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Introduction 

Membership is the key to everything you do in your union. High membership density is 
your source of power at the bargaining table and in the workplace. Membership density 
refers to the percentage of employees within the bargaining unit who are members of the 
union. High membership density alone is not enough. A strong union needs more than 
passive members who only pay dues and sit back, allowing a few leaders to do the work of 
the union. In our current political climate, and with the loss of fair share fees in the wake of 
the Supreme Court’s 2018 Janus decision, we need active and engaged members more than 
ever – those who join the union knowing that they are the union, not paid staff or a few 
local leaders. We need to educate members about how they can use their union to improve 
their everyday work lives; fight to defend and strengthen public education locally and on a 
national level; and protect and expand their wages, benefits and employment rights 
through bargaining. The moment we recruit someone to join the union defines whether 
they will become an active or passive member. This toolkit is designed to help Membership 
Contacts learn how to not only gain new members, but to gain active members. 
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Glossary of Important Terms 

Potential Member – A potential member is someone who is eligible for union membership 
(i.e., their position is covered under the recognition clause of your local collective 
bargaining agreement) but is not yet a dues-paying member. We try to avoid the term “non-
member” and instead think of everyone as a potential member. 

Membership Density – Membership density refers to the percentage of all union-eligible 
employees (positions covered under the recognition clause of your collective bargaining 
agreement) who are dues-paying union members. It can be calculated using the following 
simple formula: # members / total # union-eligible employees = membership density (e.g., 
140 members / 220 union-eligible employees = 64% membership density). Membership 
density is a key measure of union strength. 

Full Unit List – A full unit list refers to a complete list of all union-eligible employees (both 
current and potential members). A unit list is more comprehensive than a membership 
roster because it includes potential member information. A unit list should include each 
employee’s name, job classification (bargaining unit), work location, home address, home 
phone number, cell phone number, personal email address and work email address. This 
information must be provided to local unions by the employer at least once per year under 
Vermont law.  

Membership Campaign – A membership campaign is a collective, strategic and organized 
effort on the part of the local union to increase membership density by actively engaging 
potential members and making direct membership asks. Membership campaigns are 
informed by data, have achievable goals and clear timelines.  

“New Educator” Campaign – The New Educator campaign is designed to recruit new union-
eligible employees at the start of the school year. New Educator campaigns should include 
pre-orientation outreach, a union-specific new employee orientation and targeted follow 
up with new hires. 

“Early Enrollment” Campaign – The Early Enrollment campaign is designed to take 
advantage of NEA’s early enrollment period, which begins April 1st. The early enrollment 
period allows first-time union members to join the union at no cost until September 1st.  

Join Now – Join Now is Vermont-NEA’s online membership enrollment portal. Any union-
eligible employee can sign up through Join Now. The portal can be accessed at 
join.nea.org/Vermont. 
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I. The Fundamentals: Why Membership Matters

Labor unions provide employees a voice within their workplace and create a balance of 
power between administrators (management) and employees. Without a union, employees 
are considered “at-will,” which provides very limited rights and protections under Vermont 
labor laws. Unions secure what seem commonplace protections today in public schools via 
collective bargaining agreements (CBAs), including job security, compensation based on 
fair and equitable salary schedules that reflect education and years of service, and due 
process in cases of layoffs/reprimands/dismissals. Beyond these fundamental workplace 
rights and benefits, public education unions also fight to defend and strengthen public 
schools through increased funding, expanded services and staffing and opposition to 
privatization through charter and voucher expansion. Many employees who are unfamiliar 
with unions and labor laws do not realize that the benefits and protections they receive 
were fought for and won by unions and that, in the absence of strong unions to maintain 
and improve them, these benefits and protections could be weakened or eliminated. 

Maintaining a high and active membership is key to union strength. It is the source of a 
union’s power and leverage at the bargaining table and in the workplace more broadly. 
Ultimately, it is the willingness of union members to act collectively to achieve a shared set 
of goals that produces change in the workplace, including during the bargaining process. A 
local may have the most competent and experienced leaders, the most skilled negotiators 
and the support of the most knowledgeable union staff, but if it has a small (relative to its 
bargaining unit size) and disengaged membership, it will not be able to accomplish much. 
This is because union power, by definition, is collective power. Management will always be 
able to assert its authority and resist union proposals for change in the absence of a large, 
engaged and well-organized membership willing to fight for those proposals. The “Red for 
Ed” movement that swept several states in 2018 is a perfect example of this dynamic. In 
West Virginia, public education unions had been fighting for years to raise educator pay 
from among the lowest in the U.S. However, it was not until thousands of teachers and 
support staff across the state organized themselves and agreed to withhold their labor that 
they were finally able to win a pay increase for themselves and all public employees in 
West Virginia. 

A large and active union membership builds three kinds of power, all of which are critical 
to maintaining a healthy union local: 

1. People Power – As noted above, union power is collective power. We must think of
the union, not as a few leaders or staffers, but as the collection of members willing to
take action to improve their working conditions and their students’ learning
conditions. The union’s ability to act effectively on behalf of the employees it
represents is dependent on high membership density (the percentage of all the
employees within the bargaining unit who are union members). High membership
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density is a sign of a healthy and strong union local that can confidently claim to 
represent the interests of the employees within its bargaining unit. On the other 
hand, low membership density is a sign that the union is weak and not able to act on 
behalf of the bargaining unit. Unions should consistently strive for a membership 
density of 90 percent or higher, recognizing that 100 percent density, while ideal, 
may not be achievable. Locals should always know their membership density (or be 
able to easily calculate it) and have a plan to improve it. Rest assured that 
administration knows this number and uses it as a proxy for the strength of the 
union. 

2. Financial Power – Put simply, union work costs money. The ability to bargain and
enforce contracts requires paid staff and resources to engage in organizing,
representation, legal services, benefits coordination, etc. There is an entire
infrastructure in place to make sure that employees are receiving the rights and
benefits they are entitled to and that those rights and benefits are protected and
expanded. This infrastructure depends for its maintenance on the financial support
of dues-paying members. Without dues-paying members, the union and the benefits
it provides would no longer exist. Before the Supreme Court’s (2018) Janus decision,
Vermont’s “fair share” law required public employees covered under a union
contract, but who chose not to join the union, to pay a “fair share” fee to contribute
to the cost of bargaining and upholding the contract. Janus ended fair share fees for
all public employees in the U.S. Now, only full dues-paying union members
contribute financially to the union and unions can no longer sit back and expect fair
share fees to substitute for strong membership. It is now more critical than ever that
unions invest resources into organizing and member recruitment to convert non-
members into members. The long-term financial viability of unions is dependent on
their commitment to membership recruitment.

3. Democratic Power – Unions are democratic institutions with important decisions
made by members, including the selection of leadership. However, if membership is
low and/or disengaged, the democratic character of the union is threatened, and a
few individuals may end up making most of the decisions without meaningful
participation from the rank-and-file membership. This dynamic may lead to a self-
perpetuating cycle where members choose not to become active in the union
because they don’t feel adequately represented. Healthy unions have high rates of
rank-and-file participation, including well-attended membership meetings, fully-
staffed committees and regularly contested leadership elections. Union must work
to foster a democratic culture by creating multiple avenues for rank-and-file
members to engage in the work of the union and challenging them to perform the
work. Critical to this process is identifying and developing leaders to challenge for
elected positions within the union and take on increasing responsibility through
committee work or other forms of participation.
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II. Membership Contact Roles & Responsibilities

Membership Contacts are the leaders most directly responsible for the local’s member 
recruitment activity. As a result, membership contact is among the most important roles 
within the local union. Membership Contacts are responsible for overseeing member 
recruitment campaigns in the fall and spring and ensuring that the local is actively 
engaging new employees and potential members throughout the school year.  

Due to the importance of this role and the amount of time required to successfully perform 
its attendant responsibilities, it is recommended that each local have at least one dedicated 
membership contact who does not hold another position on the local’s executive 
committee. Additionally, it is recommended that the Membership Contact be an elected 
position on the local’s executive committee with all of the rights and privileges of an 
executive committee member.  

It should be the responsibility of the Membership Contact to: 

• Maintain up-to-date lists of potential members in the local, including their name,
work location, job classification, home phone, cell phone, personal email, work email
and home address.

• Track of the local's membership density by job classification and building.
• Develop and maintain a local membership organizing committee of rank-and-file

members to help plan and execute membership recruitment campaigns.
• Work with Vermont-NEA organizers to coordinate the local’s New Educator and

Early Bird Enrollment campaigns in the fall and spring (as well as other
membership campaigns that may be initiated by local leadership).

• Plan new employee orientations in the fall, in cooperation with other local leaders,
to introduce new employees to the union, explain the union’s role and benefits and
ask new hires to join the union.

• Plan and execute membership drives whenever necessary to maintain a healthy
membership density within the local.

• Participate in relevant trainings on list acquisition and data tracking, member
recruitment, one-on-one organizing conversations, leadership identification and
development, and other skills relevant to the membership contact role.

• Train building representatives in conducting one-on-one organizing conversations
with new employees and potential members.

• Plan social events and professional development opportunities for new and
potential members.

• Represent the local on Regional Organizing Councils and attend ROC meetings to
coordinate organizing and membership recruitment activity with other local union
leaders in the region.
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III. Acquiring Membership Data 

 
As previously noted, union power is measured in large part by a union’s membership 
density – the percentage of union-eligible employees who are full, dues-paying members. 
Before unions can begin planning campaigns to increase membership, they must first know 
(1) what their current membership density looks like, preferably by building and job 
classification, and (2) what’s the best strategy for increasing membership density (e.g., how 
many potential support staff members will they have to recruit in a particular building?).  
 
Additionally, unions must have the ability to contact potential members by email, snail 
mail, telephone, and, most importantly, by face-to-face conversation at their worksite. This 
means that local unions must maintain up-to-date lists with the names of all employees 
within the bargaining unit(s) they represent, including their job classification, work 
location, home address, personal email address, home phone number and cell phone 
number.   
 
Such lists are called “unit” lists or “bargaining unit” lists because they include information 
about every employee in the bargaining unit, not just union members. It is absolutely 
critical that unions acquire and maintain these lists. Under Vermont law, the employer 
must provide the union with a full unit list at least once per year. Local unions may bargain 
with the employer, formally or informally, to obtain such lists more frequently. Vermont-
NEA will make a request to the employer for a unit list on the local’s behalf in January of 
each year. List data will be uploaded into NEA’s membership database and a copy of the list 
will be sent to the local. 
 
In addition to annual unit lists, Vermont law requires school districts to provide 
information to the union on new employees within 10 days of the date of hire. This 
information should include the new hire’s name, work location, job classification, home 
address, home phone number, cell phone number, personal email address and work email 
address (if the district has this information on file). The school district should provide this 
information to the local union automatically, however, the local should take proactive steps 
to request this information (see Appendix A for a template information request email). 
 
 

IV. Conducting a Membership Campaign in 6 Steps 
 
“Membership campaign” is the term for a collective, strategic and organized effort on the 
part of the union to increase membership density for the local as a whole, or in (a) 
particular building(s) or among particular (a) job classification(s) (e.g., education support 
professionals). Membership campaigns should be overseen by the local Membership 
Contact in close collaboration with members of the executive and membership committees. 
Additional support for membership campaigns may be provided by Vermont-NEA staff 
organizers upon request (availability permitting). Campaigns should be conducted at the 
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beginning of each new school year (August – October) and in the spring (March – May) to 
coincide with Early Bird enrollment.  

Step 1. Review the Data 

Before you can begin planning your membership campaign, you must have a clear picture 
of your local’s membership density. This requires analyzing the data you have collected. 
Information acquired from unit lists can be used to calculate a local’s membership density, 
including by building and job classification. Below is an example of a membership density 
table (credit: Maple Run Education Association). 

Membership density tables such as this one can help you see where you have the greatest 
concentrations of potential members, and therefore the greatest potential for membership 
growth. 

Another way to visualize membership density is by using graphs, such as pie graphs. See 
the example below from Cabot Education Association. 

The above pie graph is a visual representation of membership density and composition in 
Central Vermont EA. The local has a total membership density of 80% (with potential 
members making up 20% of union-eligible employees). Sixty percent of all union-eligible 
employees are teachers and 20% are ESP. The pie graph below reveals the breakdown of 
potential members. 
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For this local, 83% of potential members are teachers and 17% are ESP. This is important 
information to know when planning a membership campaign. If the vast majority of 
potential members are from a particular job classification, it probably makes sense to focus 
your efforts on those employees. 

Organizing the data in this way allows you to determine where your membership is 
strongest and where there is room for improvement. For example, is there a particular 
building where membership density is very low compared to the rest of the district? Is 
density much lower among support staff than certified staff, or vice versa? Your list will 
also allow you to see who the potential members are, their positions, their seniority, etc. 
You can now search for possible patterns or themes.  

• Do potential members work in the same area or on the same floor?
• Do they have the same job titles?
• Have some been members in the past?

Recruitment will look and sound different for different types of potential members. Keep 
this in mind when you develop your recruitment message in step 4. 

There are several easy ways to “map” your potential members. First, grab an old floor plan 
of your building(s) or draw a rough outline on a whiteboard. Place an “x” where members 
work (their classroom or main work assignment area). Place a “y” where non-members 
work. Can you see patterns emerging in the physical distribution of members/non-
members in the buildings? A second option is to create a list of potential member names 
with columns such as “former member,” “new hire,” “elementary level,” “middle level,” etc. 
and see what patterns emerge from that “mapping” exercise. For example, is there a cluster 
of potential members at the elementary level who are also new hires? 

Step 2. Set Achievable Goals and Timeline 

The best membership drives include a realistic goal, tangible task assignments and 
deadlines. When setting the goal, be realistic! If your local union last conducted a 
membership drive many years ago and you only have 65% membership at the moment, a 
realistic goal may be increasing membership to 75%. You want the goal to be achievable so 
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everyone feels positive about the work. You can always work on increasing membership 
more each year in small increments. If you surpass your goal, that is a great “problem.” 

Here are some additional things to keep in mind when developing your membership 
strategy: 

• At least 80-90% of new employees join the union, but they must be asked directly;
• Schools or buildings with the lowest membership rates in the district are often the

hardest places to start. Start in a building with mid-range membership first;
• Merge your ESP and teacher membership campaigns into one;
• Announce your membership drive to the whole school. Make it widely known so you

can build momentum and some buzz;
• Ask rank and file members for help. Figure out who knows who and ask them to

have one or two recruitment conversations. Peer recruitment is always the most
successful way to get a potential member to join;

• Each local should have a dedicated Membership Contact responsible to planning and
implementing membership campaigns; however, actual recruitment work should
not fall entirely on their shoulders

When developing your campaign timeline, be sure to give yourself enough time to reach 
every potential member on your list at least twice. Most potential members will require a 
follow-up conversation before they agree to join the union. This is normal and should be 
built into the timeline. For example, you may choose a two-week deadline for your 
campaign. During the first week is when you conduct your initial contact and schedule 
follow ups if necessary. The second week is for checking back in with potential members 
who needed more time to make a decision about joining. It’s always a good idea to schedule 
an exact date and time for a follow-up conversation.  

When building your campaign strategy, consider other elements that will impact your 
membership work. For example, look at the patterns of membership and non-membership 
over the last few years. Are there any specific reasons for increases or decreases? How can 
you use this information? Discuss the current conditions at your school and in the 
community. Consider big picture issues such as declining student enrollment and 
consolidation. How will each of these issues impact membership and either help or hinder 
your efforts? What will your members and potential members need as a result of these 
issues? What will your members want the union to address? Knowing what issues motivate 
your members will be essential for recruiting and engaging members. 

Step 3. Develop a B.R.A.G. Message 

Why should someone join YOUR union? Think about the shared interests and values that 
exist within your current membership and how that informs the work of your union. It is 
important to do some strategic thinking about what your local union is about so you can 
create a set of talking points to use in recruitment conversations. 



10 

Use a B.R.A.G. structure to organize your message. B-Benefits, R-Resources, A-
Accomplishment, G-Goals. Brainstorm what the local version of each part of the BRAG 
should be (see Appendix B for BRAG template). Go beyond generic points such a “we 
defend you when you’re in trouble” or “we bargain your contract” (both important and 
true, but not necessarily compelling). Ask yourself, “what are the local benefits in our 
contract that a potential member may not be aware of?” What resources are available to 
the potential member (building representatives, professional development funds, etc.)? 
What has your local union accomplished in recent years? Did you stop an administrator 
from overstepping and violating something in the contract? Talk about it! Finally, where 
are you headed? What goals does the union have and do those goals reflect the interests of 
as many members and potential members as possible? 

Make sure all of your member-organizers have a copy of your BRAG and use elements of it 
when tailoring their conversation with the potential member (we will discuss how best to 
incorporate the BRAG in conversation in the section on 1:1 organizing conversations). No 
two recruitment conversations should sound alike because a good conversation involves 
lots of listening and responding to what the other person is telling you. A BRAG message is 
a resource to be used when explaining the importance of the union, not a script to be 
mechanically recited! 

Lastly, be creative, use one-on-one conversations, but follow up with social media, videos, 
gifs or other creative ways to make your membership drive new and exciting. Consider 
recording your local president describing parts of your BRAG message and sending it 
around. There are endless easy and free ways to supplement the basic, although critical, 
one-on-one conversations with potential members.  

Step 4. Engage Potential Members 

In the next section, we will go over how to have a proper organizing conversation. For now, 
here are some important things to consider when talking to potential members. 

• Assume the person will join. Start with this assumption because it changes your
outlook and approach to the conversation.

• Know and learn from your audience. Know who you are talking with so you can
anticipate relevant issues that the potential member may bring up or may be of
interest to them. Tailor your BRAG talking points accordingly. And remain open to
learning new things about the potential member. Strong unions build relationships
with their members and potential members. We want to know more about people
than their names and how much they owe in dues. Don’t take notes during the
conversation, but record issues and themes you learn in the conversation to inform
the local’s work.

• Remember, people join because of a sense of belonging, shared values and
collective power. People join and are active in organizations when the mission and
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work of the organization resonates with their priorities and values. If a potential 
member is unaware of what the union stands for or is doing, they are much less 
likely to join.  

• Avoid common missteps. Don’t use war stories. Don’t stop to talk with a potential
member during a busy time of day. Don’t let their “no” necessarily be a “no to
joining” (see below). Don’t send the wrong person to ask the potential member to
join. Don’t make a sales pitch. Don’t let the membership materials offered through
Vermont-NEA be your membership “drive.” Paper almost never recruits a single
member. Use materials to supplement real-life conversations with potential
members.

The single most common mistake is to automatically ask every potential member to
join without allowing the conversation to naturally get to that point. It is ok to wait
until the second conversation. Whenever you ask, make sure to help the person fill
out the membership form. Never leave the form with the individual. It won’t be
returned. You can also fill out 90% of the application on your own, making the
paperwork that much easier to complete when the time is right.

• Dissect the “No.” No can really mean a number of things:

“Not now” – schedule a date and time to follow up later.

“Not you” – you are not the best messenger. Find someone to follow up who is closer
to the potential member, preferably someone they trust and respect who is already
a union member.

“Not that” – some people will simply say “no” because the topic is unfamiliar and/or
they want to do their own research before committing to membership and paying
dues. Provide that information to the person (or direct them to it) and follow up
with the at a later time with a membership ask.

“Not that” – Others say “no” because they hold a misperception on what the union
does or doesn’t do. Ask open-ended questions and seek clarifications to understand
what the person thinks about the union. Be open, not defensive.

“I can’t” – Some people simply cannot afford the dues. However, know that affording
dues is the number one reason people say they can’t/won’t join, even if it’s not the
truth. Ask enough open-ended questions to know if this is really the case or not. If
they cannot afford the dues, then talk about NEA Member Benefits discount savings
or point out ways the union has steadily increased salaries/wages in the district.

“Disagree” – Some people do actually disagree with the union on a number of issues,
including politics. However, some people will still join since the majority of the
union’s work is done on a local level. We often remind people that 100 percent of
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Americans do not elect the president. If you are in the minority who did not vote for 
the winning candidate, do you stop voting? Do you stop participating in democracy? 
Do you move to a different country? No. Our union is also a democratic organization 
and we won’t always agree. It is important to have a voice in the decision-making 
process, even if the outcome doesn’t always go your way. 

• Create a recruitment tracking list. Give every building representative and member-
organizer an accurate list of all members and potential members at his or her work
site. Record notes on each potential member to track issues the person raises in
conversations, information on potential leaders, and questions that still need to be
answered. Documenting conversations helps you do the all-important work of
following up.

Step 5. Regroup (Check In) 

Realistically, you won’t be able to recruit every potential member in the first conversation. 
It is important to check in with your fellow recruiters to see what you learned from the first 
round of conversations. What can you change in your follow-up conversations that might 
make them more effective? What themes were revealed that may inform ways to shift your 
BRAG message or approach? And most importantly, did you learn any useful feedback for 
your local union to shift the work that you do on a local basis (e.g., ways to better 
communicate, ways to be more responsive to all members needs, etc.).  

Step 6. Celebrate 

Seriously. We do not celebrate and talk about our successes enough. Even if you did not 
reach your goal, communicate what you did accomplish. Find ways to acknowledge the 
local members who helped in the membership drive and recognize the new members who 
joined. Strong unions rely on strong relationships and we want to cultivate those 
relationships by sharing positive news. 

V. One-on-One Organizing Conversations

Talking to potential members directly is an absolute necessity. Of course, nobody should 
follow a script mechanically. We must talk with people like human beings, which means 
lots of listening, empathy and understanding – this is the purpose of the 1:1 organizing 
conversation. The 1:1 organizing conversation is the most important tool in the 
organizer’s toolkit. It is a structured conversation with one person (ideally, face-to-face) 
designed to: 

1. Make a meaningful connection with members
2. Discover members issues/concerns/aspirations
3. Educate members about the union’s work
4. Identify potential activists and leaders to develop
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5. Secure a commitment to act
6. Make an assessment of where people stand

The steps of a 1:1 can help you move towards the goal, so your colleague isn’t feeling like 
their time is being wasted with a spiel or a gripe session. Done right, an organizing 
conversation leads to action. Your job as an organizer is mostly to ask questions. You want 
your colleague to realize: 

1. They care about a problem
2. There are tools to fix this problem
3. If your colleague really wants these challenges fixed/solved, they have to join you

and your colleagues in taking action and joining the union

The following are the essential steps to an effective organizing conversation. 

Step 1. Discover the Issues 

Begin the conversation by asking questions – and listening carefully to the answers – to 
learn what your colleague cares about. Make your questions open-ended, especially when 
you are getting to know someone for the first time.  

When organizing around a particular issue, your questions may get pointed. Still, even if 
you are dealing with a very pointed single issue, don’t leap straight into “Will you sign 
this?” Instead, ask:  

The point is for your colleague to remind himself or herself how they feel about this 
problem, before you ask them to act. If you’ve discussed this issue before, you can still ask 
how it’s affecting them today, or share someone else’s story and get their reaction.  

Step 2. Agitate 

React to what they tell you and ask follow-up questions. Reacting allows them to feel they 
have permission to be angry or anxious.  

How’s your day 
going? 

What do you like about 
working here? 

Why did you decide 
to become a 

teacher? 

How do you feel about the new schedule that has us working additional hours? 

Wow. How long has 
that been going on? 

How is that affecting 
your family? Students? 

Is that OK with you? 



14 

Step 3. Educate/ Build a Vision – The Union Difference 

Now that you’ve begun to know their story, it is time to offer them hope. Hope comes from 
your power in numbers and a winnable plan. You could say something like:  

 

Step 4. Call The Question – Make The Ask 

Ask the potential member to be a part of the solution by taking a specific action. For a 
membership campaign, the specific action is joining the union by completing a membership 
form. Other actions may include signing a petition, attending a building meeting, wearing a 
union button on a particular day or joining a committee.  

When calling the question, it’s important to use a “hard ask” as opposed to a “soft ask.” 

A hard ask gets right to the heart of the matter and requires a clear yes-or-no response 
from the person. Once you’ve called the question, don’t be afraid to give the person time to 
respond before speaking. In fact, it’s best not say a word until they’ve given you a response, 
even if that means enduring a few minutes of awkward silence.  

Step 5. Set A Follow-Up Plan 

Agree on the next step and when to check back in. Maybe they are going to meet you 
Thursday to go to a membership meeting or maybe they’ll talk to two colleagues about 
filling out the interest card and membership form. It’s important to make the follow-up 
plans as specific as possible (i.e., date, time, location). Don’t forget to make a note of it after 
the conversation is finished! 

Remember, you’re not trying just to pull off this one action. You’re also trying to draw 
people gradually closer to the center and build an ongoing network of communication. 
You’re trying to make standing up, in an organized way, a normal and natural part of 
workplace life.  

Let me tell you about our union because I think you will find it a great place to connect with other educators 
from across the district: (recent victory, proudest moment, what we won recently, who the union representative 
is). That is what it means to act like a union. It is us coming together to change things that need to be changed, 
and secure what is going well. Does that make sense?” 

Will you help us address [Issue X] by 
completing this membership form and 

becoming a part of our union? 
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Step 6. Complete A Conversation Recap Form 

Immediately after you finish your conversation, and out of sight of your colleague, you 
want to complete a conversation recap form that records important details from the 
conversation. This could include the issue(s) they’ve identified as important to them; 
whether or not they completed a membership form; if they did not sign up then, what was 
holding them back; their level of support for the union or campaign (e.g., 1-5 scale); and the 
date and time of any follow up conversation. See Appendix D for a sample conversation 
recap form.  

Reminders on Active Listening: 

• Avoid distractions. Look the other person in the eye and put your phone away.

• Slow Down. Our brains process thoughts four times faster than spoken words. It’s
easy to skip ahead in a conversation, using your assumptions to fill in the gaps and
plan your response. RESIST this urge. Focus on what is actually being said.

• Do Not Interrupt. Take the time to hear the full story.

• Keep an Open Mind. Don’t assume you already know what someone cares about
just because they are a millennial people will surprise you.

• Do Not Fish. Avoid leading questions like “Don’t you agree that…”

• Practice Empathy. Sometimes people need to let off steam. Don’t discourage them.
Your immediate task is to hear what they have to say. NOT to judge.

• Show that you hear what they are saying. React, ask follow-up questions and
repeat back what you understood. If you don’t understand, ask.

• Find Common Ground. You don’t have to agree with every point but look for areas
of agreement and acknowledge where you differ.

• Don’t Feel You Need to Sell Something. An organizer is not a salesperson. You’re
genuinely looking to learn the other person’s point of view and create something
new together.

Answering Tough Questions: Affirm-Answer-Redirect 

Conversations often don’t go exactly the way we had initially planned and that is ok and 
normal. It is important to keep the focus on your message. When people come to you riled 
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up over the spin from education reformers or management, a good way to respond is 
“Affirm-Answer-Redirect.” 

Affirm: Let them know you’re listening, you understand and their feelings are valid. 
Potential members may be scared to speak up or upset by what they’ve heard. Many have 
grown up without unions and have internalized the negative misconceptions about unions. 
Don’t get mad at them – validate and educate. 

Answer: Give a truthful, concise answer to the question. Do not be evasive or your entire 
message will be lost. If there is a grain of truth to the message, say that up front. If you don’t 
know the answer, don’t guess. Tell them you’ll find out and get back to them. Make sure you 
follow through to maintain trust.  

Redirect: Once you’ve answered the question, don’t get bogged down in too much back-
and-forth about it. Instead, be ready with a question that brings the conversation back to 
your message. Below are some examples of “Affirm-Answer-Redirect” responses to 
common questions. 

QUESTIONS AFFIRM ANSWER REDIRECT 
Dues Costs: “I don’t 
think it is worth being 
involved with the union 
because dues are so 
expensive” 

I can understand 
why you would be 
concerned about 
dues. 

The dues are _________ 
per pay period. The 
way our dues work is 
________. 

How can you afford not to pay 
dues? There are two ways that we 
get power as a union. Money and 
people… 

Free Riders: “Why 
should I join? Because I 
do get the benefits 
without paying for it.” 

I can understand 
why you would feel 
that way. 

Currently, (% of 
members) of our 
colleagues pay dues 
to fund the 
bargaining of our 
contract.  

As you know, we are trying to 
address (insert issue here) this 
year and our association is 
working hard to make sure we 
are able to function as 
professionals in our work. We 
need everyone involved to win 
this fight. 

Bad/Lazy Workers: “I 
have heard that unions 
have members who are 
incredibly lazy or bad 
teachers. Why would I 
be involved with a union 
that is just going to 
protect bad educators?” 

I can understand 
your concern. I 
wouldn’t want to 
be a part of a union 
that protected bad 
educators. 

A union can’t protect 
anyone that is unable 
or unwilling to do 
their job. It is simply 
about having a fair 
set of rules that apply 
to everyone. 

There is a process for handling 
those unwilling or unable to do 
their job. All the union contract 
does is make sure that the same 
standards are applied to everyone 
and everyone receives due 
process. 

Futility: “Why should I 
be involved with the 
union? The union can’t 
do anything about 
classroom size.” 

I can understand 
your concern. 
Classroom size can 
be a challenging 
issue to address. 

In fact, union 
members have been 
able to get classroom 
size language into 
many of their 
contracts.  

Right now, that is a decision that 
is solely up to management. As a 
union if we fight together we can 
have a we can have a voice in 
decisions around classroom size. 
We deserve to be a part of the 
process.  

Strikes: “My 
superintendent told me 

I can understand 
why you would be 

The only time there 
is a strike is when an 

The superintendent knows that 
you can negotiate good contracts 
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the only weapon that 
the union has to get 
good agreements is to 
go on strike.” 

concerned. Nobody 
wants to go on 
strike unless it’s 
absolutely 
necessary. 

overwhelming 
majority of your co-
workers vote to go 
on strike. Only you 
and your co-workers 
can make this 
decision. 

every year, even without a strike. 
They want to talk about strikes 
instead of the issues that concern 
you. (Specify their issue). 

Self-interested: “I have 
heard that teacher 
unions care more about 
themselves than their 
students. I care about 
my kids. I’m not selfish.” 

I can understand 
your concern.  

There have been 
years of attempts to 
discredit educators. 
Human beings 
sometimes make 
mistakes, but no 
teacher got into this 
profession for the 
fame or fortune. 

Teachers get involved in their 
unions because they do care and 
know that their working 
conditions affect the ability for 
their students to learn. States and 
countries with strong unions 
actually produce higher student 
achievement results. When 
educators come together and act 
as a strong voice for public 
schools, they are able to push for 
more school funding, adequate 
resources for struggling children, 
and state assessments that 
measure genuine student 
progress rather than good test-
taking skills. 

Too Political/Liberal: 
“The union should stay 
out of politics. I’m a 
Republican, not a 
Democrat.” 

That’s a completely 
valid feeling. 

Because every 
decision about public 
schools is made by 
elected officials, we 
do endorse 
candidates and get 
involved in many 
issues at the federal, 
state and local levels. 

However, these decisions are 
made by members and any 
endorsement is based on a 
candidate’s support of public 
education and educators. We also 
legally cannot use member dues 
dollars for PACs and you are free 
to support whomever you think is 
best for education. 

VI. New Employee Orientations

New Employee Orientations (NEOs) are a proven, effective means of strengthening your 
union membership. Research shows that high-quality NEO programs increase the 
commitment of members to their union and have what has been called an “outsized” and 
“lasting” impact on the strength of unions. Studies also show that new hires who attend 
helpful orientations are not only more likely to feel a greater commitment to the union but 
also are significantly more likely to volunteer and participate in union activities and 
become more loyal union members.   

Providing a high-quality NEO provides new employees a positive first impression of the 
union as a support, offers new employees contacts for questions and concerns and lessens 
management’s influence on the employees’ views of the union.   

With Act 180’s expanded access to potential members, your employer is required by law to 
give the union access to New Employee Orientations or, if there is no orientation, a meeting 
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within 30 days of the hire date of new employees. If not during the orientation, the meeting 
must be held during regular work hours at the worksite for a duration of not less than 60 
minutes. Employees must be paid their regular rate of pay for attendance.  

New Employee List Acquisition and Pre-orientation Outreach 

It is best practice to do some outreach to new employees prior to your NEO. Your district 
should be providing you with a list of all new hires in the district along with all of their 
contact information.  They are supposed to do this automatically, but you should be 
proactively requesting this information. See Appendix A for a template request email 
for new employee information. 

In preparation for your New Employee Orientation, you will want to engage in some pre-
orientation outreach as a way of introducing yourself and your union to new employees. 
There are several different ways you can do this, all with different levels of engagement. 
Consider some of the following methods of engagement: 

● Mailing “Welcome” packets including:
○ A welcome letter (See Appendix C for a sample welcome letter)
○ Membership enrollment forms
○ Informational flyers that highlight union benefits

● Making phone calls to new hires introducing yourself and your union (See
Appendix D for a sample phone script)

● Visiting new employees’ homes to introduce yourself
● Hosting a “Meet Your Association” event

All of these are ways for your local association to engage with new hires prior to the 
beginning of the school year and introduce your union as a support system and advocate 
for new employees. 

New Employee Orientation Best Practices 

● Make a personal connection - First impressions matter!  This is likely the most
important opportunity to make a personal connection with new hires and to start
building those relationships.

● Define the union early and in your terms - Without your presence at NEOs, it will
be management who will be giving new employees their initial opinions and views
of the union and what it does. It is guaranteed that management will not be
promoting your interests or going out of their way to encourage new hires to join
the union.

● Position the union as the best source of information and support - You want to
be who new hires think to come to for answers to questions and general support.
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● Make a direct membership ask - This is where you will be making your first direct
membership ask. You want new employees to understand the importance of
collective power and ask them to join you as a member of the union.

● Provide new employees with opportunities to plug in - Share ways that
members can get involved in the union. This can be through professional
development, leadership roles, attending school board meetings or getting involved
in political action to support pro-public education candidates or campaigns.

Preparing for New Employee Orientation 

There is some preparation that goes into setting up a New Employee Orientation that 
should be done prior to the day.   

Make sure that you have welcome materials prepared for each new employee who will be 
attending. You should include membership forms, informational flyers and samples of 
local/state newsletters.   

Facilitators and member volunteers should be selected intentionally. They should be a 
diverse group in terms of gender, age, race and include members from different job 
classifications who are able to talk about the value of membership from their personal 
experience. Make sure to include experienced educators as well as early career educators 
who can share their commitment to the union. You will also want to have enough 
volunteers so that you are able to conduct one-on-one conversations with each new 
employee.   

Tracking data from New Employee Orientations is important. Record the number of one-
on-one conversations that took place and the outcomes of those conversations. Use New 
Educator Cards to get information and data about potential members’ specific issues and 
interests. This will help develop programming and training at the local and state level that 
is geared toward new employee interests and needs.  

A strong agenda identifying what you will cover, as well as who will cover it is critical. See 
below for a sample orientation agenda: 
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Following Up 
 
Perhaps the most important aspect of engagement with new employees is following up 
with them after the new employee orientation following the start of the school year. Within 
the first few weeks of the new year, you will want to make sure that you follow up and 
connect with every new employee.   
 
Building reps in each building are going to be the key players in these follow ups as they 
are the ones with the most contact and will be working to make those connections and 
build relationships.  Have building reps schedule a time to meet with new employees to 
check in and see how they are doing, how the start of the school year is going for them and 
find out if they have any questions they need answered or any issues that are concerning 
them. This will further establish the union as a trusted and valuable resource for 
information and advice.  
 
The follow up is also a time to make a second direct membership ask if they have not yet 
joined the union. Bring a completed copy of an enrollment form ready to go or a device to 
complete a Join Now application. You want signing up to be as easy for them as possible.   
 

Sample Membership Ask 
 

“I am here today to ask you to join us. As a union, we have developed the resources 
and support you need to thrive because we have been there. Every one of us has 
stepped into the classroom for the first time at some point.  It can be isolating, but 
there is power in numbers. When we come together through our union, we get closer 
to getting the schools our children deserve.” 
 



 

 

 

21 

Lastly, this is a time to make a leadership assessment of your new employees based on your 
conversations. Consider whether a new member might be someone who you could 
consider a potential future leader in your union and whether or not they are a strong union 
supporter who will be engaged and active in union activities.   
 
Remember, a solid and well-planned New Employee Orientation can lead to new employees 
who are more favorably inclined toward union membership and are more actively engaged 
in union activities. They are a crucial part of your New Educator campaign and can have a 
lasting impact on the strength of your union. 
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Appendix A. Template New Employee Information & Orientation Access Request Email 

Subject: Association Request for New Hire Information & Orientation Access 

Dear [Business Office/ Human Resources Contact], 

I am reaching out to you on behalf of [Local Association] to make two requests pursuant to 
16 V.S.A. § 1984 of the Vermont Statutes. 

First, we ask that you please provide the Association with the following information for 
new employees hired into the bargaining unit(s) within 10 calendar days of the hire date: 
name, job title, worksite location, hire date, home address, work and personal email 
addresses, and home and personal cellular phone numbers, to the extent that you are in 
possession of such information.  

To make things easier, we suggest that you provide the Association with new hire lists, 
using the attached Excel file template, every two weeks beginning July 15 (provided new 
hires were made during that period). Please send new hire information to ____________ at 
the following email address:_______________. 

Second, we respectfully request the opportunity to meet with new employees for no less 
than 60 minutes during new employee orientations for the 2021-2022 school year. We ask 
that you please notify us of the date, time and location of any planned orientations for new 
hires. Additionally, we ask that you notify us of the time designated for the Association’s 
presentation to new employees. 

If no orientations are planned, we ask that you please work with the Association to 
facilitate meetings with new hires, during the work day, within the first 30 days of the start 
of the new school year. 

Thank you for your cooperation. Please do not hesitate to contact me if you have any 
questions. 

Sincerely, 

[Local Association Leader] 

https://legislature.vermont.gov/statutes/section/16/057/01984


23 

Appendix B. BRAG Sheet Template 

B.R.A.G. Sheet 

Benefits – What are the advantages of 
membership in our union? (i.e. A collective 
voice for public education) 

Resources – How does our union support us 
and help us to be the best educators we can 
be? 

Achievements – What have we achieved that 
makes a difference in the lives of students?  

Goals – What achievements are we (or 
should we) working to accomplish that will 
make a difference in the lives of students? 
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Appendix C. Organizing Conversation Recap Form 

Potential Member Name:   

Date: Building/Room: 

Organizer Name: 

Commitments 

New Educator Card Complete: Y / N / M Membership 

Enrollment Form Complete: Y/ N/ M 

Assessment 

1. Activist 2. Supporter 3. Disengaged 4. Hostile

Follow Up Date/Time/Location: 

Issue(s) 

Additional Comments 



25 

Appendix D. Sample Letter to New Hires 

Dear ____________________, 

Welcome to the [Your school district], where you will make a difference in the lives of 
students every day. The [Your Local Association’s name] is driven by dedicated educators, 
just like you, who advocate for students, the profession, our classrooms, and our 
community.  

With the [local Association], you are never on your own. When you join us, you are also a 
member of the Vermont-NEA and the National Education Association, where 3 million 
educators across the country share your passion for public education.  

Being an educator isn’t a job, it’s a calling. It’s also personally rewarding and professionally 
demanding. That’s why your Union strives to provide you with the support you need to be 
great at what you do.  

We are looking forward to meeting you at [local association]’s portion of our district’s New 
Employee Orientation on [date/time of orientation].  I will be there along with our union’s 
building representatives for each building and our union leaders to meet you and to help 
answer any questions you might have as you start this new journey here at [your district]. 

Finally, if you just joined, welcome to our union! If you haven't joined yet, you can join at 
https://join.nea.org/vermont/ or use the enclosed membership form.  We will also have 
forms right at Orientation. Join Today!  

Sincerely,  

[Your Name] 

[Your Union Position, Your Local Association] 

[Your School] 

[Your email address] 

https://join.nea.org/vermont/
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Appendix E. Sample Phone Script for Contacting New Hires 

Hi, is __________ available! My name is ____________ and I am a [Your Position] at [Your Work 
Location]. I’m also the [Your Union Role] for our union, [Local Association Name]. 

I’m calling on behalf of [Local Association Name] to welcome you to our school district and 
invite you to the union’s orientation for new employees on [Date/Time] at [Location]. 

Will you be attending the orientation? 

Yes - Great! We look forward to seeing you there! 

No - That’s okay. I would be happy to fill you in on all the important union-related 
information we will cover during orientation. Is there a day and time that works 
well for you?  

I’m also calling to see if you have any questions about our district that I might be able to 
answer or if there is anything we can do to make your transition as smooth as possible.  

What questions do you have for me? 

[Respond to questions and take notes - promise to follow up with an answer if there’s 
something you don’t know] 

It was a pleasure chatting with you and I look forward to meeting you in person at the 
orientation on [Date/Time]. Enjoy the rest of your day! 
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