people you might
want to reach; 2) gather information on your current supporters; 3) identify the
unique attributes of these supporters; and 4)build a model with these attributes
and apply it across the database to better target future recruitment efforts.
Putting it to use
Our first experience with microtargeting was in 2007 in Connecticut. We had
been working in the state for two years, during which time we had engaged in
a wide variety of recruitment efforts from knocking on doors to conducting
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petition drives outside grocery stores to hosting house parties on the achievement gap to staffing booths at town fairs. It was time-consuming and difficult
work, and it often yielded a low rate of return.
After reading a news article on the emerging field of microtargeting, we
reached out to one of the leading practitioners, Ben Yuhas. Ben was one of the
first people to apply this approach to a statewide election, helping lift Tim Kaine
to a surprise victory in the 2005 governor’s race in Virginia. With Ben’s support,
we set to work bringing microtargeting to the world of education advocacy.
The first step was to obtain a good database. Luckily, we were able to
subscribe to Catalist, a shared-service database founded by Harold Ickes to
help progressive groups take advantage of the same tools and data being used
by presidential candidates. This gave us information on 3,331,773 people in
Connecticut across 660 attributes.
The next step was to compare the 10,000 current ConnCAN supporters in
the database that we had recruited through traditional means with a random
sample of 10,000 non-ConnCAN supporters living in Connecticut. This was
no easy task. If you were to simply try to look at the crosstabs across all the
individuals and their attributes it would take more than 7,000 hours and you
would have forgotten most of it before you finished.
Using sophisticated statistics (discriminant function analysis), Ben was
able to tease out of the 660 variables the ones with the most explanatory
power in predicting support for ConnCAN. Five personal traits stood out:
•
•
•
•
•

Voted in political primaries
Lived in a racially diverse neighborhood
Obtained high levels of education
Lived in an educationally diverse neighborhood
Registered to vote

The model predicted that these politically active, well-educated individuals
living in the diverse neighborhoods traditionally underserved by Connecticut’s
education system would be the most receptive to supporting our cause. We then
applied the model across the entire 3.3 million person Catalist database. By comparing the demographics of the top 10 percent of the prospects to the bottom 10
percent, it was clear how different our potential supporters and opponents were:
White
Progressive
Married
Voted in a primary
Mean age
Neighborhood income

Most likely opponents

Most likely supporters

92%
49%
16%
1%
60
$62,707

50%
70%
46%
60%
47
$54,173

When we put the model into use as the guide to our recruiting efforts, we were
amazed by the results. Individuals with the top scores were six times more likely
to join ConnCAN than individuals selected at random. Further, the top scoring
prospects were 100 times more likely to join than the lowest scoring prospects.
Using this model, we were able to double the number of members in just
a year by reaching out to people who wanted to join the movement but had
never been asked.
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You can’t be too local
Microtargeting, like real estate, is all about location, location, location.
When we launched 50CAN in January 2011, one of our first projects was
to explore how we could help local leaders use microtargeting in their communities. Could they simply take the Connecticut model we had developed
and apply it to the work in their community or would they need to build their
own homegrown model of support?
In Rhode Island, the Connecticut-based model worked considerably
better than a random outreach effort but not as well as our initial ConnCAN
tests. In Minnesota, the Connecticut-based model was even less effective
than it was in Rhode Island. To be truly effective, we found, the microtargeting effort needed to be customized to the unique characteristics of the state.
As with many things about education advocacy, when it comes to microtargeting, you can’t be too local.
Bigger isn’t always better
“When all you have is a hammer,” as the saying goes, “everything looks like a
nail.” It’s all too easy to become so focused on what powerful tools like microtargeting can do that you forget all the things they can’t do. In that way we
risk letting our tactics become transformed over time into our goals.
Microtargeting can help you more easily find people who might be interested in joining a movement. But simply adding names to a database accomplishes very little. It’s what you do after you make that initial contact that
really matters. If you fail to provide meaningful ways to build relationships,
establish two-way communication and create concrete avenues for your
members to contribute to the overarching goal, then your overall microtargeting effort will have been wasted.
At the same time, while it’s amazing to have powerful databases like Catalist, the truth is that you don’t have to spend a lot of money to take advantage
of the key concepts behind microtargeting. Whether you are tracking your
supporters in an expensive database or on a free Google sheet, your success
will be based on how well you answer a few key questions:
• Who is regularly engaging in our advocacy work?
• What characteristics do these individuals have in common?
• Where else might we find people with these characteristics
in our community?
Write these answers down and then put them to the test. Try reaching out
to people and tracking how responsive they are to your message. Once they
agree to join the cause, track which ones seem to show up to meetings most
often or volunteer to staff events. Then use this information to further refine
your model of who you should be focusing your energy on recruiting next. Its
amazing how far you can go when you stop trying to speak to the crowd and
start focusing on the people who really want to hear what you have to say.
In the next chapter we will examine the art of effective negotiation and
how to make the most of the newfound power a larger social movement can
give you.
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Negotiation

9

Negotiation is a tactic you should consider if you have chosen the elite negotiations strategy, which focuses on using your understanding of the interests of
incumbent leaders to alter the status quo through trading and compromise.
So what is negotiation? It’s a process that two or more parties undertake
to try and resolve their differences and reach a mutually beneficial outcome.
That makes it different from a mediation, in which both groups agree to let a
third party resolve their differences, or a competition, in which both groups
strive for a goal that cannot be shared.
This give and take between groups is the main way most public policy
debates are decided in our country. Negotiations often end in compromise,
but that doesn’t mean each group has given up equal amounts of what they
wanted. Knowing how to negotiate effectively on behalf of your cause will go
a long way towards ensuring the deal you reach actually makes a difference.
Start with no
There are a lot of great books on negotiation, but one of the most helpful is
Jim Camp’s Start with No. Camp argues that one of the biggest traps we fall
into when engaging in a negotiation is setting our sights on reaching a deal
“as quickly as possible, by almost any means necessary.”
Rather than spending time trying to think up win-win scenarios that will
ensure a deal is reached, Camp argues that instead you should focus your
energy on understanding what would have to be in place for you to agree to a
deal. The right time to do this is at the start of your campaign planning process.
After clarifying their goals, we ask our local leaders to explain in detail where
they would draw the line and say no. They then commit those specific points
to writing so that they don’t get lost in the heat of a negotiation.
The real negotiation starts not when the two sides present their arguments but when someone says no to an offer that falls short of the real changes
they are seeking. Be prepared to say no a lot in the process of a negotiation. By
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Negotiation

POLICY GOAL

A NEGOTIATED AGREEMENT MUST INCLUDE…

BEST ALTERNATIVE TO A NEGOTIATED AGREEMENT (BATNA)

1
2
3

doing your homework on what kind of changes are needed to actually make
a difference for kids, you will ensure that when you say no, you say it with a
confidence and conviction that is grounded in a commitment to your cause.
Strengthen your BATNA
BATNA, which stands for Best Alternative To a Negotiated Agreement, is
a concept developed by researchers Roger Fisher and William Ury for the
Harvard Program on Negotiation. It’s the course of action you turn to if you
have to say no in a negotiation. Ironically, the stronger your BATNA is, the
more likely it is that you will be offered a compromise you can accept.
If you are trying to buy a car, your BATNA is the price the next dealership
will give you. You strengthen your BATNA when you know the price that will
be offered by the second dealership before you start negotiating with the first.
If you are trying to get a bill passed that would end layoffs based solely on se-
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niority, you might have three BATNAs lined up as alternatives to supporting
a weak bill:
1. supporting a stronger bill in the next legislative session;
2. supporting a lawsuit that would accomplish the same end through a legal
avenue; or
3. supporting candidates for office who will run against those standing in the
bill’s way.
The best way to strength your BATNA is to actively develop it before the negotiations are underway. This will help increase your leverage to get a better
deal in the negotiations and help you avoid the mistake of walking away from
a compromise that is better than your next best alternative.
Build a three-sided box
Shortly after his election in 1932, Franklin Delano Roosevelt met with a group
of labor leaders to discuss the upcoming session. He listened carefully as they
outlined their plans for a much more aggressive government response to the
Great Depression. He ended the meeting by saying simply, “I agree with you,
I want to do it, now make me do it.”
Alex Johnston, who leads the consulting firm Impact for Education and
serves on the 50CAN Action Fund board, describes this step as “building a
three-sided box.” You often hear advocates say that they are trying to box
elected officials in, but that’s not really the goal. We want things to change,
not keep people in place where they are. Just as you are working to strengthen your next best alternative, you want to organize your advocacy plan so that
your other tactics push them in the direction of change.
This work could include tactics within the elite negotiation strategy like
editorials, advertising and coalition building or it could involve tactics from
other strategies like petitions, marches and legal action. The reason the box
has three sides and not four is that you want to allow the person you are negotiating with to be able to embrace the compromise and be celebrated for it.
That is the ultimate win-win.
In the final chapter of this section we will explore how to make friends,
influence people and help pioneer new ways of solving the most difficult
public problems through peer networking.
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Peer networking

10

Peer networking is a tactic you should consider if you have chosen the emergent networks strategy, which relies on change emerging through trial and
error, with good ideas being tested and refined by practitioners. The best of
those ideas become common practices and, through dialogue with policymakers, eventually become law.
So, what is peer networking? Simply put, it’s the process of developing
and maintaining relationships with people who share a common passion for
solving a particular set of problems. While we all live in a world of relationships, what makes peer networking a tactic in an advocacy campaign is the
discipline you bring to the effort to drive the emergent networks strategy
forward by building a community of practitioners committed to discovering
innovative solutions together.
First, draw a map
The quotable environmentalist Aidan Ricketts explained the importance of
peer networking best when he wrote: “Social change is by nature a social endeavor; there is support out there but you need to find it.”
Let’s say you are a teacher, looking to advance blended learning efforts
in your school and district. An emergent networks strategy would work well
because blended learning is a well-defined area in which numerous practitioners are engaged in testing out innovative approaches to technology-supported learning. Teachers and school leaders working on blended learning
have connected together to share best practices. And increasingly, policymakers are looking to these examples to help inform policy.
The first step in building out your peer network is sitting down to draw
a social map. To make your efforts easier to track, start by organizing these
contacts into three columns—supportive, neutral and unsupportive—and
rank the people in each column from most influential on your issues to least
influential.
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Peer networking social map
UNSUPPORTIVE

NEUTRAL

SUPPORTIVE

Don’t limit yourself to just one type of person in this initial brainstorming,
consider not only other teachers but principals, parents, students, district
staff, elected officials and anyone else who might have a stake in the change
you are seeking.
Make more friends
Next step: Make more friends! You might think friendship is unpredictable,
but as the New York Times has pointed out, sociologists since the 1950s
have consistently found a three-part formula that explains new friendships:
“proximity; repeated, unplanned interactions; and a setting that encourages
people to let their guard down and confide in each other.”
Using your map as a guide, start by focusing in on the people you already
know who you think might be supportive and with whom you spend a lot of
time during the day: teachers in your schools, your principal and the parents
of your students. Make the most of unplanned interactions to start conversa-
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tions about your passion for blended learning. And look for opportunities to
further develop these conversations in more informal settings—at the park,
during dinners after work, at house parties and anywhere people don’t feel
the need to watch everything they say closely.
As your effort to build ties among people who share your natural support
for blended learning picks up steam, consider branching out to the most influential people in your neutral column. Look for ways to bring yourself into
closer proximity such as volunteering to serve on a working group with an
influential member of the district central staff. Make the most of unplanned
time together at gatherings outside of the official settings. Find opportunities
to confide about why you think things need to change in your school.
Create a sense of belonging
Next step: turning this loose network of friendships into a cohesive force for
change! Don’t feel apprehensive about asking people to join a group. As Barry
Schwartz writes in The Paradox of Choice, “the most important factor in providing happiness is close social relations.” People crave a sense of belonging.
The key to building a cohesive group is figuring out the unique ways in
which each person can contribute to a collective effort. At 50CAN we give
every team member a nickname that serves as a reminder of the unique contribution they are making to our work. Consider doing the same for each of
the supporters on your social map. As you start to develop your campaign in
support of blended learning, think about what task you could give to each of
them that plays to their unique interests and strengths.
Embrace a spirit of adventure
Advocacy can be so serious that it’s easy to believe you have to go through
your work with a scowl. But in peer networking, nothing could be more detrimental to the cause. As Aidan Ricketts (there he is again!) reminds us, “if
activists themselves appear stressed, negative or overworked, its not very
tempting for others to join in … activism needs to be made fun.”
Don’t forget to share your joy for the work you do with the people around
you. The spirit of adventure that you feel in charting a new course is infectious, and taking the time to celebrate small victories on your journey to
better outcomes for students will help ensure your cause never lacks for enthusiastic supporters.
In the next section of the guidebook we look at how all these tactics come together through case studies of local campaigns from across our network.
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Part III:
Case studies

ConnCAN’s Our Race
to the Top

11

In this section, we move from theory to practice with three campaign case
studies. We hope that by showcasing and dissecting several previous campaigns we will make it a little easier to think about how to move forward with
the changes you are seeking in your community.
In the first chapter of this section, we examine ConnCAN’s 2010 advocacy campaign since it was the final Connecticut campaign before 50CAN was
launched as an independent organization to help bring these lessons learned
to new states.
The Plan
In May 2009, the team at ConnCAN started working on its fifth annual advocacy campaign. After a listening tour where we talked to hundreds of parents,
teachers and concerned citizens across the state, we concluded that the next
big issue we should take on was school finance reform. During the summer
months we embarked on an ambitious research effort to understand what
kind of policy reforms would strengthen Connecticut’s schools.
By September we had a campaign plan in place. And then we heard about
the details of the Race to the Top competition. The more we talked with our
supporters, the more we realized what a big opportunity this could be for policies that had been ignored by the political establishment for too long. So we
ended up tearing up our carefully crafted plans and starting over. We got to
work on a new plan for 2010, which we named “Our Race to the Top.”
Goal and Strategy
Every plan needs a goal. We decided our goal in 2010 would be to help Connecticut win Race to the Top by securing four key policy changes that would
strengthen the state’s application: performance-based teacher evaluations,
alternative pathways to becoming a principal, more rigorous standards and
support for charter school growth.

THE 50CAN GUIDE TO BUILDING ADVOCACY CAMPAIGNS 2ND EDITION

50CAN

43

It quickly became clear what an uphill battle this would be. Connecticut’s
commissioner of education at the time was grudgingly putting together an
application, but he also made it known that he felt no new policy changes
were needed to make Connecticut competitive.
We developed a two-part plan to change the odds in Connecticut’s favor.
It was clear that this campaign would come down to understanding the
Race to the Top rules and what it would take to win. Therefore, for our toptier strategy we chose elite negotiation with a focus on three tactics: 1) policy
analysis, 2) earned media and 3) coalition building.
At the same time, we also needed a way to make sure the public’s voice
was heard. Thus, we chose social movements as our second-tier strategy with
a focus on three additional tactics: 1) a public awareness campaign, 2) mobilizing supporters and 3) storytelling.
Tactics
Policy analysis. Perhaps the most important tactic in the campaign was policy
analysis: breaking down the complex Race to the Top scoring system and
comparing it to existing state policy to understand what it would take to win.
This analysis helped us demonstrate how the four policy changes we were
seeking were needed to increase the odds of success.
Our challenge was to capture the attention of policymakers and the public.
When Connecticut’s application for Round 1 of Race to the Top was released
to the public, we poured over the details. One thing stuck out: Where other
states had detailed goals and metrics, Connecticut’s application had blanks.
On February 21st, we put out a press release: “Connecticut Leaves 120 Blanks
in Race to the Top Application.”
The result was a media firestorm with more than 50 stories in the following week. The “120 blanks” were discussed on three of the state’s four Sunday
talk shows and supportive editorials were soon published in the New Haven
Register and Hartford Courant calling on the state to fix the application. In
the end, Connecticut failed to secure Round 1 Race to the Top funding.
We followed up on our original work with a simple message: Since the approach of moving forward without new policies had failed in Round 1, it was
now up to the legislature in Round 2. This message was taken up by co-chairs
of the legislature’s education committee, who held a press conference on the
day Connecticut learned it had lost Round 1 of the competition. They voiced
their commitment to legislative change before the next application was due
in June.
Connecticut’s loss in Round 1 drew another round of media criticism
and became a flashpoint in the governor’s race, with Democratic frontrunner Dannel Malloy declaring that the state had “embarrassed [itself ]” with
its poor showing.
Mobilizing supporters. The policy analysis got the ball rolling on legislative
change, but we knew it wouldn’t be enough. The reforms that were needed
to become competitive were significant and would require a major show of
public support.
One of the challenges with Race to the Top was how much of the work
was done behind closed doors. That’s why we put a big emphasis on removing
the barriers for the public to understand what was going on and how to get
involved.
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During the course of the campaign we kept in touch with our supporters
through short video updates. This communications and engagement effort
culminated in a call for supporters to show up at a critical legislative hearing
for these bills, which was answered by more than 500 people.
Results
On May 26th, just two weeks before the Round 2 application was due, Gov.
Jodi Rell signed Public Act No. 10-111 into law. The hard fought “Our Race
to the Top” campaign had resulted in four important steps forward for Connecticut schools:
1. For the first time, every district in the state was required to evaluate
teachers based on their students’ achievement growth.
2. A new pathway to certification was created to remove the barriers for
talented classroom teachers to become school principals.
3. The state board of education adopted the Common Core State Standards,
significantly increasing the rigor of Connecticut’s standards.
4. The state lifted the cap on the number of students that could enroll in
charter schools.
Unfortunately, while these changes significantly strengthened the application, they weren’t enough to lift Connecticut to victory in Round 2 of Race
to the Top.
Reflecting on the campaign, PIE Network Executive Director Suzanne
Tacheny Kubach wrote:
“Connecticut may have been sitting on the sidelines during Tuesday’s announcement of Race to the Top winners, but ConnCAN and its supporters
have to be congratulated for exerting one of the boldest ‘Race’ campaigns in
the country… too many in education assume that governors are the only ones
who can make any real change… ConnCAN demonstrated that when strong
advocates do their thing and work in partnership with the legislative champions they do have, they can do a lot to change the trajectory of state education
policy for the better. And that’s a big win for us all.”
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MinnCAN’s School
Emergency in Effect

12

In the last chapter we examined the final campaign at ConnCAN before
launching 50CAN. In this chapter we examine one of the founding campaigns
in 50CAN’s first year: MinnCAN’s 2011 campaign.
The Plan
In the spring of 2010 we started talking with community leaders in Minnesota about how we could support the creation of a new advocacy campaign
focused on innovative policies that would help give all of Minnesota’s children access to a high-quality education. By December 2010, this effort had a
name, MinnCAN, a founding advisory board chair, Sandy Vargas, and a founding executive director, Vallay Varro.
Sandy and Vallay had spent the summer and fall talking to students, teachers, parents and community leaders about the most pressing education issues
in the Land of 10,000 Lakes and had come away with nearly 10,000 ideas for
what needed to change. With one month until their first legislative session
they had some hard choices to make. To reflect the urgency of the work ahead
they called their inaugural campaign “School Emergency in Effect.”
Goals and Strategy
During their listening tour, Vallay—a former preschool teacher, school board
member, education policy advisor for St. Paul Mayor Chris Coleman and
mother of a preschool child—was struck by how often the need for quality
preschool was brought up by parents. Her research confirmed what she was
hearing from parents: Only 1.5 percent of Minnesota three- and four-yearolds were enrolled in state-funded early education programs, one-tenth the
national average.
Expanding access to preschool emerged as a possible top goal for the 2011
campaign. At the same time, there was a promising pilot program support-
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ed by the Minnesota business community. This targeted program provided
access to preschool programs for low-income families linked to a four-star
rating system, but it was due to sunset in the coming year. What if this quality
rating system could be connected to a big new investment to expand access to
quality preschool across the state?
Vallay and the MinnCAN board developed a two-part plan to ensure that
Minnesota seized this opportunity.
Both the newly elected Democratic governor of Minnesota and the newly
elected Republican legislative majority had publicly expressed support for
the idea of investing in preschool and a statewide quality rating system. The
challenge was to ensure it didn’t get lost in the partisan fighting that had
already sparked before the session had opened. Therefore, for their top-tier
strategy the MinnCAN team chose elite negotiation with a focus on three
tactics: 1) lobbying, 2) coalition building and 3) legislative briefs.
At the same time, they knew it would be dangerous to count too much on
these inside tactics. Therefore, they also went to work on a second-tier social
movements strategy with three additional tactics: 1) spokespeople, 2) storytelling and 3) mobilization.
Tactics
Lobbying. Equipped with the facts about the positive impact expanding quality
preschool would have on Minnesota kids, the MinnCAN team went to work
on lobbying the governor and the legislature. The prospects initially looked
good. In their meetings with the governor’s team and lawmakers on both sides
of the aisle, everyone had expressed support for expanding quality pre-K.
Yet almost out of nowhere the whole effort was derailed. Behind the
scenes a small group of activists who had successfully stopped high school
graduation standards in 2003 launched an all-out disinformation campaign
against an expansion of preschool for low-income families tied to a quality
rating system, claiming the program was anti-family. Within 24 hours, the
rating system went from a sure thing to a distant memory as a small number
of senators and representatives threatened to stop the entire education
omnibus bill from moving forward unless the rating system was removed.
Vallay put out a statement declaring that the effort would “tighten the blindfold over Minnesota preschool parents’ eyes.”
A MinnPost article captured what happened next: “With support from
both parties and several policy-advocacy groups with high-profile business
and civic leaders on their boards, it seemed like the one arena that might be
immune from politics” yet “the bill died in a March dawn-hours vote at the
hands of social conservatives who feared it would create a ‘nanny state’ that
would attempt to replace parents.”
Doubling down on their outreach to legislative allies, MinnCAN and its
coalition partners succeeded in saving $4 million in increased funding for
preschool for low-income families—but the rating system that would ensure
it was quality preschool couldn’t be saved.
It was time for Plan B.
Spokespeople. MinnCAN was determined to not let the quality rating system
die. Over the next 36 hours it organized an open letter to the governor urging
him to do everything in his power to ensure the quality rating system became
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a reality. More than 40 community leaders and local policy makers signed
the letter. But with time running out before a July 29th deadline for putting
a statewide system into place, the coalition knew they needed more. The
MinnCAN team got to work on a social movement strategy grounded in
parents’ right to information and a clear call to action for the governor to
implement the program by executive order.
Building upon the image of a blindfold stopping parents from making
informed choices, Vallay sent an email to MinnCAN’s growing group of supporters with a photo and the subject line “Why am I blindfolded?” She made a
simple request: to join her by sending in supporters’ own photos and thoughts
on why the governor should lift the blindfold on Minnesota parents.
Over the next few days, photos poured in from parents across the state.
To make sure these photos weren’t ignored, the MinnCAN team designed a
powerful advertising campaign that ran around the clock on Politics Minnesota, a news site frequented by Minnesota lawmakers, with the photos as the
centerpiece. In a final push, they made a photo book of all the participants
and hand delivered it to the governor’s office.
Partners
As with every successful campaign, this was truly a team effort. By working
in a broad coalition, MinnCAN joined many local advocacy partners and
helped amplify messages in support of the development of a rating system
and investments in high-quality early learning. With each partner identifying unique areas to add value to the campaign, MinnCAN emerged as a leader
in communications, securing positive social and traditional media coverage.
Results
On August 10th, 2011, Governor Dayton announced that he was using his
special powers as governor to do what the legislature failed to do:
• Expand the Parent Aware system statewide. The pilot Parent Aware rating
system was expanded to the whole state so that all Minnesotan parents can
have the information they need to make the best decision for their children.
• Tie state funding for pre-K to quality. The education budget passed by the
legislature set aside $4 million to help low-income families send their kids
to preschool. Through administrative action, the governor required that
those dollars only be used towards high-quality programs.
Building upon this momentum, the governor also made a strong commitment
to compete in the federal Race to the Top Round 3 Early Learning Challenge
grant competition. MinnCAN joined in by traveling the state to document
the support for building a world-class preschool system on film. The video
was included in the formal application.
On December 9, 2011, Minnesota won a grant of more than $44 million to
help expand on what it had started just four months earlier when parents in
Minnesota refused to take no for an answer and pushed partisan politics to
the background to do what was right for kids.
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MarylandCAN’s
Opportunity Schools

13

In the final chapter of our case studies section of the guidebook, we examine
MarylandCAN’s 2014 campaign to build support for creating more “opportunity schools,” or schools that are beating the odds and moving the needle for
low-income students and students of color in Baltimore.
The Plan
When Jason Botel took on the role of executive director of MarylandCAN, one
of the things that most surprised him as he traveled the state was the negative tone around many discussions about education and the achievement gap.
This was particularly true when the conversations turned to Baltimore, the
state’s largest city and its lowest-performing school district.
Jason found himself returning again and again to leadership guru Peter
Drucker’s famous insight that “a person can perform only from strength. One
cannot build performance on weaknesses.” The starting point for any campaign to improve education in Baltimore, he concluded, had to be not the
weakness in the system but the pockets of strength.
He set out to document, celebrate and learn from the schools that were
giving students the opportunity to reach their full potential.
Goals and Strategy
As he met with principals, parents and teachers across Baltimore, Jason—a
former Baltimore teacher and principal—was surprised by the varied thoughts
and opinions on the state of education in the city. As he told the Baltimore
Sun in its report on the project: “There are folks who think they’ve made a ton
of progress, and there are other people who think the school system was bad,
is bad, and will always be bad. I thought: ‘Let’s find out.’”
To do so, Jason started working with the 50CAN policy and research team
to understand how he could build upon the research efforts in other states to
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shed light on the schools in Baltimore that could serve as examples for the
whole city. Jason and the MarylandCAN board developed a two-part plan for
their opportunity schools campaign.
They knew that identifying these opportunity schools would be possible if they could build upon the best practices in studying school success
to create a trusted methodology. They also felt that done right, this report
would be of interest to policymakers and could help drive real change. Therefore, for their top-tier strategy, the MarylandCAN team chose expert communities with a focus on three tactics: 1) research study, 2) policy report, and
3) working group.
At the same time, they knew that collecting the facts wouldn’t accomplish
very much if it wasn’t connected to an effort that would engage supporters
and dramatize just what a difference these schools were making for their students and communities. Therefore, they also went to work on a second-tier
social movements strategy with three additional tactics: 1) school events, 2)
public addresses and 3) storytelling.
Tactics
Research report. At the center of the campaign was the Baltimore Opportunity Schools report, which aimed to shine a spotlight on the Baltimore schools
breaking down the link between income and achievement. After a careful
review of dozens of previous efforts across the country, the MarylandCAN
team arrived at the following definition to guide the work of the report: An
opportunity school is a public school with no entrance criteria where students who qualify for free or reduced-price meals outperformed overall state
proficiency rates in at least half of tested grades in both reading and math for
the past two years.
After reviewing the data, they found that eight public schools in Baltimore
City made the cut: seven elementary schools and one middle school. With the
list in hand, Jason and team got to work visiting the schools and talking with
the principals and teachers. They asked them to share their in-school best
practices and their policy recommendations for the school system as a whole,
and paid special attention to practices and recommendations identified by
multiple school leaders.
They identified five common practices across the eight opportunity
schools: 1) use data to differentiate instruction, 2) encourage teacher collaboration and peer feedback, 3) establish high academic and behavioral expectations, 4) hire and retain effective teachers and 5) give teachers autonomy and
flexibility in the classroom.
They also listened to school leaders’ policy recommendations and developed five policy solutions to build upon these pockets of strength: 1)
expand the reach of opportunity school principals by giving them a larger
role in selecting, training and mentoring new principals, 2) give all principals more autonomy in exchange for greater accountability, 3) increase
the number of social workers in schools, 4) develop local partnerships that
increase the number of part-time reading interventionists in schools and
5) recruit operators from around the country with a proven track record of
success with children from low-income households to operate schools in
Baltimore.
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With the report completed, Jason and team turned to their next big challenge: using it to jump-start a citywide conversation. They kicked off the conversation with a series of events.
School events. What kind of event would help recreate the energy and excitement Jason and his team felt when researching these opportunity schools?
That was the big question that they grappled with as they turned to their
social movement strategy. Ultimately, they decided that rather than try to
bring the schools to new audiences they would bring new audiences into
the schools. They set to work on a series of celebrations of the opportunity
schools to be hosted by the schools themselves.
They invited community leaders, parents, partners and the media along.
The result was a whole new dimension of showcasing the schools’ success.
Having read the report and seen the numbers, they could now see the schools
in action.
The school events not only generated far greater media attention for the
report and the schools, including the above-mentioned front page story in
the Baltimore Sun, but also provided an opportunity for the teachers, staff
and students in the school to be celebrated for their contributions to the
community.
Results
Since its launch in May 2014, MarylandCAN’s interactive report has received
more than 11,000 visitors, far outpacing anything it had created to date. At
the same time, the policy recommendations helped jump-start a conversation about what policies would need to change to have more opportunity
schools in Baltimore and across the state. One of the biggest policy recommendations in the report—greater flexibility and autonomy for the city’s
public charter schools—was picked up by Gov. Hogan and became a centerpiece of his charter school reform bill. The changes, with a strong advocacy
push from MarylandCAN, were signed into law at the end of the 2015 session.
Those changes represent one step forward in a long road ahead for opportunity schools and their operators, and MarylandCAN continues to push
forward on the path to change.
At the same time, the MarylandCAN team’s success with the “Baltimore
Opportunity Schools” report didn’t just stop at the state’s borders. Inspired
by what they saw, the team at PennCAN decided to bring this approach into
their state as well. In June 2015 they released the “Alleghany County Opportunity Schools” report, which showcases the opportunity schools that are
serving as a role model to Pittsburgh and the surrounding communities in
Pennsylvania.
MarylandCAN isn’t resting on the success of the report. The team just released a new report focusing on opportunity high schools. Picking up where
the previous report left off, it takes on the special challenge of providing a
high-quality high school education. If history is any guide, what the MarylandCAN team learns from this work will once again be driving the conversation and helping pave the way for even bigger changes to come.
In the final section of the guidebook we take a step back from these annual
campaigns to look ahead to what’s next in education advocacy.
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Part IV:
Charting
the
road ahead

Democratizing
education advocacy

14

While the previous sections of this guidebook share the tips, tools and insights we have learned over the past ten years of education advocacy campaigns, there is so much more that needs to be done to reach the goal of a
high-quality education for all kids that hasn’t even been tried yet.
In this chapter, we look into the future to share an idea that education
advocates could use to tackle one of the biggest challenges we face: the slow
pace of progress in growing a larger, more diverse and more dynamic leadership corps.
If there is any field that can’t be satisfied with supporting a small number
of advocacy leaders, it’s ours. The very nature of education in America—its
vast network of 14,000 school districts, the complex interaction of thousands of different local, state and federal policies, the enormous diversity of
our student body and the challenges of ensuring effective implementation
without centralized control—means a small number of campaigns, no matter
how successful, will never be enough.
In education policy, we often talk about the structural changes needed
to improve our education systems. It’s worth turning that question back on
ourselves to ask: What kind of structural changes would be needed to truly
democratize our approach to education advocacy?
Power curves and long tails
To explain why education advocacy is ripe for a democratic revolution, it’s
helpful to spend a little time talking about how a similar revolution has transformed other fields. It requires a few charts and a few detours into the world
of top authors and microbrews, but it’s worth it!
Almost ten years ago, Wired editor Chris Anderson popularized the idea
that the combination of cheap computers, widespread broadband connections and online marketplace would work together to help democratize production in areas like news, music and books. This dynamic, he wrote, would
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lead to a “long tail” of products and services developed by small producers
who would collectively rival the largest organizations in each field.
The mathematical concept for this idea is a “power curve.” If you plotted
authors and sales on a chart it would look something like figure 1.
In contrast to a typical “bell curve” distribution, where the largest number
of authors would be plotted in the middle around the average number of book
sales, in a power curve a small number of authors—J.K. Rowling, Stephen
King, John Grisham—have very large sales. Then there is a steep drop off followed by a very large number of authors with relatively small sales numbers.
While you might think that over time this tail would go away as more and
more sales go towards the top authors, when it comes to a field like publishing, the numbers suggest that the long tail is actually growing much, much
longer. For example, Bowker, a bibliographic information company, estimates that between 2007 and 2012, the number of self-published books in
America tripled.
This extraordinary growth is powered not by existing authors writing
more books, but by many more Americans taking up writing. The literary
review site The Millions estimates that there are now at least 250,000 active
novelists in the United States. Lest we think that is the upper limit of what’s
possible, the BBC recently estimated that one in ten residents in Iceland will
likely write a book in their lifetime. Now imagine what would be possible if
one in ten Americans were leading education advocacy campaigns!
The same “long tail” is emerging in fields as diverse as filmmaking and
craft brewing. For example, the total amount of beer produced by craft
brewers—16.1 million barrels a year—now outpaces Budweiser. More than
4,000 independent feature films were produced in 2014 that collectively brought in more than $3 billion dollars in revenue. Perhaps this same
dynamic could be the key to understanding the future growth of education
advocacy as well.
Two ways to grow education advocacy
Over the past decade, there have been enormous investments made in education advocacy campaigns, but the total number of campaigns remains quite
small. At the same time, there are thousands of aspiring leaders looking for
opportunities to start local education advocacy campaigns. Where do they fit
into the picture?
Analyst Ben Thompson of the website Stratechergy.com writes about
two kinds of systems that support producers in a field:
• A pro system that works on behalf of a very small number of people who can
spend a lot of money. For example, in the book industry this might include
the agents, publishing houses, advertising firms and professional editors.
• A scale system that works on behalf of a very large number of people who
can’t spend a lot of money. For independent authors this might include
freelance editing and design marketplaces, Amazon’s Kindle self-publishing tool and Tumblr, Twitter and Facebook pages to get the word out.
(See figure 2)
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Book publishing
and the power curve

FIGURE 1

Book sales

TOP AUTHORS

SELF-PUBLISHED

Number of books

Leadership
and the power curve

FIGURE 2

Size of budget

PRO SYSTEM: High cost, serving
a few professional advocates

NEEDED:
Expert support to help
professional campaigns
get bigger, smarter and
more sophisticated

NEEDED:
A system to help large
numbers of people
lead high-impact,
low-cost campaigns

SCALE SYSTEM: Low cost,
many citizen advocates

Number of leaders
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One way to understand the progress we have made in education advocacy to
grow the number of campaigns is that we have invested in the pro system but
haven’t made similar strides in building up a system that can support citizen
advocates. These aspiring leaders need a qualitatively different set of supports designed to help them start and sustain high-impact but low cost advocacy efforts in their communities.
Supporting citizen advocates
What might a system of support for citizen advocates look like? It would likely
involve the same three elements we see in professional campaigns—leadership, staffing and funding—but optimized to operate more cheaply and scale
more quickly than is possible within the professional system.
Open-source training. One key element needed to help aspiring advocates
start campaigns is a much easier, less expensive and more open way to get
education advocacy training. What’s needed is both greater breath of training to cover more topics and greater depth to allow for true mastery of the
materials. A more robust system would allow for more project-based learning, provide more opportunities for mentorship and support the building up
of experience by working alongside professional campaigns.
Crowdfunding. Another huge barrier to starting advocacy campaigns is fundraising. The number of funders—individuals or foundations—willing to
support advocacy campaigns is quite small. The result is that few campaigns
get funded through these avenues and the campaigns that do get funded tend
to fit the “professional” template. One approach to better supporting citizen
advocates would be to better leverage crowdfunding platforms to help small
campaigns get the early support they need to get off the ground.
Peer-to-peer marketplace. A third major barrier for aspiring advocates is campaign support. In a professional campaign, this problem is solved by hiring
full-time teams of skilled experts. The cost significantly limits the number
of campaigns that can be supported each year. One alternative would be to
leverage a peer-to-peer approach by connecting aspiring writers, designers,
researchers and organizers to leaders with promising ideas. The funds raised
through crowdsourcing could be used to provide small payments to these
peer contributors, facilitated through an online platform.
The larger professional campaigns didn’t spring up overnight; they emerged
from philanthropic investments in a support system that helped them grow.
If we want to truly democratize education advocacy, we will need to make a
similar investment in a support system that can scale.
That’s a lot of things to build, but these support systems don’t all have
to come together at once to start to make a difference. At 50CAN, we have
been piloting some of these ideas and we hope to accelerate our efforts in the
months and years ahead. There are a number of other talented groups doing
the same. If you are inspired to contribute to this effort, we would love to find
ways to help. Please drop us a line on Twitter at @FiftyCAN.
In the final chapter in the guidebook we will look at the mindset that we
think is needed to ensure our long-term success.
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Supporting citizen
advocates

Open source
training

Peer-to-peer
marketplace
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The gardening mindset

15

Advocacy can be pretty hard to wrap your mind around; we’ve found it helpful
to lean on some simple metaphors to help guide our work. In this guidebook
we use a lot of construction metaphors: goals as houses, strategies as blueprints and tactics as tools.
While they carry us a long way, construction metaphors have a crucial
flaw: they encourage us to think we can achieve our objectives much more
quickly, consistently and permanently than is actually the case. To thrive in
the world of advocacy you must be able to embrace what you can’t control.
Thinking like a gardener
While construction is about the world of things, advocacy is about the world of
people. People, like gardens, don’t fit into simple plans. If you want to change
something, you need to create the conditions for that change to emerge and
have the patience to adjust to the continuous and inevitable twists and turns
that occur along the way. That agility takes a lot of work.
As the American botanist Liberty Hyde Bailey observed: “Plants do not
grow merely to satisfy ambitions or to fulfill good intentions. They thrive
because someone expended effort on them.” Below are three lessons from
gardening that we have found helpful in our journey as advocates.
Start with commitment
“If the garden is to thrive you must commit yourself to it for years, for the creation of a garden takes place over time.” —Simone Martel
No one would embark on creating a garden with the idea that they plot a
course from barren soil to lush plants in a few weeks or that they could walk
away after the first shoots emerged from the ground. But that’s exactly the
trap far too many of us fall into with advocacy.

THE 50CAN GUIDE TO BUILDING ADVOCACY CAMPAIGNS 2ND EDITION

50CAN

58

The starting point for any campaign must be a commitment to not skip
steps in guiding an idea into a fully implemented policy change and to stay
with that change for years after the initial goals have been reached. As with
a garden, most of the work comes after the initial success: pruning the elements that didn’t work as expected, weeding out the obstacles that stand in
the way of future growth and ensuring that your idea has the resources it
needs to flourish.
Embrace change
“A garden should be in a constant state of fluid change, expansion, experiment,
adventure.” —H. E. Bates
While the blueprints for a house can’t shift after you start construction,
the plan for your garden must evolve in a fluid process through the natural
change of the seasons. The same should be true for your advocacy plan.
You will be surprised by things that are harder than expected but also
by things that go much easier than planned. New opportunities will emerge
that you couldn’t have predicted and you’ll need to be flexible enough to take
advantage of them before they go away. The right mindset is one of adventure, embracing the unpredictability of your environment and drawing your
energy from the excitement of the unexpected.
Don’t lose faith
“Plants want to grow; they are on your side as long as you are reasonably sensible.” —Anne Wareham
With all the challenges of making change in the world, it’s easy to get discouraged. It’s helpful to be reminded that if you are in tune with your environment, the odds will be on your side. Like a gardener who has tilled the soil,
planted the right seeds and ensured proper sunlight and water, if you follow
the basic steps in planning and carrying out an advocacy campaign you will
make a difference.
It won’t always be on the timeline you would want or be the complete
victory you are seeking, but just as plants want to grow, people want to see
their communities improve. If you are sensible in your approach and stick
with the work, the ideas you are advocating for will have a chance to flourish.
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Part V:
Tools,
templates
and quizzes

QUIZ 1

Which advocacy strategy
are you?
You have read the 50CAN chapter on how to choose the right strategy for your advocacy campaign.
Now its time to take the quiz! (Answer key on page 64.)

Q1: WHICH STATEMENT BEST DESCRIBES YOUR PROBLEM?

a
B
C
D

The kind of thing people ask about at town hall meetings
A major crisis or profound injustice
A very complex problem studied by people in white coats
Something that will only be solved when people roll up their sleeves and innovate

Q2: WHAT ARE YOU GOOD AT?

a
b
c
d

Summarizing complex arguments into one page or less
Inspiring people to take action
Getting lots of people with “Ph.D” after their name to agree with each other
Getting teachers to show up for events on nights and weekends

Q3: WHO HAS YOUR BACK?

a
b
c
d

Stakeholders
Well-organized supporters
Research institutions
The people actually doing the work in the field

Q4: WHICH CAT PICTURE BEST CAPTURES YOUR MOOD?

a

c

b

d

Sources
A. Tie cat: http://1funny.com/cat-tie/
B. Hat cat: https://instagram.com/pudgethecat/
C. Grumpy cat: https://www.facebook.com/
TheOfficialGrumpyCat
D. Happy cat: http://www.lawpractice-management
.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/cat-smiling
-iStock_000019087369XSmall.jpg

THE 50CAN GUIDE TO BUILDING ADVOCACY CAMPAIGNS 2ND EDITION

50CAN

61

QUIZ 2

Goal, Strategy, Tactic or Cat?
You have read the 50CAN series on building how to build an advocacy campaign. Now it’s time to
test your knowledge of the key terms! Below are 21 common terms you would come across in an advocacy
campaign plan and/or cat encyclopedia. Tell us whether they are a policy goal, an advocacy strategy,
an advocacy tactic or type of cat.

Q1: SOCIAL MOVEMENT

Q8: SPHYNX

Q15: EARNED MEDIA

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Q2: SCOTTISH FOLD

Q9: ELITE NEGOTIATION

Q16: INDEPENDENT EXPENDITURES

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Q3: DIRECT ACTION

Q10: PIXIE-BOB

Q17: AUSTRALIAN MIST

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Q4: UNIVERSAL ENROLLMENT

Q11: TESTIMONY

Q18: DIFFERENTIATED PAY

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Q5: SNOWSHOE

Q12: CERTIFICATION RECIPROCITY Q19: BILL DRAFTING

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

a
b
c
d

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Q6: EXPERT COMMUNITY

Q13: EMERGENT NETWORK

Q20: WHITE PAPER

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Q7: MULTIPLE AUTHORIZERS

Q14: PORTFOLIO DISTRICTS

Q21: MUNCHKIN

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

a
b
c
d

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat

Goal
Strategy
Tactic
Cat
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QUIZ 3

4 Down: The Advocacy Campaign
Crossword

Across
2. This tactic is defined as a discussion aimed at reaching an agreement
3. The desired results or end points envisioned in a campaign
4. The name of 50CAN’s blog
11. Two-word strategy that describes advocates trading and compromising
		 with incumbent leaders
13. Two-word example of a social movement advocacy strategy
Down
1. Two-word strategy that focuses on a large number of people
		 getting organized over time
3. This famous feline always looks grouchy
4. You can find 52 tactics in this resource
5. Time-tested patterns of action that increase the odds of success in conditions
		 of uncertainty
6. The actual means used to secure a goal
7. This cartoon cat loves lasagna
8. Where you can find lots of great tools and templates in The 50CAN Guide
		 to Building Advocacy Campaigns
9. A political process by an individual or group which aims to influence
		 decisions within political, economic and social systems and institutions
10. Enacted the first compulsory-attendance law in 1852
12. Two-word strategy that relies on change emerging through trial and error
14. Two-word strategy that describes experts debating ideas over time and
		 influencing policy
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Keys
QUIZ 1
MOSTLY As:
MOSTLY Bs:
MOSTLY Cs:
MOSTLY Ds:

Elite negotiations
Social movements
Expert communities
Emergent networks

QUIZ 2
Q1: SOCIAL MOVEMENT
Q2: SCOTTISH FOLD
Q3: DIRECT ACTION
Q4: UNIVERSAL ENROLLMENT
Q5: SNOWSHOE
Q6: EXPERT COMMUNITY
Q7: MULTIPLE AUTHORIZERS
Q8: SPHYNX
Q9: ELITE NEGOTIATION
Q10: PIXIE-BOB
Q11: TESTIMONY
Q12: CERTIFICATION RECIPROCITY
Q13: EMERGENT NETWORK
Q14: PORTFOLIO DISTRICTS
Q15: EARNED MEDIA
Q16: INDEPENDENT EXPENDITURES
Q17: AUSTRALIAN MIST
Q18: DIFFERENTIATED PAY
Q19: BILL DRAFTING
Q20: WHITE PAPER
Q21: MUNCHKIN

b
d
c
a
d
b
a
d
b
d
c
a
b
a
c
c
d
a
c
c
d

Strategy
Cat
Tactic
Goal
Cat
Strategy
Goal
Cat
Strategy
Cat
Tactic
Goal
Strategy
Goal
Tactic
Tactic
Cat
Goal
Tactic
Tactic
Cat

QUIZ 3
ACROSS

Negotiation
3. Goal
4. TheCatalyst
11. EliteNegotiation
13. MarriageEquality
2.

DOWN

SocialMovements
3. GrumpyCat
4. Toolbox
5. Strategy
6. Tactics
7. Garfield
8. Appendix
9. Advocacy
10. HoraceMann
12. EmergentNetworks
14. ExpertCommunities
1.

THE 50CAN GUIDE TO BUILDING ADVOCACY CAMPAIGNS 2ND EDITION

50CAN

64

50CAN.ORG

Clarify
goals

Match
strategy to
environment

The right course
of action

DON’T SKIP STEPS

Select
winning
tactics

APPENDIX A

2
3

2

3

50CAN.ORG

1

TACTICS LINKED TO STRATEGY

TACTICS LINKED TO STRATEGY

1

SECOND-TIER STRATEGY

POLICY GOAL

TOP-TIER STRATEGY

Campaign
planning

WORKSHEET

APPENDIX B

50CAN.ORG

Clarifying
goals

DON’T SKIP STEPS

APPENDIX C

50CAN.ORG

EMERGENT NETWORK
• Well-defined areas of innovative practice related to public policy problems
• Incentives for innovators to join together and contribute to common solutions
• Policymaker interest in translating practice into public policy

EXPERT COMMUNITIES
• A well-defined but complex public policy problem
• Expert consenus on the problem, its causes and possible solutions
• Policymaker interest in expert guidance and dialogue

SOCIAL MOVEMENT
• A rights-based issue with a clear and compelling call to action
• Forceful spokespeople who can dramatize the injustice
• Well-organized supporters and advocates

ELITE NEGOTIATIONS
• An urgent public problem of interest to policymakers
• Easily understood and credible policy options
• Political incentives for key elites to act

CHECK ALL SUCCESS FACTORS THAT APPLY TO YOUR CAUSE

The strategy checklist

WORKSHEET

APPENDIX D

Direct action

Negotiation

Boycotts
Mobilizing
Public addresses
Storytelling
Art competition
Public awareness campaigns
Sit-ins and occupations
List building and microtargetting
Petition drive

Policy analysis

Bill drafting

Legislative rallies

Editorials

Coalition building

Earned media

Candidate recruitment

Independent expenditures

Campaign donations

50CAN.ORG

Marches

Advertising

The next ten

Training spokespeople

Power mapping

The next ten

Grassroots organizing

Top tactics

Top tactics

Lobbying

SOCIAL MOVEMENTS

ELITE NEGOTIATION

Amicus brief

Letters to the editor

Policy proposals

Working groups

Blogging

Public debates

Books

Policy journal

Conferences

Testimony

The next ten

Legal action

Policy reports

Research studies

Top tactics

EXPERT COMMUNITIES

Social media

Earned media

Reports on best practices

Trainings

Convenings and forums

Practitioners journal

Book clubs

Newsletter

Toolkits

Website for innovators

The next ten

Peer networking

Field visits

Experimentation

Top tactics

EMERGENT NETWORKS

If strategy is the blueprint of your advocacy campaign, tactics are the tools. Below are 52 common tactics that you can draw upon when building your
campaign, organized into the three most common tactics for each strategy and the next 10 tactics you are likely to use.

The tactics toolbox

WORKSHEET

APPENDIX E

50CAN.ORG

		

Detailed strategic plans
Formal presentations
Understanding funders’
overall giving plans

FUNDER TABLE

Compelling elevator pitch
One-to-one cultivation
Recruiting donors as
		founders

BIG BETTOR

Small events
Intensive communication
Donor drives

PEER NETWORK

		

		

		

Joint meetings with
partner’s funders
Advocacy plans with
path to near-term victories
Board members with
ties to direct service groups

ADVOCACY ALLIANCE

Top fundraising tactics for
advocacy campaigns

WORKSHEET

APPENDIX F

50CAN.ORG

3

2

1

POLICY GOAL

BEST ALTERNATIVE TO A NEGOTIATED AGREEMENT (BATNA)

A NEGOTIATED AGREEMENT MUST INCLUDE…

Negotiation

WORKSHEET

APPENDIX G

50CAN.ORG

UNSUPPORTIVE

NEUTRAL

SUPPORTIVE

Peer networking social map
MOST
INFLUENTIAL
LEAST
INFLUENTIAL

WORKSHEET

APPENDIX H

About 50CAN
50CAN: The 50-State Campaign for Achievement Now is a nonprofit organization that works at the local level to advocate for a high-quality education for
all kids, regardless of their address. We help develop local education leaders
by providing them with the research, tools and ideas needed to create learning
environments that best meet every child’s needs.
www.50can.org

@FiftyCAN
facebook.com/50CAN
@fiftycan

