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INTRODUCTION 

Welcome to the Young Democratic Socialists! 
 

    As democratic socialists, we share a profound belief that a 
better world is possible.  We are committed to working towards 
greater economic and social justice so that the needs of 
everyone can be met as opposed to the further enrichment of 
a privileged few. In order to achieve a truly just and democratic 
society in which ordinary people assume control over their own 
lives, the economy and many government institutions must be 
radically transformed.  Only by joining together in collective 
action are we able to bring about the progressive changes our 
world so desperately needs.  Activists who share our 
commitment to the ideals of democratic socialism have a vital 
role to play in building these movements for change.   

    The Young Democratic Socialists (YDS) are the youth 
section of the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA), and 
we’re the only U.S. member of the International Union of 
Socialist Youth (IUSY), the largest youth political organization 
in the world.  YDS has a proud history of organizing for justice.  
As an organization of youth and student activists, YDS was 
heavily involved in the movement in the eighties against 
apartheid in South Africa and the movement against the prison 
industrial complex that grew in the nineties.  We continue to 
play a principled role in struggles for social and economic 
justice - fighting for change in our communities, on our 
campuses, at the ballot box and beyond.   

    As evidenced by the Civil Rights and anti-war movements of 
the 1960’s, students and youth have played an extremely 
crucial part in the transformation of American politics by 
providing a tremendous force for both political and cultural 
change.  Students and youth in the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC) constantly pushed the Civil 
Rights movement of the sixties forward, and the Students for a 
Democratic Society (SDS) were an important part of the anti-
war movement of the same time.   

    Socialists and young people have not only organized in their 
communities, but also in the educational institutions that are 
vital to American political culture. This is discussed in the Port 
Huron Statement, the founding document of the Students for a 
Democratic Society, which asks:  

Where else can power and vision be summoned? We believe 
that the universities are an overlooked seat of influence. First, 
the university is located in a permanent position of social 
influence. Its educational function makes it indispensable and 
automatically makes it a crucial institution in the formation of 
social attitudes. Second, in an unbelievably complicated world, 
it is the central institution for organizing, evaluating and 
transmitting knowledge. 

Essentially, colleges and universities are the places where 
ideas are formulated and policy debated and developed. It is 
critical for YDS to be an active part of that discussion.  We 
have to organize effectively to change people’s 
misconceptions about socialism, to broaden political debate, 
and to fight the cynicism and apathy all political groups face on 
and off campus today. In our daily lives, young people can 
help turn the tide against oppression and the myths 
surrounding the “virtues” of greed. 
 

 
PART I ORGANIZING:  

Getting Started!  Forming a YDS Chapter 
 

     The Midwest Academy says that organizing is 
“overwhelmingly about personal relationships… the 
relationships organizers develop are their most important 
resource and forming relationships their most important talent.”  
Forming a YDS chapter is about building bonds of mutual trust 
with other people committed to social justice.  The comrades 
you develop through YDS, on your campus, in your 
community, and nationally, will last a lifetime and will 
constantly inspire and empower you, not to mention help 
sustain you in the struggle and make sure you are having fun 
as you change the world! 

     When you approach someone, be they a friend, an 
acquaintance, or a sympathetic stranger about becoming 
involved with YDS (or for that matter about any issue on which 
you want them to take action) there are few guidelines you 
should keep in mind.  Not only will this help develop your 
relationship with folks, it’ll help you understand their 
motivations and the issues they care about. Organizing a 
conversation into a “one-on-one,” and following a few simple 
steps will greatly help you locate a community of comrades 
and allies:  
 

Start the conversation: be confident, reasonable and 
considerate.  
Get them talking, then practice active listening: what 
kinds of issues are they interested in?  Get them talking 
about themselves. 
Educate and ‘agitate’: provide information about YDS, 
our goals, and what you’d like to do that would address 
some of the issues that they mentioned as motivating 
them.  Talk about why it’s important for them to get 
involved. 
Assess their support: how can you tell if they’re 
intrigued or scared?  Ask them straight up: will you help 
me start a YDS chapter (or will you help plan a labor 
solidarity campaign, or will you come to this teach-in, 
etc.).   
Move them to action and get a commitment: if they say 
they will help out in some way, ask them to take a 
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specific action.  Take into consideration their time 
constraints and skills, and make your “ask” big or small 
accordingly.  Then make a follow-up plan (attending a 
chapter planning meeting, attending an event, putting up 
posters, etc.).   

 

ONE | Forming an Organizing Committee 

The first step in forming a kick-ass YDS chapter is forming 
an Organizing Committee (OC). The goal in forming an OC is 
to get about three to five people who are interested in doing 
the necessary work to start a chapter. If you haven’t already 
done this, ask the YDS national office for possible contacts in 
your area. There may be none, but in larger cities there tends 
to be a few YDS and DSA members or folks who have 
expressed interest and provided their contact information to 
the national organization.  Likely, there are a handful of 
members, faculty contacts, and sympathizers in your proximity, 
and sometimes connecting with these folks is the best way to 
get started. 

Next, talk to your friends, classmates, or coworkers. If there 
is someone who regularly vocalizes concerns about the state 
of affairs, try to get them interested in joining you in taking 
steps to realized change.  Get them involved!  Many people 
will be curious, and willing to give it a try. Finally, if there are 
no contacts in your area and you don’t know anyone who 
wants to join, there are other ways to find members. These are 
discussed in the Publicity section. Check that part of the 
guide for advice on ads, posters, tabling, and more. 

If you do these simple steps, you should be able to recruit a 
few members to form an OC. If you’re still stuck after all this, 
please don’t hesitate to call the national office at 212.727.8610 
extension 24 (office) or 917.662.0276 (cell) to brainstorm other 
ideas. 

 

TWO | The First Meetings 

Now that you have an OC, set up a planning meeting so 
you can discuss strategy as a group. Basically, the point of an 
Organizing Committee is to prepare for a first general 
meeting.  At the OC meeting, be prepared to answer 
questions, but try to keep it as friendly and casual as possible. 
You might start with a brief discussion of what YDS is and 
what Democratic Socialism is, and then talk about why you 
want to start a chapter.   

Here are some things that differentiate YDS from other 
activist groups: 1) we do multi-issue organizing, which helps 
draw the connections between different forms of oppression. 
But, we go beyond that; 2) we name the system (Capitalism) 
as part of a broader analysis of power relations, unlike many 

multi-issue groups.  But, unlike some other anti-capitalist 
groups, 3) we take electoral politics seriously.  We can use our 
privilege to improve oppressed people’s lives now as well as 
our own, rather than throwing ourselves against the entire 
capitalist system ineffectually; and we can make a profound 
impact on the way power-politics operate when we get out the 
vote for candidates (especially at the local level!) who really 
share our dreams.  There is no telling what a grassroots, mass 
movement of ordinary people around socialist ideals could 
accomplish if we could move our dreams and analysis from the 
fringe to more involved practices of politics.  Also unlike some 
other lefty groups, 4) we have a very democratic structure and 
encourage debate and discussion, rather than forcing 
adherence to a particular viewpoint or “party line.” Finally, 
related to the previous point, 5) we unite theory and practice

 

—
we both struggle in the streets and develop our socialist ideas 
and educate each other through discussion.   

That said, once everyone is pumped about democratic 
socialism and YDS, remember to make it clear that the first 
order of business is to form a chapter.  This is the best way to 
stay organized, maintain visibility, and be able to press your 
demands on targets, all with the strength of a well-formed 
chapter.  Now you can get to the more exciting stuff: After 
answering basic questions, have a brief discussion on the 
OC’s collective vision for the organization and the political “lay 
of the land” so you’ll know how a YDS chapter will best fit with 
your political environment.  Every campus and community is 
different, therefore, each YDS chapter relates to its campus or 
community in a unique way.   

     During your first meeting, you should discuss the “political 
turf” that your YDS chapter will be dealing with.  If there are 
already tons of progressive groups, you might function as a 
multi-issue group that connects the dots about different forms 
of oppression, or as a more discussion-oriented group, where 
all your members are active in other activist groups and you 
lend YDS’s name to campaigns as a coalition partner, while 
your primary YDS activity might be to organize film showings 
or book discussions, host events and social gatherings about 
democratic socialism and how it informs your activism.  On 
more conservative campuses you might serve as the only 
opposition voice to the right-wing, so you’d structure your 
organizing quite differently.  Every campus is unique, so it’s 
definitely best to have a discussion with the YDS national 
organizer to talk about your campus and strategize on how you 
can succeed and find your niche. 

Here are some questions to consider in getting to know 
your campus or community.  Taking the time to answer these 
will really help you get a sense of what role your YDS chapter 
will fulfill:  
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 Is your school residential or commuter, urban or 
rural?  If it's commuter, are there other campus groups 
that are 
successful, and if so, how do they operate?  When and 
where do they advertise and meet?  Is it on or off 
campus? 
 
  What is the student body or community like with 
respect to: 

    …class, race, ethnicity, gender, religion? 
    …public or private? 

   …size of school? 
 
 How much political activity is there on campus or 
community?  Does something else dominate student 
time 
(sports, theatre, etc)?   
  
  What are the other political groups on campus 
(allies, opposition, moderates), and what's the 
general atmosphere (left, right, relatively 
indifferent)?  Are there other socialist groups around, 
including in the community, and how are they viewed? 
 
  Do politics center around student government, 
single issue groups, or identity-based groups? Is 
there already a multi-issue progressive group?  Is 
there an unsatisfied interest out there that you can 
organize? 
 
  What are the politics of the Student Government 
Association (SGA) (for campus chapters)? 
 
  Are there funds for student groups, and if so, how 
do you get them (this is often related to the question 
about the politics of the SGA)?  What other resources 
are available (materials, office space, etc.)? 
 
 How do you “officially” register a new group (for 
campus based YDS chapters)? 
 
  How do you reserve rooms to meet? 
 
  Where do people gather on campus? 
 
  Where do people get their information on campus? 
 
  What are publicity regulations, and when are 
posters torn down? 

 

The Organizing Committee should also define its short-term 
goals, including establishing a chapter and increasing 
membership.  Finally, discuss and delegate tasks to the 
members of the Organizing Committee to get together the first 
general meeting, which is one of the most important tasks for a 
chapter because it launches the chapter and should develop a 
strong base of members. Tasks that are necessary to have a 

successful meeting include securing a good location, strong 
publicity, turnout calls the night before, creating the agenda 
and choosing someone to facilitate the meeting.  To organize 
all these tasks, it can be very helpful to create a timeline (for 
example, three weeks out invite a speaker, reserve a room, 
and table every day in the student center.  Two weeks out, 
figure out an agenda, plaster campus with posters and 
banners, pick a facilitator, send out emails to progressive 
campus and community groups, keep tabling, and try to recruit 
all your friends.  One week out, do another round of major 
publicity with posters, chalking, emails, etc., and phonebank 
everyone you’ve signed up from tabling one or two nights 
before). 

Location: Where will people be comfortable? The first 
item is securing a good location for your first general meeting.  
As with most meetings that you will be a part of planning in the 
future, it should be in a place easily accessible to the group 
that you are trying to organize, in public areas where people 
would be comfortable to go, at a time that would be convenient 
for them.  For example, if you are organizing at school, your 
meeting should be on campus, at a time in which students 
would be able to attend (after classes).  If you are organizing in 
a community, it should be centrally located, such as at a 
community center or library.  Union locals and liberal churches 
will often have space you can use. You can also have the 
meeting at your home or in a restaurant or bar, but for obvious 
reasons these are each more problematic.  

After deciding these basic parameters, you should 
immediately start (if you haven’t already) in securing this 
location on as regular a basis as possible, for instance, once a 
week at the same time on the same day.  In most cases, it is 
best to meet weekly if possible. Your first general meeting 
should just be the beginning of many to come.  You should be 
able to invite new members to the next meeting the following 
week; otherwise you might lose potential activists to a lull in 
momentum.   

If you are on campus, securing a location is relatively easy. 
Most schools have meeting areas for student organizations.  
Often, you must be a Registered Student Organization [RSO] 
(or the school’s equivalent) in order to book room space.  (See 
the section later on “Becoming a Student Organization”).  
However, in most cases, the school is happy to allow new 
groups to hold meetings in some space if they are actively 
pursuing RSO status.  If you don’t have time to jump through 
the hoops necessary to become an RSO before you want to 
meet, simply have your meeting in some other public space, 
such as in the student union or lounge.  It is not ideal, as it will 
provide more distractions, but if it is the only way to get the ball 
rolling, go for it.   
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Publicity: Getting people involved!  We’re all in YDS 
because we have a vision for a better future.  But, we can’t get 
there alone, so we need to spread the word and find other 
folks who want to join us in the movement for justice.  
Especially when you’re starting out, it’s important to create a 
good “buzz” on campus. Be sure to do as much publicity as 
possible, especially about your first general meeting or kick-off 
event:  for example, you might put up banners, set up a table 
in a busy part of campus, chalk campus walkways, or ask 
sympathetic professors to make announcements or let you 
come to their class.  The important thing is to spread the 
energy and excitement around.  If people feel like this 
organization is better equipped to actually do something, and if 
you all have such a good time doing it, then people will surely 
be drawn to your group.  Think creatively and think fun, and 
you are sure to come up with ways to get kids out there (you 
might want to skip down to the Publicity Section briefly for 
many more ideas)!  

Finally, consider making turnout calls one or two days 
before your event.  All of the names and phone numbers that 
you have collected over the past days/weeks of tabling and 
talking to people should now be put to good use.  Consider 
compiling these contacts into a consolidated list so that they 
are easily accessible.  They will come in handy every time you 
are planning an event, having a meeting, or anything else that 
might require your public face.  Invite them to the general 
meeting, specifying the time, place and date.  Basically, start 
with a brief spiel and be ready to answer questions. Since all 
of these people signed your list, they’ll be at least interested in 
what you have to say. If you do this, you are more likely to get 
a greater number of people that signed up at your table to your 
meeting. You should send an announcement out to any local 
progressive email list-serves that exist. Beyond that, it is good 
to contact other friendly organizations (such as progressive, 
identity-based, or student/community groups, etc.) and faculty.  
Let them know of your first meeting, invite members and state 
your willingness to work with them once you are organized. 

 

Agenda: Make it interesting! The next item that should be 
prepared before you have the kick-off public meeting is 
developing an agenda: a list of items to be discussed. 
Otherwise, your meeting may devolve into chaos.  

A basic first meeting agenda would begin with introductions 
around the room.  For example, each attendee could state 
their name, their major/job, their year in school if they’d like, 
their favorite hobby and the reason that they came to the 
meeting that day. Make sure to pass around a sign-in sheet for 
people who are there to collect phone number and emails. 

This should be followed by an introduction to YDS.  
Someone in the Organizing Committee should have a 
relatively brief statement about YDS prepared (5 minutes or 
so).  The statement should include the core unifying tenets of 
the organization (such as democracy, solidarity, liberty, justice 
and equality), the national/international organization (people 
are often comforted by knowing that they are not alone in this 
struggle), and the types of things that a democratic socialist 
campus/community group could do (i.e., activism, discussion 
groups, etc.).  Talk about why we call ourselves socialists.  
This statement could be split up among more than one person 
(in fact, it is better that way).   

You could then have a speaker, such as the YDS national 
organizer, another YDS leader (elected leadership or longtime 
activists), or even well-known DSA members, such as Barbara 
Ehrenreich, Cornel West, or Dolores Huerta.  A good speaker, 
particularly a well-known one, can help get the student body 
excited about the organization. You could also facilitate a 
discussion to get people talking.  As it is a first meeting, it’s 
good to discuss something simple, like “what is the biggest 
issue to you in America today?” This discussion, if facilitated 
properly, can engage the new members and get them excited 
about doing something about issues of common concern.  A 
great way to keep track of people’s concerns and what your 
chapter could about them is to write them down as people say 
them (best on a large piece of paper so everyone can keep 
track as well).  If the discussion could then turn towards an 
outline of ideas for projects that would address all these 
concerns, all the better.  You may want to keep a mental tally 
for yourself of the issues that people brought up and what the 
best way to engage each person in any one aspect of this list 
of concerns.     

The last item on the agenda should allow for some time for 
announcements.  At that point, someone should also 
announce the time and place of the next YDS meeting as well 
as what the group will be doing from now until the next 
meeting (i.e., how can we put these ideas into action, at the 
next meeting we will discuss what projects we want to work on 
for the year/semester, etc.).   

A sample agenda that might include all of these things (in a 
made-up locale “metropolis”) would look as follows.  Just be 
conscious of time as people might get restless after a long 
while.  Keep the meeting on track and dynamic and you won’t 
have that problem. 
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Young Democratic Socialists of Metropolis 

General Meeting 

Sept. 6th, Student Center Rm. 101 

1.) Introductions 

     A. What are we all about?  (name, major/job, year in school,   
favorite hobby, and why did we come tonight?)    

     B. What’s YDS all about? 

2.) Speaker and/or Discussion: What is the biggest issue to you in 
America today?  

3.) Announcements 

 

Facilitator: Keep it going. It is also very important to pick 
a facilitator for this meeting. We will spend time on “Facilitating 
a Meeting” later in the guide, since that will be a necessary 
skill for all future organizing. But simply put, a good meeting 
facilitator should make sure that everyone gets to speak, that 
nobody dominates discussion, and that the group stays on 
task.  Two people can share this job at a meeting. 

Ending: Leave folks wanting more! Be sure your meeting 
has a good ending. Have a time set and don’t let it drag on. If 
people leave before the meeting is officially over, they may not 
be coming back. Thank everyone for coming, announce (or 
decide) the next meeting time and place and make sure 
anyone who has agreed to do something knows what they’ve 
agreed to do. When the meeting is over, however, don’t run 
off. People will often hang out and talk. People too timid to 
speak up and ask questions in the meeting may want to ask 
you something afterwards. Make yourself accessible. Perhaps 
invite everyone to go to a nearby restaurant. At this meeting 
and all others, avoid being cliquish!  Remember, we’re all 
brothers and sisters in the struggle, and no one sticks around if 
they feel rejected.  

Your first public meeting is very important. It’s the time to 
bring in interested folks and explain YDS, talk about activist 
plans, and make friends. For a lot of people, this may be the 
first time they’ve met other left-leaning folks. The meeting 
should be impressive, but not intimidating. It shouldn’t be too 
formal, but it should be structured. We’ll talk more about 
meetings later, but remember, every meeting could be 
somebody’s first meeting, so being welcoming is key. 

 

THREE | Turning Your OC into a Chapter 

As you get going and begin to build up a regular 
membership, you should become an ‘official’ chapter. You’ll 

want to register with both YDS and your school. You’ll want to 
generally establish yourselves as an entity, make an email list 
and phone tree, perhaps even open a bank account, etc.    

Becoming a YDS Chapter A YDS chapter is made up of 
five or more YDS members. Contact the national office, submit 
the names, contact info and addresses of the members, and 
voila, you are a chapter. Oh, you also have to pay dues… 
Unlike some leftist organizations that shall remain nameless, 
YDS does not hound, harass, or harangue our members for 
money. Nor do we insist on people selling our publication, “The 
Activist.” However, we like dues money. We really, really like 
dues money, because without it we can’t function. It also 
makes it hard for us to provide you, chapters, with the 
materials and support necessary to sustain national or even 
some local activist campaigns. 

The other thing to consider is who in the chapter might want 
to get involved in YDS at the national level. Once the chapter 
is up and running, it can be helpful to delegate or elect people 
from the chapter to serve on the YDS national committees 
(feminist, anti-racist, international, and organizing), which are 
open to any YDS member.  Folks who are interested in 
learning about coordinating a national activist organization, 
should consider running to be on the YDS Coordinating 
Committee. People are elected at the annual summer 
conference and serve one year terms. More information can 
be found on the YDS national website, www.ydsusa.org. 

Becoming a Recognized Student Organization   
Depending on your school, this will almost certainly be more 
difficult than becoming a YDS chapter. Schools may require a 
minimum number of student members (5-15), a faculty advisor, 
or a constitution, and will probably make you sit through some 
boring meetings. However, this is almost always worth it.   
Registered student organizations (RSOs) can get money and 
even office space at some schools. Doing things on campus 
(like booking rooms) will be easier if you are registered, and 
may be impossible if you are not. Contact the University to find 
out the exact procedure. Find out all the resources you can 
get, and exploit the hell out of them.   Establish good relations 
with the office of student activities on your campus, since 
antagonizing them can endanger the chapter status as a 
registered club.  Know deadlines and learn all the bureaucratic 
procedures necessary for chapter events, and investigate all 
the possibilities for achieving a more visible presence on 
campus.   

Some schools may block you from becoming an RSO, in 
which case you should call the YDS national office for ideas.  
Often if you’re being blocked from forming an official chapter 
for bogus reasons, other progressive groups are too, and it 
may be something you can build a coalition around and fight 
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the administration to distribute resources more fairly to student 
groups. For example, the Rutgers University YDS chapter has 
been told that they are too similar to other political groups on 
campus, even though there are only the College Democrats 
and the College Republicans, of which we are clearly neither, 
and no socialist groups!  It turns out the Rutgers is also saying 
the same thing to an ACLU student group, so perhaps a 
campaign is in order…  

Phone Trees When you want to mobilize supporters 
quickly, a phone tree is a useful and efficient tool. Phone trees 
can be generated from a sign-up sheet at a general meeting. 
From this list, elect a phone tree coordinator who is 
responsible for triggering a mass calling. The coordinator 
organizes the information to be announced, then alerts the 
phone tree volunteers (‘branches’, if you will), who each have 
a list of people to call with information about the next big 
meeting or event. For regular meetings, you only want to call 
members of your core group, though it’s useful to email 
everyone else once in awhile about the regular meeting times.

Email Setting up a list-serve for members and people who 
have signed up can help keep people abreast of upcoming 
events and meetings, but 

 
For large public events, assigning each core member 5-10 
additional supporters on their “branch” (as well as the contact 
persons for other organizations) to notify can turn out a large 
crowd. The coordinator should check with phone tree 
volunteers to verify that calls are being made, and also be 
prepared to take up the slack if necessary.  

never rely solely on email

Opening a Bank Account Even though you won’t start out 
with much money, this is a good thing to do. Many banks will 
let small, non-profit groups open free checking accounts. Your 
school may provide a service for recognized groups. Either 
way, this is a good idea and will make things a lot easier. 
People are more willing to donate if they make the check out to 
“Young Democratic Socialists, Metropolis University,” as 
opposed to “Lex Luthor.” You will need to get a taxpayer ID 
number in order to open a bank account. These are available 
from the IRS, even online, if you don’t mind that Mr. Ashcroft 
may be looking over your commie pinko shoulder. 

. E-mail is 
easy and can reach a lot of people in a short time, but they are 
also easily overlooked (how many times have you simply 
deleted message after message without really looking at the 
content?).  The best way to really reach people is to call them.  
It might be helpful to have a general announcement listserve 
that you add people to when they sign up at a YDS table, and 
always announce regular meetings and events to, plus an 
internal listserve for discussion and planning. 

     Buying Stuff There are a few things you may want to 
consider purchasing early on. A second-hand bullhorn or 

megaphone can be found on the Internet for around $50 if you 
plan to do some major campaigning. Newer or nicer ones cost 
more, but having a bullhorn will make any protest or rally much 
easier (and louder). If your chapter plans on being an active, 
noise-making group, it’s a must have. A button-maker is also a 
great investment. Having buttons every time you table is a 
great way to make money and spread your message.  Other 
items will come up, of course, which brings us to… 

     Raising Money A typical YDS chapter will have a small 
budget, dominated by printing costs. Other things that might 
come up would include one time purchases (a bullhorn or 
table, for instance), infrastructure costs (a PO Box or internet 
account), travel costs for national or regional protests or YDS 
conferences and events, and costs for an event (rental and 
refreshments for a film showing, perhaps).  

     Money can come from several sources. First, you can hit up 
members. Your chapter can pay dues to the chapter as well as 
the national, to give your bank account a little starting money. 
Members will often put up a little cash for small, spontaneous 
expenditures, but don’t expect anyone to enjoy making a habit 
of it. Regular tabling can bring in some donations, especially if 
you’re talking about a hot-button issue at the time.  

     For more money, you’re going to have to solicit donations. 
First, try the school. For registered organizations, there will be 
a process for applying to the school for money. For example, 
at the University of Chicago the YDS chapter was able to get 
several thousand dollars to host a two-day Midwest Academy 
organizing training on campus, provided they made it open to 
all members of the university community and made a formal 
proposal for the money months in advance. Besides the 
school, ask local unions, faith-based organizations, or 
community organizations with wealthier members than your 
broke-ass YDS chapter. Typically, older leftists are more than 
willing to hand over money to younger activists. They give the 
money; we give our time and energy.  

     The most important thing in asking for money is telling 
people what it is for and then using it well. While a union or 
group may be willing to give you a small start-up donation, 
after that, they’re much more willing to give you money if you 
are asking for a specific reason, and can point to other times 
when you used their donation well.  

     Anytime you have an event, pass the hat, or ask for 
donations at the door. You usually can’t charge admission if 
you’re showing a film, but you can always ask people to make 
donations. Don’t bore people to death with pleas for money 
like certain groups do, but the phrase “a small donation to help 
cover the cost of putting this on” is never amiss at a non-
protest event. (Asking for money at rallies is tacky. You can 
raise money for a cause, but don’t try and make money by 
protesting. If you have a literature table set up, though, it’s 
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okay to set out a donation tin.) Finally, you should also 
consider having events that function solely as fundraisers. 
Having a friend’s band play or throwing a ‘Socialist Party’ can 
be a great way to raise money and put the social in socialism.  
Throwing joint parties with other student/activist orgs can be 
fun and encourage greater cooperation between groups. 
 

 

PART II ACTION:   

Campaigns and Action for Change 

 

     As Frederick Douglass famously said, “without struggle 
there is no progress…power concedes nothing without a 
demand.”   

     A great deal of the work of any YDS chapter will be spent 
on action, as part of a strategic campaign for social change. 
Democratic socialism is about fighting for structural changes in 
our society, empowering the oppressed and building a 
movement to challenge capitalism, sexism, racism, 
homophobia and imperialism, and having a vision for a better, 
more just future.  

     Many YDSers are students, and as such we have 
enormous power to use our relative privilege to support the 
struggles of others.  For example, we can speak up about bad 
working conditions on campus, where workers trying to form a 
union could be penalized.  We also have the ability to influence 
huge actors in capitalism—colleges and universities—to make 
institutional changes and shift the balance of power or create a 
climate where hope and further victories are more possible.  
For example, a living wage campaign on campus would 
certainly help workers earn more money, but it wouldn’t have 
the same lasting, structural shifts of power that winning a union 
campaign could, because when workers form a union, they 
have an organization that can literally stand up management 
over everything in the workplace, from wages to benefits to 
dignity and respect. 

     Another way to think about it is this: some campaigns have 
a specific target in the community, like the university 
administrator who makes decisions about working conditions, 
and it’s important to remember that campaigns to change 
specific things on our own campuses can often have a huge 
impact on things happening nationally or internationally.  
Educating people about a specific issue, such as the benefits 
of a union in general, in absence of a target or way to make 
real change now, is less useful.  Therefore, every tactic we use 
(teach-ins, rallies, press conferences) should be part of a 
bigger plan (raising a ruckus and forcing the administration to 
be neutral in an employee union campaign, for example, or 

pressuring your state Senators and Representatives to vote for 
the Employee Free Choice Act, which makes it more fair and 
easy for workers to form unions).   

    Of course, getting away from the workers’ rights issue, there 
are plenty of other struggles that YDS supports, such as 
defending affirmative action, increasing access to reproductive 
and sexual healthcare for all and abortion rights for women, 
ending U.S. imperialist conquest abroad, shifting away from 
our reliance on dirty and unhealthy energy sources and ending 
environmental racism, and redirecting our collective tax dollars 
to benefit all of us through quality public services.  These are 
all struggles we can engage in, and they all have elements that 
not only create change, but empower people to make sure that 
the improvements truly last.   

     Since YDS is out to transform society, and since we are 
interested in many important issues, many chapters often have 
difficulty deciding where to focus their attention.  Consider 
these questions: Are some members particularly interested in 
one issue and willing to devote time to work on it?  Is there an 
issue of local relevance that you could work on together with 
the community?  Is the rest of YDS working on a national 
project in which your chapter could play a role? 

 

A good YDS campaign or project does several things: 

--It focuses on an issue that is relevant and exciting to young 
people. 

--It allows chapter to make specifically socialist arguments 
about key issues. 

--It facilitates close cooperation with other progressive student 
organizations, unions or community groups. 

--It raises the profile of the organization, and attracts new 
members. 

--It is fun and educational for YDS activists working on it. 

  

    Figuring out a good strategy to run this kind of campaign is 
best done by brainstorming a plan and timeline with a YDS 
organizer prior to launching, but the tactical elements are 
reviewed below.  Whether as a part of an ongoing campaign 
on campus or in solidarity with a national or international 
campaign or protest, your chapter will often be planning, 
carrying out, or assessing an action. Actions take many forms, 
from a mild press conference to a fiery rally. In this section 
we’ll start with an overview of good campaign strategy and the 
basic considerations in having an action, and then go through 
some of the process in putting on two general types of actions: 
a teach-in/educational forum, and a rally/protest. 
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ONE | Planning an Event 

     The group taking on the campaign should hold a 
brainstorming session in which ideas are thrown out without 
criticism.  Next, discuss and evaluate each idea and 
determine, as a group, the best course of action.  List the 
ideas on paper.  Decide:  what are the best reasons 
(pressuring the Administration, educating students, etc.) and 
methods for taking action. Possible types of activities include:  

Educational Speaking to groups or organizing forums, leafleting, 
writing letters to editors or op-ed columns, tabling at shopping malls 
or public events, teach-ins, etc.  

Making Opposition Visible Rallies, street theater, banner hangs, 
vigils, marches, symbolic action, etc.   

Influencing elected representatives Writing, calling, emailing, 
petitions, lobbying, etc.  

Actively withdrawing consent and compliance Refusal of 
cooperation (as with the war effort, soldiers refusing to fight) 
boycotts, strikes, etc.  

Disruption Direct action and civil disobedience. YDS advocates 
nonviolent resistance. 

 

Importing things to consider when planning any campaign 
or action: 

WHO: Who do you need to convince? Who will be receptive to the 
message? If these are two different audiences, have a message for 
both or make your main message appeal to them both. Who can be 
reached? Always remember that the secret of successful 
organizing is that trying to convert people who disagree with you 
totally should not be your focus. Your attention should be more 
geared toward getting those who remain undecided to support your 
position, encourage those who agree with you to engage in more 
activity, and empower those who are active to become confident  
organizers in their own right.  

WHAT is our message? What symbols, images, slogans, props, 
colors, sound bites, etc. express our message?  

WHERE is the best location? Is there a location at which we can 
directly confront some aspect of the issue in question or reach 
crowds of people? Where are your exit routes? Where is the best 
place to be visible? What are the hazards?  

WHEN will the action be most effective? When will people be 
around?  

HOW will we carry out this action? Who will be doing what? 

     A powerful action has an entrance and exit strategy, and a 
climactic moment in between. What will that be? How will you 
know when it’s over?  

     Afterwards, evaluate the outcome and debrief what worked 
and what didn’t. Plan the next one. Repeat. 

 

TWO | Organizing Teach-Ins 

Teach-ins are educational events or small-scale mini-
conferences.  Depending on how ambitious you get, they are 
fairly easy to organize, highly effective educational outreach 
tools for chapter. Essentially, you are asking students to take 
time out of their schedules to attend another class or two. 
What you are promising them is a well thought out, insightful 
look at a critical issue. Some of the most important 
considerations in organizing a teach-in are getting compelling 
speakers, having good publicity, and getting an accessible 
venue. If these are done, there is no limit to your potential. It is 
important to remember though, that no matter how small your 
turnout may be, if even one person is exposed to new ideas, it 
was worth the time. 

Issues  In today’s world, there is no shortage of issues to 
be pissed of about, though of course it’s definitely most useful 
to choose an issue that supports campaigns you are running.  
(See previous section “A good YDS campaign.)  For example, 
if you’re trying to force the campus clinic to provide the 
morning after pill to women, it might be useful to have a teach-
in on the general right-wing assault on women and how it ties 
into what’s happening on campus. If you pick a topic that is not 
on the public’s radar screen however, be sure and do extra 
organizing. If the U.S. is about to invade a country, more 
people will be interested. If you want to explain universal 
healthcare to students who probably don’t pay their own 
medical bills, you will have to do the organizing and publicity to 
convince them that this is an issue that affects them. Hot-
button issues in national and international politics are 
important to consider; however, the best topics are ones with a 
direct relevance to your audience. If in doubt, look at your local 
headlines and watch the local news. Listen to the catch 
phrases, and look past them to see the bigger issue. 
Furthermore, as an organizer, you should pick an issue that 
people can get involved in immediately. If your YDS chapter is 
not addressing this issue through a campaign, you should plan 
the event so that attendees can hook up with a local 
organization that is doing work on this issue.  

Speakers Depending on your location and your topic, 
appropriate speakers will vary. The goal is to find a speaker 
who can eloquently and intelligently express your point of view. 
Depending on the issue, call local organizations that would be 
able to provide good speakers. If you’re hosting a teach in on 
labor issues, call a local union; if you’re having a teach-in on 
civil rights or affirmative action, call your local NAACP chapter 
or contact the Black Radical Congress; if you’re having a 
teach-in on civil liberties, call the ACLU. They will probably be 
willing to speak, you just have to ask. The worst thing you 
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could hear is “no.” College professors also usually make great 
speakers, and if members of your own chapter or other student 
leaders on campus feel confident about pertinent topics, by all 
means lead the event yourself!  You can always ask the 
national YDS office for resources like fact sheets, related 
articles, talking points, or do a little research yourself.  It’s a 
good idea to feel confident articulating the democratic socialist 
perspective on a wide range of issues, and this is a great way 
to practice and develop those skills. 

Cold Calls One thing that you definitely need to 
understand is that ‘cold calls’ are okay. Here’s what you say: 
“Hi, my name is (Jane Smith), and I’m calling on behalf of the 
Young Democratic Socialists of (Gotham City). We’re putting 
on a teach-in about (NAFTA and the FTAA) and we were 
wondering if y’all would be able to provide a speaker about 
how this affects (working people).”   

If you’ve never done one, a ‘cold call’ is surprisingly easy: 
you look up the number in the yellow pages or online, write it 
down, and call ‘em up. Yes, it does take a little bit of nerve, but 
the more you do, the easier it gets.  Hate to say it, but 
sometimes you’ll have to make a lot of these. If you need to 
get a speaker on a labor issue, look up “Labor Organizations”: 
in the Yellow Pages, and just start going through. As soon as 
they answer, give your spiel. When it’s over, the receptionist 
will put you through to who you need to speak to. Remember, 
YDS and DSA have name recognition; you may get a better 
reception than you think. When the Metropolis University 
Chapter asked for money to go to an anti-International 
Monetary Fund-World Bank protest in D.C., the Secretary 
Treasurer of the AFL-CIO in their state expressed his delight at 
writing a check to the Young Democratic Socialists! It’s not as 
hard as you think. 

Event When everything is in place for the teach-in and the 
publicity drive is underway, it is time to start thinking about the 
actual event.  It would be great to print up a program, not only 
listing the speakers, but also including a brief introduction to 
YDS / Democratic Socialism.   The day before the event, it is 
never a bad idea to call your speakers and re-confirm.  Be 
sure to make clear what their topic is and what the other 
panelists will be speaking about.   

At the event, be sure to set up a table.  This table should be 
made available to your guest speakers to distribute their 
literature.  Also, you should have YDS literature on hand and a 
sign-up sheet.  At an appropriate point, plug YDS.  Mention 
your meeting time and invite all interested people to attend.  If 
you have events planned, announce them.  This is best done 
in the introduction or the conclusion.   

The next day, or soon after, call your speakers and thank 
them. Also, be sure to personally thank everyone who worked 
to make the teach-in happen. Finally, make sure to promptly 
add new names to the YDS general announcement listserv 
and phone tree. 

 

THREE | Organizing Rallies 

Rallies are all different and the tone of a rally depends 
greatly on its focus. An anti-war protest is very different than a 
rally calling on the City Council to raise minimum wage. There 
are a few general considerations that are common to all rallies, 
though. 

Location As with everything else, location is crucial. 
Depending on the size and scope of the rally, appropriate 
locations will vary. The main things to consider are visibility 
and accessibility. Be sure your location is somewhere people 
can get to at the time of the rally, and that it is visible to the 
surrounding community. Also, be sure it’s not too big. If your 
rally of 100 people only fills up a tenth of the park, it looks a lot 
smaller than if you’re on the steps of the courthouse. Be sure 
to find out if a permit is required for the location. Calling your 
local police department or parks department will put you in the 
right direction. 

Sound A bullhorn is fine for 100 people or so, but you may 
want to rent a sound system for anything larger than that. 
Generally speaking, wireless amplifiers can be rented for less 
than $50. Be sure and check the batteries!! Do not let 
strangers near the sound system. Trust us. Crazy people will 
come to your rally and will want to speak. If you let them, they 
will say crazy things. That said, not all people who express an 
interest in speaking publicly are crazy.  Just be aware that 
once you hand over the mic, there is no accounting for the 
message (or even the medium of language), and you may find 
your event being identified with things you didn’t say.   

It can be quite beautiful, however, to empower people to 
share with others, and to open the channel so that more 
people can participate in the discourse, but this scenario tends 
to require more patience and respect than you could expect to 
spontaneously present itself.  If that is something your group is 
interested in exploring, make sure you think about how to do it, 
and how people can take away a larger message from the 
event, that is enriched by people’s vignettes, but not totally 
subsumed by it.       

Speakers Again, this will vary depending on your focus. 
Generally, it’s better to have a few short speeches rather than 
one long speech. Try and find people who you know are lively 
and fiery speakers, and ask them to speak for 5 minutes. No 
matter how great a speech, people tend to lose their focus 
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after more than a couple of minutes. Consider asking people 
from different groups or communities. If this issue affects many 
different parts of the community (as virtually every issue does), 
or has several organizations working on it, be sure that the 
widest range of speakers is represented. Consider diversity as 
you ask people to speak. Always remember: different strokes 
for different folks. While one person may respond to a Marxist 
analysis of a problem, another might be moved by a faith-
based point of view. (Side note on religion: The Left ranges 
from atheists to devoutly religious people, so this is always a 
stickler. Some people hate rallies that involve invocations, 
praying, and spiritual songs. But for some people, the struggle 
is rooted in their spiritual faith. There’s no right or wrong 
answer, this is just a good thing to keep in mind.) 

MC Be sure you have someone to be the “Master of 
Ceremonies.” Much like any other facilitator, they’ll have to get 
things started, introduce the speakers, and make sure 
everything goes smoothly. If you have one person emceeing 
and/or leading chants, someone else should be nearby. 
People have a way of wanting to talk to whoever has a 
megaphone, and it’s very difficult to talk and chant at the same 
time. 

Entertainment Some people only like to march and chant, 
march and chant. However, most folks want to have their 
spirits lifted a little. Music, puppets, street theater, and other 
forms of gaiety can help make an action both fun and effective. 
Colorful puppets are a typical favorite with the media as well. 
Depending on the action, this might not be appropriate, but 
having at least one song is always nice. If you want people to 
sing along, pick something everybody knows, and bring along 
the lyrics on some leaflets. (I’m sorry, but nobody knows “The 
Internationale.”  Most people do know “We Shall Overcome.”) 
If you can’t find anyone to play music, try setting up a 
boombox with your sound system.  If you’re having a 
stationary rally rather than a march, you can play political 
music as you set up.  This sets a festive, upbeat mood for the 
event and definitely helps attract a crowd.  A cheap, easy way 
to make your own entertainment is to turn five-gallon buckets 
into drums. You can get these buckets for free from lots of 
restaurants. Just drill two holes, and run a string through, and 
you can make dozens of drums for people to play at a rally 
(this is great for a march). Allegedly, five-gallon buckets also 
nicely cover tear-gas canisters.  

Chants A fun pre-rally activity is making up chants. Have 
someone at the rally with a list, ready to get people going, 
perhaps between speakers. Make sure the slogans are clear 
and easy to say over and over. Be original, and type of some 
of the chants on leaflets to hand out. 

Signs, banners, leaflets Be sure and have signs for 
people. Most folks won’t think to bring a sign, and those that 
do might not have the message you want. (At a Metropolis 
Peace Rally, people showed up with signs saying “Kill Your 
Leaders” and “Vote from the Rooftops.”) Make big banners 
that passing cars can see. Have informative leaflets to pass 
out that include your contact info. Pass around a sign-up 
sheet. You may want to set up a table with your literature, 
buttons, etc.  

Security Depending on your focus, the need for security 
will vary. You’ll want to be prepared with peace-keepers 
(trained people in your group who volunteer to keep an eye out 
for trouble) and police liaisons. Assuming your action is legal 
and not overly controversial, and that the KKK is nowhere 
nearby, you should be okay. Planning civil disobedience or any 
action with a high probability of arrest is not to be taken lightly, 
and you’ll need to look into relevant training that won’t fit in this 
manual. It is also something that must be considered in the 
context of who else might be arrested- for example, having the 
cops start arresting protesters at a worker solidarity rally will 
put undocumented immigrant workers in a very bad situation. 
The YDS office can help put you in touch with trainers in 
peace-keeping and non-violent resistance. 

Ending Surprisingly, this is easy to overlook. Be sure your 
rally has a clearly defined end. Perhaps something that leaves 
people feeling upbeat and gives them a clear step to take. 
Maybe a song. Keep an eye out as the rally breaks up. Police 
have been known to target individuals leaving a 
demonstration. 

 
FOUR | Traveling 
     Major national protests and conferences are a good chance 
to combine the fight for social justice with good old road-trippin’ 
fun. Piling into a van and traveling to DC for a big protest is a 
great way to build chapter solidarity as well. YDS will often 
organize a rendezvous for members coming to large protests, 
which along with YDS conferences is a great way to get to 
know other YDSers from across the country. You can always 
check the website or call the office to find out about meeting 
spots for protests.  
     Out of town protests can be a good way to energize a 
chapter and get new people involved. Be sure though, that as 
you plan the trip, you don’t forget to plan what to do 
afterwards. Chapters often have meteoric experiences around 
out of-town protest. A flurry of organizing culminates in fifteen 
or twenty people traveling to a protest, only to be followed by a 
slow dwindling afterwards because no one knows what to do 
now. Trips to protests are a supplement to local organizing, 
and should never be the sole focus. 
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     YDS can often find housing in major cities, so be sure and 
check with the office. Some of your comrades may be willing to 
put you up. If your chapter is a recognized group at a 
university, you can apply for funds or perhaps rent a van from 
them. Also, unions are often willing to give money to YDS 
chapters to fund this sort of thing. 
    Activism and grassroots organizing are clearly some of the 
most enjoyable and important things that a YDS chapter 
engages in.  However, being a socialist is more than just 
confronting “the man” in the streets and chanting “this is what 
democracy looks like.” 
 
 
 

PART III  THEORY: 
Democratic Socialism as a Unifying Theme 

 
     Unlike most progressive student organizations, YDS places 
a high priority on political education.  We don’t think that 
activism alone is the answer.  We want to give students and 
young people a foundation for a lifetime of struggle, not just 
provide a fan club to be in during college.  Therefore, we 
engage in ongoing reflection on long term goals and socialism.  
Rather than being something dry, completely abstract and 
isolated from our day-to-day organizing, theory can be tied to 
every action you take or campaign you conduct as a YDS 
chapter.  A democratic socialist perspective is keenly attuned 
to feminism, anti-racism, and anti-heterosexism. Our 
ideological base and systemic analysis gives us a foundation 
not seen in other multi-issue, progressive groups, while our 
internal democracy and willingness to publicly debate and 
discuss sets us apart from sectarian socialist organizations.  At 
the same time, we recognize that while having the humanist 
impulse that leads many people to democratic socialism may 
be easy, learning to be able to justify and explain it to others 
takes some work.   
 
    Learning about socialism, which has a rich and often 
confusing history, can be intimidating.  However, if it is done in 
the context of a fun social environment, it can be exciting.  For 
YDSers, democratic socialist ideas and vision infuse our 
organizing, and our political perspective and attention to theory 
is a constantly evolving tool to inform our work. We must 
constantly reflect on the lessons of past movements to help us 
figure out how to organize better now.  Smart, well-educated 
activists are better activists, because they make stronger 
arguments, recruit more people to our cause, and better 
represent YDS.  The trick is to make sure your chapter doesn’t 
turn into a group of coffee shop intellectuals, but emphasizes a 
chief tenet of our mission, which is to educate ourselves and 

others.  Remember, socialism is a balance between theory 
and practice. 
 
ONE | Education 
External  

While all YDS organized events should have an 
informational component, some are more clearly educational 
than others. Teach-ins, speakers, and film screenings are 
examples of good, easy-to-organize activities that serve to 
raise awareness around an issue. Teach-ins are dealt with in 
the Action Section. As the youth section of DSA, YDS chapters 
have access to many widely respected speakers (including 
DSA members like Bill Fletcher and Steve Max). In addition, 
there are, of course, people in your area who can speak both 
to local issues and to larger issues from a local point of view. 
Some speakers will want payment, and this can be raised 
amongst members, from your school, or from local ally groups, 
churches, and unions.  

 
Films Showing one or more films is perhaps the easiest event 
you can organize, though it’s important to include discussion 
afterwards so you can bring up the democratic socialist 
perspective. Choose a film that will draw both progressives 
and the general public.  Most of Michael Moore’s films will do 
that. If possible, have refreshments. If you’re showing a film 
about oppression in Latin America, have a local Latin 
American restaurant donate food.  Have a YDSer introduce the 
film and make YDS announcements afterwards. 
 
Internal  
Building a Democratic Socialist Understanding 

Reading circles, movie nights, potlucks, knitting circles, 
and discussion groups not only educate, but allow for some 
socializing as well.  Never forget that activists (including you) 
need a chance to let their hair down.   

YDS is not only about the fight for justice, it’s also about 
having fun and getting to know other leftists, so these kinds of 
social/educational events are great.  A list of films and books is 
included in the appendix. Inviting speakers to your meetings is 
also a good idea. If your meetings are interesting and 
informational, as well as productive, people are more likely to 
keep coming back. 

  
Activist Skill Workshops  

Having an occasional training is a great thing for any YDS 
chapter. Trainings can be about tactics, like civil disobedience, 
or deeper issues, like challenging white supremacy. You may 
want to contact the national office and raise money to bring 
someone in from out of town, or you might decide that 
someone you know locally could do a good job. Workshops 
can be geared just for YDS members, but will usually have an 
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appeal to other activists as well. Who knows, they might be 
ready to join after coming to a kick-ass workshop. The national 
office has a list of great organizing trainings geared towards 
YDSers or offered by other student activist groups. 
 
TWO | Challenging Supremacy in all its forms 

 
     It’s easy for white, middle class, male and/or straight 
activists to assume they’re “cured” of racism, sexism, classism, 
and other isms when they join the movement. But becoming a 
socialist doesn’t involve becoming “born again.” Dealing with 
privilege, supremacy, and discrimination is a life-long task for 
all activists. YDS places a high priority on anti-racism and 
feminism, and we’ve compiled various tools and resources 
available to chapters in this crucial work (like the YDS Feminist 
Reader which is available upon request).  We encourage all of 
our members to keep an eye out for discriminatory behavior in 
themselves. Remember, it’s not the job of the oppressed to 
point out oppressive behavior to the oppressor! Even if it’s 
inadvertent, the best activists can do or say things that others 
will find racist, sexist, homophobic, or classist. Not only can 
this alienate potential allies or members, it also holds you back 
as an activist.  
 
THREE | Ideology 
 
     YDS is a democratic organization. While the broad tenets of 
democratic socialism unite our organization, we don’t force our 
members to accept a particular “party line” or let the finer 
points of debate divide us. YDS members run a broad 
spectrum of beliefs, ranging from Christian Socialist to 
democratic Marxist. Some members are atheists, while others 
are religious.  More than anything, YDS is a place where 
people have a vision for an emancipated society that informs 
their work. We want all our members to be “leaders”; we 
encourage all members to read and educate themselves. 
Conferences are an especially good time for members of 
different chapters to come together and learn from each other.  
 

PART IV STRUCTURE AND PROCESS: 
Structuring Your Chapter 

 
     According to the Constitution and By-Laws of YDS, 
chapters are free to organize themselves as they see fit. This 
helps foster diversity of YDS as a whole, allowing each YDS 
chapter to respond to the local circumstances and group 
dynamics.  Some chapters have officers and use 
parliamentary procedure, while other chapters use the 
consensus model (explained in the “structure and process 
section”). The important thing is that chapters operate 
democratically, and actively monitor themselves to limit and 

ideally exclude racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, or other 
forms of discrimination.  
 
ONE | Nuts & Bolts 
 
     Meetings It is important to have regular meetings in a good 
location. Weekly is best, or once every two weeks is good. 
Talk amongst your members and decide a good time, probably 
in the evening, and a central location. Booking a room on 
campus is fine, but in most areas, non-students will be less 
likely to come. For more community based chapters, libraries, 
coffee shops, and union halls are all good places. Meeting in 
someone’s apartment is not appropriate for general meetings, 
but is fine for smaller committee meetings.  

     Meetings should have an agenda, a time limit (one to one 
and a half hours is best if possible), and a welcoming 
atmosphere for any new people. Always have folks introduce 
themselves, and briefly explain YDS/DSA to new people (or 
have someone who was recently new explain YDS). Try not to 
bore people with too much business. You may want to have 
time for discussion on an issue or have a speaker at your 
meeting. Depending on the focus your chapter takes 
(discussion or action oriented), your meeting will follow suit. 
Try not to let your chapter become totally geared to only one or 
the other. A theory-oriented chapter will bore many people and 
betray a central tenant of socialism—the struggle, while an 
activism-only chapter has no reason to be a YDS chapter, 
since it’s not developing a strong awareness and 
understanding of socialist ideas. It’s not a bad idea to combine 
your activist activities with a regular reading circle or 
discussion group, or reserve part of your meetings to 
discussion. 

     Committees To keep general meetings from getting 
cluttered, it’s often effective to establish committees with 
separate meeting times. Identify tasks to be accomplished at 
the general meeting, and then ask for volunteers to form a 
committee to follow through or help with standing committees 
that already exist.  

     Boring Tasks Make sure that all the boring tasks don’t just 
get dropped on anyone! The same person shouldn’t be taking 
notes at every meeting and keep an eye out that its not always 
a woman taking notes. Don’t let your treasurer or webmaster 
get swamped. When people are doing the nuts and bolts work 
of a chapter well, it’s easy to forget about it until a mini-crisis 
like member burnout. 
 
TWO | Structure & Process 
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     As your chapter grows, you’ll need to decide how it should 
operate. YDS chapters vary widely in the methods that they 
use in making decisions or electing leaders (if they have 
leaders). Your chapter should talk about process (the 
mechanism by which group decisions are made) and structure 
(the dividing up of responsibility) to determine what works best 
for your group. College chapters must often submit a 
constitution to their school to be recognized. A constitution is 
simply a written list of a group’s structure and process. For 
instance, the US Constitution establishes a divided structure 
(three branches of government) and then outlines the 
processes by which the three branches function internally and 
with each other.   
 
   Accountable Leadership One way to structure your chapter 
is to elect members to carry out various duties. You might elect 
a Chairperson or Co-Chairs for the chapter, a Treasurer, a 
Secretary, an Outreach coordinator, or any other number of 
officers delegated to fill out various tasks. This model often 
lends itself to clarity and speed, but can fall into trouble in two 
ways. First, the officers can get stuck doing all the work, with 
little or no help from members. Alternatively, officers may carry 
out their jobs without letting other members have any input. 
Some chapters rotate leadership every few months. 
 

The Non-Hierarchical Model In this model, no ‘leaders’ are 
designated, and responsibility is spread out amongst the 
members of the group. Each task or issue is taken up by the 
group, and decided upon democratically. Rather than electing 
a few people to deal with tasks on a regular basis, the group 
deals with them as they arise. While this model is theoretically 
the most democratic, it has its pitfalls. Since some people 
often emerge as natural ‘leaders,’ they may end up as the 
informal leader of a group. This becomes problematic, 
because unofficial leadership is not accountable to members.  
 

Committees As your chapter grows, tasks can be shared 
amongst several members. For instance, a Budget Committee 
could replace a Treasurer, and a Coordinating Committee 
could be responsible for preparing each meetings agenda and 
designating a facilitator. Committees could be elected from the 
group or be made up of volunteers. Committee chairs could be 
elected officers or could be chosen by the committee. 
 

Consensus This is a decision-making method in which 
every member of the group must agree (or abstain) before a 
decision is made. If even one member votes ‘no,’ the decision 
doesn’t pass. Achieving a consensus can be a long, difficult 
process. Sometimes, it is impossible. When it is possible 
though, the result is a decision that everyone is happy with. It’s 
often worth the extra time to clear away the doubts of one or 

two members and reach a consensus as opposed to just 
winning a vote, but it’s also important to recognize its 
limitations, such as one person holding back an otherwise 
consensus decision, or being inaccessible to folks who don’t 
have a lot of free time to spend in meetings. 
      

Majority Rules In this model, a vote is taken to make 
decisions. You might require a simple majority, or two/thirds or 
some other number.  This method is faster, but can lead to a 
sizeable minority of the group being upset with a decision. 
Discussion can also be too limited, if a sizeable majority wants 
to move an issue along.  
    
    Chapters will make their own decisions on the issue of 
structure and process. Many chapters may mix and match 
from other ways of operating. For instance, you might elect a 
Steering Committee out of your chapter that then operates on 
the non-hierarchical model to share out tasks and 
responsibility among itself. Or, your committees may operate 
on the consensus model to bring something before the main 
group, which would then vote by majority rules. You may 
decide to vote on some issues but require consensus for 
others. Some points are worth considering. 
 
     There’s no right or wrong way. The important thing is that 
chapters function democratically, and that responsibility is 
evenly shared. 
 
THREE | Facilitating a meeting 

 
      One of the most crucial skills for an activist to possess is 
the ability to facilitate a meeting. Proper facilitation ensures 
that meetings run smoothly, address all topics on the agenda, 
and produce results. Furthermore, it ensures that everyone 
gets ample opportunity to speak, that the meeting is not 
dominated by a few individuals, and that everyone is as 
satisfied as possible with the results of the meeting and the 
process used. Towards this end, there are a few points that 
any facilitator should keep in mind. 
 

Formality 
      Be respectful of the time and effort that people have put 
into coming to your meeting, and remember that new people 
are usually potential members. 
 
  Be early & start on time. No one wants to be the first one at 
the meeting, especially if it’s their first one. Get there first. If the 
starting time rolls around, don’t say to the three people in the 
room, “let’s wait a few minutes and see who else shows up.” 
What are they, chopped liver? If you are expecting other 
people, let everyone know, and ask them if they don’t mind 
waiting a few more minutes. Better yet, start with an item the 
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late-folks can miss, like an introduction to YDS, or an informal 
discussion of a political issue. It’s better to inconvenience the 
people who are late than the people who are on time. 
 
  Prepare and distribute or post an agenda. Meetings run far 
more smoothly if everyone has a sense of the structure. The 
act of writing out an agenda also helps provide structure for the 
meeting. 
 
  Keep an eye on time. Your chapter may want to have time-
limits in discussion, but even if they do not, a good facilitator 
keeps an eye on the clock and knows how to gently let 
someone know that they need to wrap up their remarks, that 
the group needs to reach a decision on an issue, or that you 
only have the room reserved for ten more minutes. 
 
  End at an appropriate time. If you only have the room 
reserved for a set time, make sure as much as possible is 
covered. If you can stay all night, make sure you don’t. If the 
meeting looks like it could go late, it’s okay to point out the time 
and let people know its okay to leave. It’s better to set another 
time to meet, or table the rest of the agenda until the next 
meeting. People’s impressions of a meeting are better if it ends 
on time and in an orderly fashion. Thank everyone for coming. 
 
  Talk to new people after the meeting. Some folks may not 
speak up in a meeting, but may want to ask the facilitator (who 
they might see as the ‘leader’ of the group) a question after the 
meeting. Be sure you and your friends don’t run off back to 
your place the second the meeting is over. Hang out outside, 
make yourself accessible, and at all costs avoid being or 
appearing to be cliquish with other members. The post meeting 
“Smoker’s Caucus” can be a great chance to talk to new folks. 
After a few minutes, you may want to invite people to go to a 
nearby bar or restaurant.  
 

Inclusion 
    It is important to acknowledge that people from different 
backgrounds have different kinds of expectations that must be 
respected.  New people may sit back and look interested 
without saying much. This may be because the discussion or 
terms used are over their heads, because they feel more like a 
guest than a member, or because they really don’t have 
anything to add. Try and figure out which reason it is. Invite 
quiet people to speak, but don’t pressure them.  Always be 
aware of potential barriers to participation.  Gender, race, 
class, and age are things that may cause these barriers, so be 
conscious of how these factors are being dealt with at 
meetings.  Create clear structure and have good facilitation to 
ensure that you maintain an atmosphere in which everyone 
can be comfortable being themselves and participating. 

 
  Make sure no one is left behind. If people are using 
acronyms or terms that new members might not understand, 
ask them to explain. Preferably, don’t ask, “Does everybody 
know what A.B.C. stands for?” This might intimidate a potential 

member. It’s just as easy to say “By the way, A.B.C. stands 
for…” Or, as the facilitator, you can ask for clarification; this 
lets other members know that it’s okay not to know everything.   
Above all, avoid being condescending! 

 
  Make sure everyone who wants to speak gets a chance. 
This can be tricky. Some people have something to say but will 
only speak if asked a direct question; others are mortified at 
the thought of being called on to contribute in front of 
everyone. Sometimes, people really don’t have anything to say 
that hasn’t already been said. A good way to give everybody a 
chance to speak without singling out anyone is to go around 
the room, asking everyone to give their opinion on the matter. 
This can also speed up discussion on a topic.  Above all, you 
should not allow those with naturally assertive styles to 
interrupt, or other wise block, the contributions of other, less 
assertive members. 
 
  Make sure your meeting is inclusive. Leftist college groups 
are often dominated by men, white people, or folks from the 
middle or upper classes. This can create an unintentional 
environment of intimidation or isolation for people coming to 
the meeting who don’t fit the same background as the majority 
of the group. Again, the trick is to be inclusive without putting 
people on the spot or tokenizing anyone. Making your 
organization fully inclusive and challenging supremacy is a 
daily, on-going task. In some ways though, it begins in your 
meetings. If people don’t feel comfortable at a meeting, they 
certainly won’t feel comfortable in your organization. This sets 
you up for a vicious cycle: because your organization isn’t 
inclusive, no one who feels excluded will ever join and tell you 
why it’s not inclusive. The flip side of this coin is that many 
people won’t want to join a group if they feel tokenized. If 
they’re being asked to speak “as a person of color,” etc., they’ll 
probably feel valued as a statistic, not a person.  In general, 
don’t wait for someone to tell you how you may not be 
inclusive- make sure you’re always considering it in the first 
place (i.e.., it’s not a women’s job to point out sexist behavior, 
etc). 
 
  Talk to people after the meeting. If someone didn’t speak 
up during the meeting, ask them what they thought of the 
meeting afterwards. Thank them for coming, and let them know 
you value input from everyone, even at their first meeting. 

 
FOUR | We Are All Leaders Here 

    Cesar Chavez said “I am an organizer, not a union leader. A 
good organizer has to work hard and long. There are no 
shortcuts. You just keep talking to people, working with them, 
sharing, exchanging and they come along.” 

Leadership and organizing are not particular activities 
reserved solely for the officers of a YDS chapter.  Leadership, 
simply defined, is the capability to get things done through the 
best possible use of available material and human resources. 
It involves (1) getting people to work well together and (2) 
realizing a goal. 
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     Real leadership is the art of getting people to cooperate 
and assume responsibility, and organizing is empowering 
others to become part of something bigger than themselves, 
that can help them realize collective goals. It is not deceptive, 
coercive or manipulative and does not serve the 
aggrandizement of the leader’s personage.  Leadership is an 
exercise requiring skills that can be learned and developed. 
Leaders should be enthusiastic about the idea of YDS and 
devoted to the chapter and the enrichment of its abilities. 
Hopefully every member of YDS can be considered a leader, 
but with difference strengths. 

A leader works with two things: the job at hand, and the 
people who will do it. You can tell that an organizer is 
successful when you see that the job gets done and the group 
stays together. The best leaders are not dogmatic; they listen 
to and learn from the membership. The autocratic leader is 
usually only successful in alienating those who would follow. A 
good leader patiently asks for assistance and gets it. 

There is a whole spectrum of leadership talent. Some 
people are comfortable speaking in front of groups; others are 
not. Some are keen judges of talent, some are clever 
organizers, and others are hard workers.   

Communication  

Communication, the getting and giving of information, is the 
single most important skill a leader must master. The key 
facets of good communication are: getting attention, actively 
and accurately listening to others, synthesizing various ideas, 
giving clear verbal instructions followed by precise written 
instructions, and giving feedback. 

Written instructions are most essential in the world of 
communications. After verbal instructions and context are 
given, further reinforce the message with written instructions. 

Feedback is important. In order to be a good communicator 
and therefore a good leader, one must know how well the 
group’s intentions are being understood.  Remember that the 
above skills are useful not only for sending out information, but 
also for receiving information. A skillful listener pays close 
attention when spoken to and asks questions to verify 
comprehension of the message being sent.  

Listening is as important as talking. There is almost nothing 
that will piss off people in your group more than a leader (or 
anyone really) who repeats what was just said by another 
member of the discussion, as if it was their idea. This kind of 
behavior is especially evident among traditionally privileged 
members of society, and everyone should be aware of this 
tendency and work to end it.  In addition, organizers need to 
listen to find out what motivates someone, in order to use that 
information to agitate them to take action! 

Sharing Authority 

People are the YDS’ best resource - sometimes the only 
resource! So the leader must have skill in putting their talents 
to work.  Leaders can and should encourage members to 
acquire and hone a variety of new abilities, especially 
leadership skills.  Also, utilizing the talents of the chapter’s 
membership will inevitably bring the group closer together.   

Sharing authority is essential for many reasons. Leadership 
responsibilities within a successful chapter extend beyond the 
talents and work capacity of a single person (and they should, 
that’s why it’s called a group).  The very essence of true 
leadership is trusting in the membership, identifying the 
strengths and weaknesses of individuals and delegating tasks 
and responsibilities accordingly.  The organization becomes 
stronger when each individual believes that they are not 
working for the glorification of another member or a leader, but 
for the issues that brought them to the group. Together, the 
group and its leaders accomplish more than the sum of their 
individual efforts. 

Leadership types and relation to leadership sharing 

DELEGATOR: Handing out narrowly defined details with no 
authority, i.e. passing out grunt work. 

PERSUADER. Gets another to agree with the plan of 
action, thus causing him/her to become more personally 
committed to the given task.   

CONSULTER.  Seeks to integrate ideas and methods with 
other members on a particular activity. 

DELEGATOR OF AUTHORITY: When a leader delegates 
an entire task (campaign, event, etc.) to another member, 
giving that person the authority to see it through to completion. 

Leaders should attempt to move across the spectrum of 
leadership styles from merely giving orders to true delegation 
of authority.  This is the best way to develop more leaders, 
which is really what organizing is all about. 

 
FIVE | The Future of Your Chapter and YDS 

 
     One of the major pitfalls of student organizing is that, well, 
most students graduate or leave campus eventually, so there’s 
a high turnover rate.  A major characteristic of good leaders 
and organizers is the ability to train others to step up once 
they’ve moved on (or in students’ case, graduated). The 
strongest chapters are those that involve everyone in their 
activities, and consciously work to develop the skills and 
leadership of new members. Ideally, some of your leaders in 
the chapter could go on to national leadership positions in 
YDS.  
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Simple steps to developing strong chapters: 
  Prioritize outreach and recruiting!  Don’t get complacent about the 
size of the chapter, make sure to recruit at your events, have a 
welcoming atmosphere for new folks, and always follow up on 
potentially interested folks. 
  Find a faculty advisor!  Contact the YDS office to find out of 
there are DSAers at your school, and/or find someone that you 
or other students look up to and is committed to student 
activism and social justice.  They can help provide continuity to 
a chapter, and even provide mentorship. 
  Constantly train new leaders!  Regularly have workshops 
(formal or informal) to train the next generation of activists.  
Delegate responsibilities to ensure that experience gets spread 
around.  This is particularly important winter and spring 
semester, when there’s a potential for hard-core YDS activists 
to graduate. 

  Prepare for the summer and next fall during the spring!  
Make sure to send the national YDS office the summer contact 
info for your chapter members and recruit for the YDS 
convention. Decide on a basic action plan for recruitment 
during the crucial first few weeks of the semester so you can 
hit the ground running! 
 
 
PART V PUBLICITY: Getting The Word Out! 
 
    Seeing as how we live in a society run by the capitalists and 
including massive oppression based on race, gender, and 
sexuality, it makes sense that most folks don’t consider 
themselves socialists or even understand what that means.   
This doesn’t change the fact that chapters need members to 
function, and we’re not going to transform our society if we 
don’t attract people.   
 
   Democratic socialists work for peace and justice and against 
oppression, and many people intuitively share many of our 
ideas about fairness and equality, even though most 
Americans don’t have the slightest idea what YDS is. The 
more people understand what we’re about, the more likely they 
are to support us and think about the larger arguments we’re 
making about the problems with capitalism. Our job is 
therefore to educate folks, and the only way to do that is to get 
them to notice us (in a good way).  There are hundreds of 
thousands of Americans who share our politics, so if we do our 
work, our potential growth is tremendous!  It’s also important to 
have publicity if you’re trying to force someone in power to do 
what you want.  No matter how small or apathetic your campus 
seems, don’t assume that you or a few of your friends are the 
only potential socialists on campus. 
 
ONE | The “R” Word  (Recruitment) 

 
     While we do emphasize the importance of inviting new 
people to join YDS, we differ from many other socialist groups 
in our approach to recruiting new members. Many Leninist 
groups focus a huge amount of time on pressuring people to 
join. Some groups seem to have been set up solely for the 
collection of dues and sales of the party paper.  We of course 
want to disassociate from that kind of pushy recruitment, but 
nonetheless, we do need to constantly think about outreach.  
The movement won’t grow on it’s own. 
 
Why should activists join YDS?  
     YDS is a unique organization. We are the youth section of a 
nation-wide democratic socialist organization with sister parties 
around the world (and we’re the only U.S. member of IUSY, 
the International Union of Socialist Youth). We believe in 
affecting politics in America by building a democratic 
grassroots movement that unites activist youth nationwide, 
giving them a stronger collective voice.  We take electoral 
politics seriously, but also emphasize grassroots organizing 
and social movements. We’re involved in political activity but 
we’re not a political party. We combine activism with theory. 
Difference of opinion is valued in YDS. No member agrees 
with every stand YDS has taken on every issue, nor are they 
expected to. We do take stands on issues though, informed by 
our democratic socialist analysis, which covers all sectors of 
society.  All these things set us apart from other groups.  
 
   Being an activist is great. But we believe that in order to 
change our country and world, we need to help build a 
massive, diverse, strong, dynamic movement for democratic 
socialism. As a national organization and as a part of national 
coalitions, YDS can organize in ways that no local group could 
do on its own. We’ve built a national organization that can lend 
support to chapters. When you pay dues to YDS, you’re 
paying to help organize national conferences, send Youth 
Organizers to form chapters across the nation, produce 
literature covering a broad range of topics, and support 
ongoing national campaigns. As a member, you’re an equal 
part of a democratic movement that always needs people with 
skills, ideas, and energy to help move us forward.  
 
  These are all good points to stress when inviting people to 
join YDS. Make it clear that being part of a national 
organization and an international movement is different than 
being a local activist. Or collective power is much stronger!  
Furthermore, as Americans we live in the belly of the beast, 
which carries with it a special responsibility.  YDS is a member 
of IUSY, a very diverse group of socialist, social democratic 
and labor-based youth groups associated with the Socialist 
International.  Our comrades abroad have a great deal of 
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respect for those of us who struggle for socialism here.  While 
the US is not the hardest place to be a democratic socialist 
(our brothers and sisters in Zimbabwe or Tibet are often 
tortured and killed), it sometimes feels like the most lonely.  
This is one of the reasons that building active partnerships with 
our friends in other countries can be so exciting -  being able to 
see that we are not alone in our desire to build a better society.  
However, while we are smaller and to the left of most IUSY 
member organizations, we play an active role trying to push 
the organization in a more activist direction. Joining the larger 
movement is a step everyone committed to fighting for social 
justice, economic equality, and world peace needs to make.  
There are more details on this in the Publicity section later in 
this guide. 

  
Making Socialists out of Liberals, Radicals, and 
Progressives 
     Some things that you will probably hear from folks in trying 
to build a YDS chapter include… 
--“Socialism is such a bad word.  I’d rather be in a multi-issue 
organization that doesn’t use the word ‘socialism.’”   
--“I’d rather work on a concrete issue or campaign that can get 
something done.” 
--“Looks good on paper, but it will never happen, so why waste 
my time in a socialist group?” 
    Here’s some ammo for answering these points.  First of all, 
remember that none of these concerns are complete bullshit.  
America is a strange place to be a radical.  In other countries, 
most progressive students would identify themselves as some 
sort of socialist.  Student activists are trying to make the best 
of a peculiar situation, even if they don’t realize it, and what 
may seem like a cop-out is really more of a coping mechanism.  
Help them cope. 
 
1) We can’t deal with capitalism without socialism 
You can try to build progressive movements without using the 
word socialism, but this is difficult to do without identifying the 
main problem: capitalism.  Once you start talking about 
capitalism, and trying to do something real to take away the 
problems that it causes, people are going to label you or your 
politics as socialist.  Until we can have a frank discussion in 
this country about capitalism (and, therefore, about a socialist 
alternative), we won’t be able to really tackle the major 
problems facing society. 
 
2)   We won’t get socialism by accident. 
The society that we want to live in (whatever we call it), one of 
justice and democracy, won’t be achieved without confronting 
the unequal distribution of power in the economy.  Struggles 
for practical reforms, like better labor laws, or increased 

environmental protection, can only go so far if they aren’t 
united by a vision of comprehensive social change.  That 
vision, if it is radically democratic and anti-corporate, will be 
denounced as socialist by its enemies, even if we couch it in 
generic “progressive” terms. 
 
3) YDS is the place for you. 
We welcome and encourage people involved in single issue or 
“identity politics” work to join us.  You don’t have to give up 
your activism in the Queer Pride Alliance to be a socialist, and 
YDS chapters always get involved in broader multi-issue 
umbrella groups.  If you think that both long term and short 
term political goals are important, why not continue this work 
as a democratic socialist? 

 
The “R” Word, Redux 

    Ever stop to wonder why so many people whose politics are 
the same as ours have not joined yet?  A large part of the 
answer is that few American radicals realize the importance of 
building an organization that unites the movements of the left 
around a long-range strategic vision and political project.  
Admittedly it’s hard to recruit people to a movement that 
doesn’t have the resources to win victories for the people who 
need them most, such as working people, women, and people 
of color, when progressive can work for organizations that do 
have those resources and don’t have the burdensome “S 
word.”  Many other good folks have gotten mired in “bourgeois 
individualism,” and the idea of collective commitment and 
organization are abhorrent.  They want to be independent 
radicals. 
     But often people haven’t joined simply because they 
haven’t been asked.  When YDSers do ask, with humility and 
sincerity, new members discover that YDS is a friendly 
socialist organization, with many levels of involvement, a 
tolerance of ideological diversity, a commitment to working with 
liberals and non-socialist progressives, and yet with a vision of 
social change worth dedicating one’s life to.  Let’s not be shy: 
ask someone to join YDS every chance you get. 
 
Tips for: Recruiting Fellow Travelers 
 
--On the personal level, never harass someone to join before 
they’ve begun to think of themselves as a socialist or has 
having politics close to ours.  But once they’re close, press 
them to join.  For if they get into the habit of being a fellow 
traveler, of being activist around you, or even in your chapter, 
but never joining YDS, they may never get out of the habit. 
 
--Always let people know they are part of a national, and 
international, movement.  Make sure to talk about what other 
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chapters are doing and what projects the national is involved in 
coordinating.  Bring folks to national events so that they can 
feel themselves connected to the national organization.  Press 
them to pay dues and make sure that people know that 
literature and other materials don’t fall from the heavens, they 
come from a national organization that needs people and 
money to operate. 
 
--Really put the screws to folks when a national DSA figure 
comes to town, from Barbara Ehrenreich to Cornel West to the 
YDS National Organizer.  These leaders not only represent the 
organization and impress folks, they are there because they 
are loyal to DSA. 
 
--Always think about who your potential members are: Who is 
close to the chapter?  Which activists are floating around 
without a firm commitment to other groups? Which liberal 
students are ready to take the plunge into the political avant 
garde (again, it’s not about being a trendy radical-we’re serious 
about winning rights for people)? If you’re strong among 
community organizations, then hold a pot-luck and sign them 
up.  If you are weak among feminists, examine your chapter 
activist and leadership and try to make your chapter 
impressive and comfortable for politically active women.  The 
same is true for people of color. 
 
--Get a reputation for being the best coalition partners and 
organizers in town.  Be friendly and non-sectarian, committed 
both to the larger causes you are working for as well as to 
YDS.  But make sure that people know that the reason that 
you are there is because of the sense of commitment that you 
have as a YDS member.  Talk one-on-one with people in 
coalitions who seem curious about us.  Give them some 
literature.  Invite them to meetings, don’t be a sectarian 
thrusting literature into everyone’s face before every leftist 
gathering, but don’t let even mild interest go by without a 
response. 
 
--When working in multi-racial coalitions, after having 
developed comfortable relationships with African American and 
Latino/a students, carefully consider if individual activists would 
welcome an invitation to a meeting.  Students of color are often 
reluctant to join predominantly white organizations, as many 
YDS chapters are, and activist students of color have 
frequently been turned off by pushy Leninists.  But your 
coalition work and the atmosphere of your chapter may 
impress students of color enough to overcome these 
reservations. 
 
--Stress to your independent socialist friends that “an 
unorganized socialist is a contradiction in terms.”  Socialists 

believe that only cooperative, collective action can change 
people’s lives for the better.  If they agree with more than half 
of our agenda then they belong in YDS. 
 
Tips for: Recruiting the General Public 
 
--Always be visible and always be proud.  Show your best face 
to the world, whether it be the most attractive, numerous 
banners at a rally, or the most interesting properly staffed 
literature table.   
 
--Always give a good rap about the organization at new 
member meetings or meetings where lots of new folks are 
present.  Make the group sound like all things they need: 
activist, yet reflective, committed, yet friendly and non-
sectarian, militant, yet with a sense of humorous perspective.  
Don’t forget to invite new folks to hang out in a non-meeting, 
social setting. 
 
--Consciously work to reach beyond the radical campus 
subculture.  Concentrate on dialoging with liberals, not just with 
the campus “activists.”  While the key activists in your YDS 
chapter, and yourself, may come from this subculture, this 
social circle can become a very comfortable trap.  The growth 
of the democratic left on campuses, an everywhere else, is 
going to come from winning over liberals, not primarily from 
convincing anarchists or Trotskyists of the correctness of our 
political orientation.  It is easy to fall into an easy 
companionship with the same old faces at the Stop the War 
events, even when they are not so open to our views, and then 
skip the Young Democrats meeting.  We need to recruit from 
our left AND our right.  One of the most exciting things about 
the growing activism around sweatshops and worker solidarity 
is that it has brought many liberal students into activism that 
confronts and exposes corporate power.  This is YDS’s job as 
well.  We must also work to make “apolitical” people care 
about bread-and-butter issues confronting them (like 
skyrocketing tuition costs) in addition to the plight of others in 
their communities and around the world. 
 
     With few exceptions, Young Democrats don’t have the 
slightest idea why they are there, besides the fact that their 
parents were Democrats and they are interested in politics, or 
maybe because they want to build up their resume.  Talk 
politics with them, not in the belittling way that most “radicals” 
do when they meet 19-year olds fired up about the latest 
campaign, but with all the seriousness that they take 
themselves.  Our sneers often hide our complete inability to 
deal with people who say things like “socialism is a nice idea, 
but it’ll never work in the real world.”  Convince them otherwise 
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(see the talking points at the beginning of this organizing 
guide). 
 
--Make explicit our differences with Marxism-Leninism 
(Communism).  Don’t shy away from honest discussion with 
both activist and liberal students about our commitment to 
democracy.  Rest assured, Marxist-Leninist organizations will 
talk all kinds of shit about you.  Let people know that we stand 
with socialists internationally who struggle for political and 
economic democracy in the face of capitalist class power.  
While we have to avoid too much time strawboxing with the 
specter of Communism, YDS members still have to make clear 
that ours isn’t the ideology that has been consigned to the 
scrap-heap of history. 
 
--Finally, always remember to stress that American politics is 
warped because of the absence of a respected, visible, 
democratic socialist movement.  Stress to left liberals that 
none of their reforms, from universal health care to 
environmental protection to affirmative action, can be won 
without a movement willing to take on corporate power directly; 
a movement willing to directly challenge capitalist political 
priorities; a movement willing to overturn the stigma that has 
been given to socialism thereby keeping America from 
achieving even the minimal welfare state that has been built by 
socialists in all other industrialized democracies; a socialist 
movement. 

 
TWO | Creating “Propaganda” 
    Now that you have a sense of message, let’s talk mechanics 
–creating propaganda. Simply put, “propaganda” is any form of 
communication presenting a point of view. The word has a 
tainted feel nowadays, but technically, that’s how we (and Fox 
News, for that matter) get our message out. The best way to 
make sure your message comes across clearly is to think 
about the target audience that you want to convince and what 
will appeal to them, then present it yourself, as early as 
possible. Remember that variety and quantity both matter. 
Make sure people see your message, that they see it a lot, and 
that they see it in many different formats. What follows is a list 
of “home-made” propaganda methods that are both “active” 
(that engage people with a YDSer, such as phonebanking or 
tabling) and “passive” (that don’t require an exchange, such as 
putting up posters or chalking).  Make sure you have a good 
mix of the two. 
 
    Postering (passive) Keep it short, simple, loud, and eye-
catching. Make your main message BIG—people should be 
able to see it from fifteen feet away. Make the rest of your text 
pithy—people should be able to read it in one minute. Keep it 
visually consistent—more than two fonts or more than two 
colors is distracting. Don’t make it too crowded by filling every 

space on the page. In fact, leaving blank space calls attention 
to the text. Pictures and graphics can really add to a poster if 
they are clear and powerful—and head shots of unappealing 
folks like Bush are always good. Don’t forget to clearly lay out 
the time, date, and place of the event.  Different versions can 
attract a diverse group of people—where some may be 
attracted to an advertisement with verbose elements, others 
may appreciate sarcasm and humor.  (See appendix) 
   
   Where and when to poster: High-traffic areas such as dining 
halls, campus centers, etc. are good places. You will be 
competing for space and attention with every other group on 
campus. Don’t limit your posting to one area of campus or just 
high traffic areas. There are many good spots to poster where 
you have a “captive audience” which has nothing to do but 
read your poster. Bathroom stalls, cafeteria lines, and bus 
stops are a few such places. On most campuses, bulletin 
boards are cleared of posters regularly. Put your posters up in 
remote areas several weeks in advance. Re-poster high-traffic 
areas several times leading up to the event, with a final blitz a 
day or two before.  
 
     Off-campus, coffee shops and local hangouts are great 
places. Depending on the event, it may be good to put up 
posters at local community organizations or unions. Many 
supermarkets have bulletin boards where people can post 
things. Be sure you know the rules/ordinances surrounding 
posting and how they are enforced. Don’t waste an entire 
afternoon putting posters on telephone poles or bulletin boards 
if the city or school takes them down every night or is 
scheduled to do so the day after you put them up. 
 
     What to poster: Posters are great for events, from rallies to 
film festivals, but are even more useful if they apply to more 
than one thing. General posters, with a clever, eye-catching 
design or message, alert people to your group’s existence and 
meeting times. If you don’t change your meeting time and 
place, one poster can reach people for months. 
 
     Chalking (passive) “Chalking” is the more legal and 
temporary equivalent of graffiti and spray painting. Groups 
have used chalked body outlines to call attention to human 
rights abuses or oppose war and other military action. 
Chalking is inexpensive as it doesn’t require paper or 
expensive printing costs.  It is also quite effective as the words 
and messages can be as large and creative as you are able.  
Campus rules differ from location to location on whether or not 
this activity is permissible. Campus police have been known to 
dissuade and threaten chalkers (especially those conveying a 
political message instead of the more socially relevant 
“Catholic schoolgirl” fraternity party). Try to keep chalking 
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limited to sidewalks, as it doesn’t wash off as readily on 
buildings and chalk is damaging if it remains too long on brick 
or concrete. 

 
     Bannering (passive) With a can of spray paint or ink pens, 
and a large sheet or butcher paper, you can create your own 
banner. Depending upon your local laws, you might be able to 
stand on an overpass, so that every car driving below sees 
your message. Standing on a street corner during rush hour is 
just as effective, as is hanging a banner in a campus student 
union or out your dorm window if you’re in a high traffic area. 
Keep your message simple and easy to read, and be prepared 
to answer questions if you are in an area with foot traffic. 
    
    Email Blasts (passive) Compose a short, easy to read 
version of your posters, with all essential info in the beginning, 
and send it to every progressive listserve you or other YDSers 
are on that might be interested. You can also send it to friendly 
faculty or community members and ask them to forward it to 
potentially interested folks. There are also often other ways to 
get the word out, like established campus or community 
calendars online or in email format, that you can add your 
listing to. Remember, many of your events will be aimed to 
educate more moderate folks and help them see why they 
should get more involved in supporting our campaigns or 
considering democratic socialism. 
 
     Leafleting (active) Handing out leaflets on an active street, 
in the campus mail room, or student activities center gets 
information to a large amount of people. Leaflets are very 
effective in publicizing an immediate and urgent event, like an 
emergency rally, and for distributing information on issues (or 
the schedule of events such as a film festival). One person can 
dispense hundreds of leaflets in a short time so it is essential 
to have a lot of materials on hand. Making leaflets in ½, 1/3 or 
¼-page size saves money and paper. In the leaflet itself, ask 
others to relay the information or to pass the leaflet itself onto 
someone else. Whenever possible, have more than one 
person engaged in the leafleting process at any given time. Be 
prepared for rejection and confrontation because many people 
will ignore you and some may challenge you verbally. 
 
     Class Announcements (active) Ask sympathetic faculty if 
you can make a brief announcement in their classes, or ask 
them to announce something themselves. Look through the 
schedule listings and target some courses (most probably in 
the social sciences or humanities) with titles that sound 
progressive. This is a great way to target classes that focus on 
specific issues that YDS organizes around and reach out to 
folk that aren’t necessarily on the same old activist listserves.  
In addition, folks are more likely to hear your message if you’re 

in their classroom, than if they just pass by a poster in the 
hallway. 
 
     Personal contact (active) Word of mouth is one of the best 
(not to mention cheapest) means of promotion. Each of your 
members can bring at least two or three people.  
 
THREE | Tabling  

Tabling is absolutely, positively the best way to reach 
people and get new members. Essentially, you set up a table 
in a public spot, put out some literature and buttons, and talk to 
interested people. The best place to table is on a college 
campus, in a well-trafficked area. Early in the semester is best, 
when you’ll have a chance to talk to new students, and when 
people haven’t yet signed up for other clubs and activities.  
 
      Tabling is also a great way for new members to become 
more comfortable discussing democratic socialism and 
answering questions. It can seem daunting at first, but once 
you’ve “observed” older chapter members in action and gotten 
used to it, it’s easy and can even be fun. 
    
   Check with University officials on tabling regulations. Some 
schools don’t care where or when you set up, but a lot of 
schools will have set times or places or forms to fill out. 
Sometimes, you’ll also be able to get a table at student 
activities fair early in the year, which is a really great idea if 
you can manage it. 
 
       First, you need a table. Again, check with the university. 
Generally speaking, the Student Center (or its equivalent) will 
be able to provide a table or tell you where to get one. If they 
don’t have one to use, check with a friendly professor or 
another activist group. As a rule of thumb, it’s never a bad idea 
to check with an ally group on dealing with the university 
administration. They’ve gone through it already, and it gives 
you an excuse to talk to people who you’ll need to be working 
with in the future. If all else fails, you can always buy a card 
table. They’re generally under $50. Other than that, you’ll want 
to have: 
 
  Literature. Have a few different handouts on different 
colored paper if possible. These are available from the 
YDS office. If there is a local issue of importance at the 
moment, make literature about that.  
 
  Sign-up sheet. Printed, preferably. Label it at the top, 
and have columns with plenty of space for name, phone 
number, and email. You can add street address, but you 
probably won’t be doing any mailings any time soon. 
Sign yourself up at the top; nobody likes to be the sucker 
to sign up first. 
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  Pens and pencils. Easy to forget. 
 
  Buttons, bumper stickers, and anything else you can 
give away for donations. 

 
  A donation tin. 
 
  People. Have at least two people at all times. A 
hostile interrogator or tricky question can overwhelm 
someone on their own. Also, it’s more fun with more 
people. If you’re tabling from 10am to 2pm, have people 
take shifts. Make sure two hot-headed arguers don’t 
table together. You know, different strokes for different 
folks. 
 
  A sign. It can be as simple as something on a piece 
of poster board, but you want to make sure people 
walking by know who you are and what issues you’re 
working on. 

 
Make sure that you are accessible. Say hi to people, hand out 
fliers to people walking by. Don’t just sit back and read. You 
don’t want to be pushy or obnoxious, but you do want to be 
engaging. Answer questions; invite people to events or 
meetings. Encourage people to sign up. Make sure that 
political disagreements with antagonists don’t turn into 
shouting matches.  
 

Rules It is very important to note that most schools have 
designated areas where you can post things and 
procedures for tabling. Know the regulations and the 
penalties. Some schools impose heavy fines for violations 
and may even rescind funding or official recognition. If you 
post off- campus, the local community’s laws apply. This is 
not to say that you must always accept such rules. If the 
rules are so draconian that they infringe on your freedom 
of speech you may want to start a campaign to challenge 
them. If you are challenging your school’s administration, 
you may find yourself the target of politically motivated, 
selective enforcement of such rules.  

 
FOUR | Creating ‘Merchandise’ 
     With a little investment of time and money, you can design 
and make your own buttons and T-shirts. These are a great 
way to not only spread your message, but also a surprisingly 
effective way to make money. Simply having buttons on hand 
while tabling, with a coffee can nearby that reads “Suggested 
Donation $1,” you can make so much money you may re-
evaluate your politics. Of course, the buttons have to be 
something people want… 
 
     Buttons A button maker can be purchased online, either 
new or second-hand for less than $100, and often as low as 

$50. This is worth it, and will definitely pay for itself. Check out 
the section on begging for money for more info. Button designs 
can be downloaded, or made on a computer or by hand by 
someone with reasonable skill. 
 
     T-Shirts Although it requires more time and energy, making 
T-shirts is an even better way to spread your message and 
make money. Instructions are found in the appendix. 
 
FIVE | Media 
    There are many different forms of media, and most areas 
have several outlets of each (all owned by Clear Channel). 
Dealing with the media properly is an important factor for 
spreading your message. 
 
     Newspapers: You can put advertisements or notices in 
your school newspaper, but this is usually expensive and ads 
are usually not as effective as posters. However, there are 
many other more creative ways to use your school newspaper 
for publicity. Many papers sell or allow for classified ads and 
calendars of campus events.  Letters to the editor and guest 
editorials are some of the most effective ways of getting across 
ideas to students.  It is usually not a good ideas to be blatantly 
propagandistic about your organization, but rather to let your 
ideas speak to the readers.  Some school papers will even do 
an article about your upcoming event to fill the news columns. 
For example, the Ithaca College YDS chapter had a guest 
column in the campus paper, and the editor even came out 
with a basically supportive editorial when the chapter did a sit-
in to force the administration to kick Sodexho off campus for 
their investment in private prisons.  Finally, never discount the 
effectiveness of self-publishing (after all, Virginia Woolf was a 
self-published author).  Producing a regular newsletter or ‘zine 
takes a lot of effort but it can provide your chapter with 
purpose and creative outlet.  Some campuses could also 
benefit from an alternative student newspaper.   
 

Radio: Many radio stations, especially college stations, 
run free public service announcements. Send them an event 
notice or do a PSA tape yourself.  If members of your chapter 
are up to the challenge, request a debate with an ideologically 
opposed individual or group.  Suggest to the staff of the radio 
station that this could provide interesting programming. 

 
Television Some schools and communities will have TV 

bulletin boards that run PSAs. This works the same as the 
radio. Just call up and ask to be listed. Also, don’t forget Public 
Access. One YDS chapter has been hosting a weekly public 
access show for over two years. 
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Media Coverage The best publicity you will get from the 
media is when they cover an event. It is, of course, important 
that the event is interesting and well attended, but there are a 
few steps that will help secure better media coverage. 
 
     Before the Event Write a press release. Send it to every 
single media outlet. As with other things, email is fast, simple, 
and easily ignored. While it’s worth doing, the best way to send 
a press release is by fax. Compiling a list of all media outlets in 
the area, with their phone numbers, fax numbers, and email 
addresses may take a little time, but it will be extremely helpful 
in the long run. A press release should be clear and concise, 
answering all the points of who, what, when, where, why, and 
how. Be sure to include a date and your contact information. 
(See appendix for samples)  
 
     During the event If the media approaches you, don’t listen 
to their question, but rather make sure your own message gets 
across when you respond. They never air or print the 
reporter’s question, only your response. Have a simple, short 
statement ready to give if you are interviewed. Try and sound 
confident and knowledgeable, not argumentative and angry. 
Remember that being quoted in the paper or on TV will get 
your message out further than any other format. Be sure and 
put your best foot forward, this may be the only time some 
people hear of YDS or DSA. 
 
     After the Event Call the media and comment on the 
coverage. If it was bad, complain. If it was good, compliment 
them. Surprisingly, they listen. A few people calling to ask why 
a story wasn’t covered or to complain that about coverage can 
go along way, just always be polite because you’ll be dealing 
with these people a lot. If the newspaper made a mistake, 
send a letter to the editor correcting the report in a firm, polite 
manner. 
     Publicity is very important for your chapter. It affects who 
hears about you, how they hear about you, and what they think 
about you. It is important, in your own publications and in 
dealing with the media, to always put forth the best possible 
image possible. 
 
 

PART VI OUTREACH: 
Growing YDS and the Movement! 

 
     Outreach and principled coalition work are crucial to 
building and maintaining an activist organization that can 
actually make social change, and helping create a democratic 
socialist movement that many people can consider their 
political home. Developing a good relationship and reputation 
with other organizations is imperative to getting anything done. 

YDS and DSA have some name recognition on the Left, and 
your chapter will develop a name for itself as well. As your 
reputation precedes you, it is vital to maintain strong, healthy 
connections with allies, not just for the work at hand, but also 
for future campaigns and for building the movement. 
 
ONE | Working with Other Groups 
     The first step in working with other groups is getting in 
touch with them. Identify your potential allies.  Working in 
coalition with other progressive organizations is an important 
way to strengthen the left presence on campus and in your 
community.  Building coalitions is a way to articulate our 
socialist perspective to a broader audience while helping to 
move forward a cause or issues we believe in.  Chapters, 
however, should always work in coalition for the sake of the 
issue, not as a recruiting tactic. 
      
     Unions, progressive churches, other student groups and 
community organizations are all potential allies. Look through 
the local paper to see if any groups have meeting times listed. 
Drop by and observe. Introduce yourself and say you’re 
looking forward to working with them and helping out. Don’t be 
surprised if they’re not overly impressed. Community 
organizations that have been around have seen student 
organizations come and go. Many may have had bad 
experiences with other, more dogmatic socialists in the past. 
Never forget that “socialist” is a loaded word, and is used by 
DSA as well as Marxist-Leninists and Trotskyists.  
    
    Unions are generally willing to work with YDS. Many union 
officers are familiar with DSA, and may be members. Making 
contacts with local labor will be very important for all of your 
future organizing. While many unions will be receptive to the 
DSA name, other groups will be wary. This is often even truer 
when the constituency of the organization is mostly people of 
color. People of color organizing for social justice have often 
had bad experiences with white socialists trying hard to recruit 
them and explain to them how only The Revolution will solve 
their problems. For this reason, YDSers sometimes start with a 
negative balance with some groups.  
     
     The only way to fix this is by working well over a period of 
time. Prove that you’re not out to steal their members or take 
them over (as other groups might be). Ask if you can go to the 
meetings of your partner groups, and show respect.  
Demonstrate through your actions that you’re willing to do the 
necessary grunt work and aren’t just out for the glory. If you 
deal with organizations respectfully, they will develop respect 
for you. The only way to do this is with time, but a few key 
elements will help you get started in working with other groups.  
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1) Follow through. If you say you can do something, or 
get so many people to an event, be sure and do it. If 
you’re not able to follow through, be honest and up 
front about it. 2) If you get money from a union or 
group, put it to good use. Show them that they didn’t 
waste the money. They’ll be more willing to give you 
money in the future, and generally more trusting. 3) 
Invite people to your events, and show up to theirs.  
After all, that’s what solidarity is all about. 4) Be clear 
and up front about what you want to get out of working 
with other groups.

 

  Don’t use groups made up primarily 
of people of color so you can try to steal members, for 
example, but rather for mutual education and 
solidarity. It’s not difficult to build a good relationship if 
you deal with other groups honestly and respectfully, 
and know when and how to be a good ally rather than 
a parasite. 

     Our best allies are progressive groups, for example, 
feminist, people of color, environmental clubs and anti-war 
clubs.  At the national level, YDS works with a loose alliance of 
progressive student organizations as well as more formalized 
coalitions, like the National Youth and Student Peace 
Coalition.  We strongly encourage you to work with these kinds 
of organizations on your campus, and contact the YDS 
national office for local contact information or help 
brainstorming who you should approach. 
 
     Final thought: It’s very important to keep a balance between 
coalition work and organizing events and projects under the 
name of your YDS chapter.  Both are important – we need a 
larger, vibrant left community in which to work, but we also 
have to get our own name and ideas out to the public, which 
means doing things on our own, as well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If you have more questions, comments, ideas that you would 
like to share with YDS, please contact us: 
 

Young Democratic Socialists 
c/o DSA 198 Broadway, Suite 700 

NYC 10038 
office (212) 727.8610    cell (917) 662.0276     

fax (212) 708.6955 
yds@dsausa.org    www.ydsusa.org 

 
 
 
 
 
 

NOTES and DOODLES: 
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EVEN MORE NOTES and DOODLES: 
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	ORGANIZING    FOR JUSTICE
	 A resource booklet for effective campus and community organizing
	While all YDS organized events should have an informational component, some are more clearly educational than others. Teach-ins, speakers, and film screenings are examples of good, easy-to-organize activities that serve to raise awareness around an issue. Teach-ins are dealt with in the Action Section. As the youth section of DSA, YDS chapters have access to many widely respected speakers (including DSA members like Bill Fletcher and Steve Max). In addition, there are, of course, people in your area who can speak both to local issues and to larger issues from a local point of view. Some speakers will want payment, and this can be raised amongst members, from your school, or from local ally groups, churches, and unions. 
	YDS is not only about the fight for justice, it’s also about having fun and getting to know other leftists, so these kinds of social/educational events are great.  A list of films and books is included in the appendix. Inviting speakers to your meetings is also a good idea. If your meetings are interesting and informational, as well as productive, people are more likely to keep coming back.
	Activist Skill Workshops 
	Having an occasional training is a great thing for any YDS chapter. Trainings can be about tactics, like civil disobedience, or deeper issues, like challenging white supremacy. You may want to contact the national office and raise money to bring someone in from out of town, or you might decide that someone you know locally could do a good job. Workshops can be geared just for YDS members, but will usually have an appeal to other activists as well. Who knows, they might be ready to join after coming to a kick-ass workshop. The national office has a list of great organizing trainings geared towards YDSers or offered by other student activist groups.
	TWO | Challenging Supremacy in all its forms

	PART IV STRUCTURE AND PROCESS:
	Structuring Your Chapter
	     According to the Constitution and By-Laws of YDS, chapters are free to organize themselves as they see fit. This helps foster diversity of YDS as a whole, allowing each YDS chapter to respond to the local circumstances and group dynamics.  Some chapters have officers and use parliamentary procedure, while other chapters use the consensus model (explained in the “structure and process section”). The important thing is that chapters operate democratically, and actively monitor themselves to limit and ideally exclude racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, or other forms of discrimination. 
	TWO | Structure & Process
	THREE | Facilitating a meeting
	Formality
	Inclusion
	FIVE | The Future of Your Chapter and YDS
	PART V PUBLICITY: Getting The Word Out!
	    Seeing as how we live in a society run by the capitalists and including massive oppression based on race, gender, and sexuality, it makes sense that most folks don’t consider themselves socialists or even understand what that means.   This doesn’t change the fact that chapters need members to function, and we’re not going to transform our society if we don’t attract people.  
	   Democratic socialists work for peace and justice and against oppression, and many people intuitively share many of our ideas about fairness and equality, even though most Americans don’t have the slightest idea what YDS is. The more people understand what we’re about, the more likely they are to support us and think about the larger arguments we’re making about the problems with capitalism. Our job is therefore to educate folks, and the only way to do that is to get them to notice us (in a good way).  There are hundreds of thousands of Americans who share our politics, so if we do our work, our potential growth is tremendous!  It’s also important to have publicity if you’re trying to force someone in power to do what you want.  No matter how small or apathetic your campus seems, don’t assume that you or a few of your friends are the only potential socialists on campus.
	TWO | Creating “Propaganda”
	FOUR | Creating ‘Merchandise’
	     T-Shirts Although it requires more time and energy, making T-shirts is an even better way to spread your message and make money. Instructions are found in the appendix.
	FIVE | Media
	Media Coverage The best publicity you will get from the media is when they cover an event. It is, of course, important that the event is interesting and well attended, but there are a few steps that will help secure better media coverage.



