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Students practicing a soft blockade during the NVDA training facilitated by Will Bennington 
(Right) and Anna Shireman-Grabowski (not pictured) 
 
 
October 15, 2014 
Subject: NVDA/Violence Discussion 
Reading:  - “Of Means and Ends” in Rules for Radicals, p. 24-47 

- “The theory and practice of nonviolent political action” in Nonviolence in  
Political Theory by Ian Atack (2012) 

- “Nonviolence is Ineffective” in How Nonviolence Protects the State by Peter  
Gelderloos (2007) 

 
Agenda: - Debrief NVDA Training 

- Violence 
- Non-Violence 
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The weather was extraordinarily beautiful and warm, so I decided to have class outside 
on the CBW green, and brought out butcher-block paper so I could write down key points from 
the discussion. Originally I had conceived of our post NVDA class as a discussion on the merits 
of violence, both in war and organizing, by bringing in Colonel Tim Knoth, who runs ROTC at 
UVM. Scheduling did not quite work out, so instead I facilitated a discussion that was based 
around discussions I’d had with Tim in the past.  

The NVDA debrief went well, we had everyone break up in groups of two and discuss 
and take notes on what they learned, how they learned best, what they would have changed, and 
what they wanted to learn more about. We then went around and had one person from each 
group share. The true bulk of this class was a discussion I facilitated on Violence. It began with a 
go-around and having each person say the first word that comes to mind when they hear the 
word “violence”, I wrote the responses on the butcher block. Examples included “white people”, 
“men”, “war”, “America”, “pain”.  

The questions I used to facilitate the fluid conversation that followed included: does 
violence only exist between humans? Does it count if violence is against animals/terrorists? is 
there such a thing as acceptable violence? What constitutes acceptable vs. unacceptable? When 
do the ends justify the means? Who/what are casualties? After a solid 45 minutes on this, I 
transitioned to a discussion on non-violence and explored whether nonviolence is a privileged 
concept, who has access to violence/nonviolence, who is respected in their use of either, and can 
you truly ever practice truly moral (non pragmatic) nonviolence. This was one of my favorite 
classes of the semester to facilitate and because of group involvement. 
 
Student Reflections: 
 From a combination of written reflections at the end of class, the final assessment at the 
end of the semester, and conversations with multiple students during and after the course this has 
been listed among the top classes of the entire semester. Nearly every student admitted that they 
were challenged to think beyond their preconceived notions of violence and analyze why they 
hold those beliefs. Multiple students appreciated the new ideas that were brought forth, the 
fluidity of the conversation and the overall though provoking discussion accompanied by thought 
provoking reading. The high reviews for this class might also be attributed to the wonderful 
weather and the outdoor class. 
 
October 20, 2014 
Subject: Writing a Campaign Plan 
Reading: None 
Agenda: - Campaign Plan Assignment Overview 
 
Evaluative Measures: - Paper 2 due 
 
 This class was pretty laid back, as there had been a lot in the last few classes and we were 
assigning another large, involved assignment: the midterm. After presentations from students I 
walked the class through every component of the campaign plan and took questions. Certain 
aspects included re-explaining how to do certain things, again power mapping came up as a 
question, but overall the class was seamless. 
 
Student Reflections: None for this class. 
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October 22, 2014 
Subject: Intro to Media 
Reading: - “Using the Media” in Organizing for Social Change by Midwest Academy 
 
Agenda: - Why Media? 

- Principles of Media 
- What is a hook? 
- LTE’s 

 
Evaluative Measures: Reading Quiz 
 
 This class was almost entirely lecture format, with Tyler and I running through all the 
principles of media work, and the important points to keep in mind when working with the 
media. We started class with a presentation by one student on the movement to ban male 
circumcision, which led to a wildly interesting discussion that had absolutely nothing to do with 
course content. It was too enthralling to all students, however, for Tyler and I to deviate so we 
allowed the discussion to go on slightly longer than other discussions around student 
presentations did. We then assigned the next assignment, which was to write a letter to the editor 
so Tyler walked through how to write an LTE, and provided an example that we analyzed as a 
class. Tyler took point on most of this class as he developed a lot of the how-to’s on media work. 
There happened to be a copy of the Cynic in class, and I opened it and we read examples of 
LTE’s and Op-Eds, which provided further examples. 
 
Student Reflections: 
 Per usual, students wanted more time for discussion, which in this particular case was not 
class related discussion. Students really appreciated the real example of an LTE, and one student 
noted that they were pleased that Tyler talked more than usual. 
 
November 3, 2014 
Subject: Course Check-In 
Readings:  - “In the Beginning” in Rules for Radicals 
  - “Leadership” in People, Power and Change 
 
Agenda: - Free Write 

- What have you learned activity 
- Discussion 

 
Evaluative measure: Reading Quiz, Free Write 
 

This class served as a point to check in about how students were doing in the class, and to 
determine what subjects students were the most interested in learning about with the remaining 
class sessions. We asked students to complete a 10 minute free write responding to these 
questions: 1) what’s the most important thing you’ve learned (can be a skill, mindset, theory, 
history, etc.) 2) what learning styles helped you the most, which the least? 3) What would you 
like to learn in the last four weeks? We then had everyone break up into three groups of three 
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and spend 5 minutes sharing what they wrote. I then handed out index cards with a theme on it 
(soap opera, poem, song, interpretive dance, & silent film) and had each group collectively 
determine the most important thing they’ve learned thus far, and the method that contributed the 
most to their learning and spent 10 minutes adapting that to their theme. The results were 
absolutely wonderful, with elaborate soap operas depicting discussions around violence, and 
poems about oppression. This was fun, but also a great way for students to reflect on the course. 
This then opened into a great full class discussion around what has worked and what could be 
improved upon for the remainder of the course. 
 
Student Reflections: 
 With the exception of one student, every student rated this class a 10/10 and appreciated 
the creativity involved and diversity of activities. It was fun and light hearted, but also helped us 
determine how to craft the remaining class sessions. 
 
*After this point in the semester, all but the last class was solo-taught. I will not include a class-
by-class analysis for November 5 (Media part 2), 10 (Decision making/Facilitation) and 19 
(Systems Thinking) as they were independently crafted and taught by Tyler without my input or 
participation. 
 
November 12, 2014 
Subject: Models of Organizing Discussion 
Reading:  - “Community Organizing or Organizing Community” by Stall & Stoecker 
 
Agenda:  - Alinsky Discussion 
  - Stall & Stoecker Discussion 
 
Evaluative Measures: Reading Quiz, Assignment 4 Due, Assign Paper 3 
 
 This class was immensely important to the foundational concepts of the course. After 
months of reading Alinsky’s model of organizing, I presented the class with a feminist 
perspective on community organizing that is a direct challenge and response to Alinsky’s. The 
model was particularly troubling for certain students who hold a very white-centered neoliberal 
perspective on feminism, and were put to task for recognizing intersectionality within female 
oriented organizing. This class had the result of forcing the majority female class to reflect on 
their identity and the privileges that afford them great flexibility in their organizing style. I had 
the class break up in two groups, one focused on discussing Alinsky’s model of organizing, the 
other focused on Stall & Stoeckers, after 20 minutes I had the groups switch, and we came back 
together after another 20 minutes and discussed the acquisition of power. I personally loved this 
discussion and was pleased with the level of critical thought students exhibited, and the clear 
development that had occurred throughout the semester. The reading quiz for this class was an 
opinion based free write, which served for me to evaluate that they read, while also hearing how 
they interacting with this very dense and nuanced text. 
 
Student Reflections: 
 This class received nearly across the board amazing reviews, with one student reflecting, 
“this was one of my favorite classes,” another declaring this “the best class all year” and 
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another claiming this conversation was one that “will stay with me for my life”. There were, 
however, three students with very legitimate critiques, with one claiming that they “felt 
discouraged and like what I had to say wasn’t valuable,” another saying they “felt 
uncomfortable to share my opinion [and] wish people thought more of step up – step back,” the 
overall class dynamic was summed up by yet another student quite well who claimed it was a 
“very opinionated day”. This topic was meant to be divisive and challenging, which is why it 
was placed deep into the semester and given ample time (a full class session and a paper) to 
debrief and process it. 
 
November 17, 2014 
Subject: Fundraising 
Reading: none 
Agenda: - Power Shift Debrief 

- ALS Video 
- Reasons to Fundraise 
- How-To 
- Gender and Money 
- Workshop 

 
The day before this class, November 16, the organization that I founded and run, the 

Vermont Student Climate Coalition, hosted a statewide conference called Vermont Power Shift 
in Putney, VT that focused on organizing for justice. Half the class attended for extra credit, and 
we spent the first few minutes debriefing the conference. I had also sustained a very severe back 
injury that weekend that left me highly medicated and nearly immobile, so I held class in my 
living room because I could not walk. This led to a very relaxed class session, on an issue that 
everyone admitted they did not find exciting, but knew they needed to know. I am the go-to 
fundraising trainer in Vermont, and have led this workshop dozens of times so I was able to 
facilitate well even while immobile and medicated. 

I started by showing a video of the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge, which was a social media 
phenomenon a few months prior and which raised over $100 million for the ALS foundation in a 
matter of months. I then led a conversation on why fundraising is important, followed by a how-
to presentation, with step-by-step guide to grant writing, asking for donations and self-
fundraising. I then led a discussion on the gendered implications of fundraising which students 
were highly participatory in. The final 10 minutes were dedicated to works hoping as a group 
around student’s specific fundraising ventures, and we helped brainstorm resources for activities 
ranging from fundraising for personal travel, to raising money for the Hillel Student Board. 
 
Student Reflection: 
 One student very accurately described the method of teaching as “rant style teaching” in 
an endearing way, reflecting the state I was in. Overall the reviews were very positive and many 
students expressed that this was the first time they viewed fundraising as a means to achieving 
great things. One student reflected “this was super helpful for me – made my dreams/projects 
seem possible” and multiple students appreciated the time to workshop and work through their 
individual projects. 
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December 1, 2015 
Subject: Avoiding Burn-Out 
Readings: None 
Agenda:  - Brainstorm 

- Sustainable lifestyle 
- Workshop 

 
This class had been planned since the very beginning, and was always intended to be one 

of the final classes of the semester, as that is when students would be most likely to appreciate a 
class dedicated to working through burn out. I began class with setting the intentionality of this 
being a safe space for students to speak openly without judgment and find individualized 
solutions that fit their lives. I facilitated a group brainstorm (with writing on the board) about 
what burn out looks like in their lives, what leads to it and how they work through it. I passed out 
a sheet of butcher block paper and colored markers for each student and introduced a “what 
makes me happy” activity in which students were tasked with creatively making a poster listing 
the things that make them happy, to be displayed in their rooms as a reminder to practice self 
care. I challenged every one to set goals for self care in their lives, such as spend an hour a day 
reading for pleasure, or getting a full night sleep every night. While we were spread out making 
and decorating the charts, I carried on a conversation about the sustainability of the activist 
lifestyle. This led to a conversation around who wants to organize after college, and how it is 
very difficult to separate your work from your personal life when your work is so connected to 
justice. 

This class was very therapeutic for me, and I let down many of the barriers that often 
divided students/teachers in the classroom. I emphasized destigmatizing self-care, and brought 
awareness to resources on campus such as CAPS, and talked about my own relationship with 
self-care. This was a very emotionally raw moment for me, and the affectionate and warm 
response from students was representative of the great classroom community that Tyler and I 
fostered over the semester. 
 
Student Reflections: 
 Students were very appreciative of this class, with one student saying “I needed this 
today, thank you”. There was no perfect way to discuss self-care and burn out, but students 
appreciated an activity that was tailored to individual needs within a group setting.  
 
December 3, 2015 
Subject: Where do we go from here? 
Reading: - “The Activism Industry” in The American Prospect by Bootie Cosgrove-Matter 
 
Evaluative Measures: Paper 4 and Assignment 5 Due 
 
Agenda: Debrief 
 
 Minutes before class began, the grand jury in the New York case investigating the death 
of Eric Garner at the hands of a white police officer, released their decision to not indict the 
officer responsible for Garner’s death. For weeks tensions were arising all around the country, 
adding to the fury and widespread distress following the Ferguson grand jury in November not 
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indicting the white officer who killed Mike Brown. In addition to the immense tension in the 
class surrounding the decision, this was the first class in which Tyler and I were both present in a 
month, and this was also the least structured class of the semester.  
 After announcing to the class the grand jury decision, and allowing time for the gravity of 
the information to sink in. Tyler and I posed the question of “where do we go from here?” as a 
discussion about our next steps and what we are all taking away from this course. This 
conversation understandably took the tone of “what do we do about systemic oppression that is 
leading to the unpunished killing of young black men across the country”, which led to the 
events that followed. After an entire semester of exploring forms of oppression in the United 
States, the historical factors leading to modern systems of oppression, and the theories and skills 
utilized by organizers to deconstruct this oppression, one student (a wealthy, straight, white, 
male) condescendingly and almost mockingly asked “what is ‘the system’ you’ve been referring 
to all semester?” as if to imply ‘the system’ is some conspiracy. After an immensely 
uncomfortable silence, one student broke, stood up and yelled at him for his blatantly oppressive 
behavior that had been present throughout the entire semester, exclaiming that “do you know 
what it’s like to be a person of color on this campus?! In this country? Fearing for our lives, and 
living in the blatant denial of fucking white folks.” One student spoke up, as I prayed they would 
come to that student’s defense and call out in-class oppressive behavior, that student said “calm 
down, I think you’re taking what he said out of context” at which point the other student stormed 
out and I followed. I sat in the hallway with her for about 15 minutes talking through what 
happened and making sure that she was all right and supported. I then came back into the 
classroom to see Tyler attempting to facilitate a discussion about what had happened, and I took 
over and chastised the entire class for, after months of learning how to stand up to oppressive 
behavior when they’re confronted with it, sitting there and allowing the only student who spoke 
up to be in defense of the oppressive and triggering student.  
 A few students were crying in the aftermath of what happened, and everyone had shock 
stamped on their faces. After I completed my rant about the disaster that unfolded, there was a 
significant silence in the room. This silence was followed by one of our quieter students asking 
in a pleading tone, “what can we do? Allyship is really hard and I feel like we can never talk 
about that in these spaces”. The class ended up staying for more than half an hour after the 
scheduled ending time, in a deep and thoughtful conversation about how our whiteness impacts 
the work we do, and what role white allies have in deconstructing the systems of oppression 
from which we benefit.  
 This class felt immensely defeating, but ended on a tone of optimism, a place for us to all 
go home and reflect on our identities and roles in organizing. I know that class session will 
forever be stamped in my memory, and hopefully it will in the minds of my students as well, and 
serve as a reminder of the work we do and the impact it has on real people, real lives. 
 
Student Reflections: None 
 
 
 
 
 
 
All was well.  


