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Introduction
For many of us, #NoCopAcademy was one of the most impactful attempts at building 

power that we had ever been a part of. It confirmed for us that our work is to get people 

together with other people and take risks to demand change and make another world 

possible. 

From its inception,  #NoCopAcademy was viewed as an unwinnable campaign in 

Chicago -- and in many ways, it was --- but in the two years since, we have watched as 

tens of thousands have mobilized to support calls to defund policing and remove police 

from schools. The unwinnable has become entirely possible. 

We offer this toolkit to encourage others to take on more unwinnable campaigns. This 

toolkit is NOT a guide book or a one size fits all manual. Rather, it is our attempt to step 

back, reflect, and document how we actually organized, lessons learned, and tools and 

resources that we hope will be useful to you in your work.

We didn’t know what we were doing when we started and we are still figuring it out. 

Organizing campaigns is part science, part art, part magic, and part luck - and it’s only 

one part of how we build powerful movements. No one needs to be an expert to get 

started. At the end of the day, the best instruction is practice itself. But whether you’ve 

run campaigns for years, or you’ve never even heard of a campaign before, we think 

there could be something in here for you.

In these unprecedented times, we continue to witness young Black people’s activism 

and organizing in Chicago and around the world, and it sustains our hope. 

We offer this toolkit as a resource for collective action toward liberation and the 

ongoing struggle for freedom and abolition. We can’t wait to see what you do next, and 

how our movements continue to grow and evolve.
I.



PREFACE
By Benji Hart,  adapted from an article originally published in the Chicago Reader, April 2019.

On March 13, 2019, Chicago’s city council voted 38 to 8, with two abstentions, to approve 

a contract with mega-construction company AECOM to build an $85 million police and 

fire training facility in the west side neighborhood of Garfield Park. The vote came 

despite an 18-month campaign, initiated by a coalition ultimately supported by more 

than  100 local grassroots organizations, called #NoCopAcademy. 

Directed by a core of Black youth, the multi-racial, multi-generational cohort of 

researchers, organizers, educators, and artists brought together disparate 

demographics, far-flung neighborhoods, and diverse political ideologies. Together, they 

demanded that the city not increase spending on its police department—which
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is already per capita one of the most well-funded in the nation—and instead redirect 

those funds to resources that help prevent violence, such as high-quality public schools, 

affordable housing, and mental health services.

The #NoCopAcademy campaign ultimately fell short of its goal of stopping the city 

from approving the construction of the facility.  At the same time, the campaign 

achieved important victories that helped strengthen community organizing and long-

term efforts to divest from the harms of policing.  It’s important to take stock of the 

impact of this campaign, and recognize the pivotal role #NoCopAcademy played in 

developing young leaders, building a broad multi-racial coalition, and winning political 

support from elected officials on a previously untouchable demand. 

#NoCopAcademy amplified the voices of those most impacted by our city’s cuts to 

education and its hyper-spending on mass incarceration. Black and brown youth from 

the south and west sides, many of them Austin and West Garfield Park residents, hosted

weekly meetings, issued public statements, held press conferences, led train takeovers, 

attended trainings and workshops, organized die-ins—all with the purpose of 

determining shaping their own message and distilling their own values. Dozens of 

teenagers developed into experienced organizers over the course of the year-and-a-

half-long struggle, and were the backbone and unapologetic voice of the campaign. 

These youth are well-trained, fired up, and poised to take on new battles.

This multi-racial and multi-generational coalition brought together organizations 

that often stay in their own silos. Communities that rarely interact, or have been at 

odds historically, not only recognized the danger of the cop academy’s imminent 

construction, but the need to connect their struggles to resist it. Muslim youth 

disrupted Rahm Emanuel’s Iftar dinner;  Black leaders joined Organized Communities 

Against Deportations to head the #ChingaLaMigra march in the Loop. 

Invisible 2 Invincible, a queer Asian organization, brought a #NoCopAcademy 

contingent to the Lunar New Year Parade. And young people from the south and west 

sides marched in Uptown against 46th Ward alderman James Cappleman, chair of the 

zoning committee, and joined the fight against school closings across Black
III.

https://www.forbes.com/sites/niallmccarthy/2017/08/07/how-much-do-u-s-cities-spend-every-year-on-policing-infographic/#7e729732e7b7
https://www.facebook.com/nocopacademy/videos/807885059561042/
https://www.facebook.com/WorkingFamilies/videos/10155476614106418/
https://twitter.com/sadazn/status/1002002651947720705?fbclid=IwAR0q5Ei1hQsqo4eUz1bmoDwkGbLJHb5XxpYrngSkwADtDuUXl3tul2Oc04g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F7hezHq3R8s
https://chicago.cbslocal.com/2018/02/26/city-issues-chinatown-lunar-new-year-parade/
https://www.facebook.com/nocopacademy/videos/611136272655970/


neighborhoods. On the day of a key vote, members of Raise Your Hand IL and the 

Chicago Teachers Union linked arms with Black and brown youth to block elevators at 

City Hall, while west siders from Black Workers Matter spoke out against the misuse of 

TIF funds meant for their communities.

From across the city, 105 organizations stood together to state their support for 

defunding of police and increased funding of social services. Most went beyond 

symbolic endorsements; they drew on their membership to throw down and speak up 

on behalf of the demands of youth organizers. This alone represents a massive shift in 

terms of public support for a previously 

“radical” demand, and the beginning of 

building a new common sense around 

public safety beyond policing.

The 18-month #NoCop Academy 

campaign also developed new tactics to 

fight the machine. In Garfield Park, for 

example, organizers canvassed 500 

residents. Based on their interviews, they 

released a report documenting the lack 

of support for the Academy and outlining 

the kinds of investments wanted in the 

neighborhood. When Black youth were 

barred from comment at public hearings, they sued the city and won a settlement, 

forcing 34th Ward alderwoman Carrie Austin, chair of the budget committee, to hold 

public comment at the next committee vote. They petitioned for government 

documents, and researched the flow of private money into aldermanic pockets. They led 

workshops for organizers and communities, educating many for the first time on the 

contours of local politics.

As Chicago organizers involved in the national conversation know only too well, the

message of abolition has long been deemed too radical for mainstream political
IV.
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discussions—even those facilitated by the left. A deep-seated belief that prisons are 

essential, and concerns about what would replace them, have regularly drowned out the 

voices of communities that have clear answers to these quandaries.  

By exposing the city’s hypocritical claims of being “broke” when it closed half its mental 

health clinics and 49 public schools only years prior, #NoCopAcademy changed that 

narrative,  asking: Why can’t Chicago find money to heal and educate our 

communities, yet can always find money to police and incarcerate them? What if we 

reversed the spending flow, divesting from the failed institution of policing, and 

investing in the support systems that can prevent crime and violence in the first place?

#NoCopAcademy brought abolition into the national debate as common sense, and 

made it a litmus test for “progressive” candidates. It challenged mainstream 

journalistic practices, which treat policing, education, and housing as separate 

conversations, and argued that a holistic approach to social and economic justice is the 

only answer to ending systemic violence. Multiple aldermanic races were won by 

candidates explicitly supporting #NoCopAcademy, a significant shift from just four 

years earlier when even progressive mayoral candidate Chuy Garcia ran on a platform of 

a thousand more cops.

#NoCopAcademy may have lost the final vote, but helped build the ability of young 

Black and POC youth and communities to demand more from this City.  Hundreds if 

not thousands of people who could never have imagined themselves joining the fight to 

defund the police took action to do just that, years before that idea became a 

mainstream talking point to debate.  There are countless more battles ahead in the fight 

to divest from policing and win real and lasting investments for communities. The deep 

bonds built by the broad coalition of #NoCopAcademy helped lay the groundwork for 

the campaigns carrying this torch in our city today, like the fights to #DefundCPD and to 

win #PoliceFreeSchools. 

When we are willing to fight for more than what seems possible now, we help open the 

doors for future fights. 
V.
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How we built our crew
How we built mass support for a radical demand

#NoCopAcademy was an organizing experiment to build mass popular support for an 

abolitionist demand, while simultaneously prioritizing the leadership development of 

Black and Latinx youth. We know that to win sweeping changes we need support from 

allies at all levels, and we need millions of people participating in taking direct action to 

transform conditions - away from policing, militarism and anti-Blackness and towards 

a radical redistribution of resources, free healthcare, housing and education for all, and 

the dismantling of our violent criminal legal system.  

We wanted anyone, anywhere in Chicago to see themselves as part of the fight,  and we 

created real opportunities for supporters who are not Black or young to take action in 

support of our campaign.  At the same time, we’d seen campaigns that cut corners, so 

intent on “getting to scale” that they quickly became majority white or majority adult.  

We wanted to make sure that we prioritized  building up and supporting the leadership 

development of Black and POC young people in Chicago. The goal was to organize for 

the long-haul.

We believe that people change the most when they are in motion, doing and not just 

hearing about the work. We invited community organizations to endorse 

#NoCopAcademy even if they did not yet support or identify with abolition. We didn’t 

ask for total political alignment before agreeing to work together. This allowed us to
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bring hundreds more people into the fight to defund the police and invest in Black

communities. This was intentional. And we think it worked. The Chicago Teachers Union 

did not publicly endorse #NoCopAcademy, but its members and leaders participated 

in and supported our actions. Just six months after the final vote, the CTU included the 

demand to remove police from schools in contract negotiations that ultimately led to 

a 15 day strike. Grassroots Collaborative, an economic justice coalition in Chicago, now 

includes defunding the police as a primary budget demand of the city, where just a few 

years ago members wouldn’t have touched that demand. We believe this happened, in 

part, because they were able to participate in something that pushed their members 

left, but met them where they were based on shared values.  
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How we launched the campaign 

A few weeks after Rahm announced his plans to build the cop academy, a few close 

allies and teen leaders from Assata’s Daughters gathered to ask

1. If people thought a campaign to stop it  was a good idea  

2. If they wanted to be a part of it.  

When the resounding answer was YES we:

Clarified our demand:  

No cop academy, period.  

Not a smaller cop academy, 

not one  built somewhere 

else.  No additional funds for 

police.  We want funding for 

Black youth & communities.  

No. Cop. Academy.

Identified our target: 

Rahm Emanuel and/or City 

Council.

Brainstormed initial actions 

that would put pressure on 

our targets and build public 

support for our campaign.

Did power-mapping to 

identify who has power in the city, and how we could win them to our side. 
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Developed a set of  principles for organizations to join the campaign. 

 Wrote talking points and a basic fact sheet.

 Scheduled our first press conference, teach-in and art party.

 Set up a website and email address for people to contact us and get information.

On September 20th, 2017, 

after just four meetings, 

we launched with a press 

conference on the 5th 

floor of city hall, in front 

of the 

mayor’s office. Fewer than 

15 people attended and 

almost no media.  It was 

almost everyone’s first 

time speaking at a press 

conference.  

We held one sign that 

read #NoCopAcademy and live-tweeted the launch.  Fran Spielman from the Chicago 

Sun Times was there, interrupted to ask a question, didn’t get an answer she liked, and 

left before it was over.

 Starting small doesn’t mean you’ll  stay small.  

https://nocopacademy.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/nocopacademy_half-sheet_12-14.pdf
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How we structured the campaign 

The campaign involved dozens of organizations, working together to build and amplify 

the #NoCopAcademy campaign. A few years back, we’d had a very negative experience 

on a different campaign, with so-called allies who cut side deals that sidelined youth 

leadership. 

In order to avoid that this time around, we came up with a set of Principles for 

Endorsing Organizations.

https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2015/aug/14/shame-aclu-chicago-stop-frisk-we-charge-genocide
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Centering young people’s participation and leadership was key. It meant that core 

decisions around strategy were made in the youth meeting spaces, not at “endorser” 

meetings. Organizations signing on needed to understand this before they joined.  

We also emphasized that endorsements meant taking action, not just adding a name to 

a list.  Action could mean all kinds of things, but we expected their members to do 

something in support of the campaign at least once every few months. We celebrated 

people uplifting the demands and doing the work all over the city, wherever they were 

based, instead of only asking orgs to support centralized actions.  
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Structure within the campaign

The campaign grew quickly, from 20 to 60 endorsing organizations within the first few 

months — and then to more than 105 community-based organizations by the end. 

Here are a few more things we did to make the campaign run as smoothly as 

possible: 

    We held monthly endorser meetings. In between, we sent out weekly email 

updates on the list-serve. The emails included recent media coverage,  upcoming 

actions or events related to the campaign, and announcements from organizations 

within the campaign.  

    Adults who weren’t part of an organization were not allowed to attend 

campaign meetings. Since we were a campaign, not an organization, we wanted to 

encourage people to join organizations that would outlast the campaign. 

    Teens did not have to be a member of an organization in order to attend weekly 

youth meetings. Adults that young people had invited to accompany them, or who had 

recruited young people to attend, could join the teen meeting space in a supportive 

capacity.

    We created working groups, as needed, to support various aspects of the 

campaign, with folks from the endorsing organizations and youth. These included a 

research team, a fundraising group, and a communications team. 

    Many other campaigns and organizations asked #NoCopAcademy to endorse 

or sign-on to their efforts. We consistently declined, because we were a campaign, not a 

formal coalition. If the request came from an organization that was signed onto 

#NoCopAcademy, we would send out information about it over the list-serve so that 

organizations within the campaign could endorse. 

https://nocopacademy.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/NCAFundraisingDraft_061118.pdf
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Lesson learned

We received feedback that it would have been helpful to have more 

transparency, perhaps in the form of a formal steering committee made 

up of up core youth and adults involved in the campaign. 

Many of the adults helping to coordinate across working groups and hold/

facilitate the youth meetings had history together, so we were able to 

operate based on trust and relationships. But that meant that much of 

the work wasn’t as distributive among supportive and endorsing 

organizations as it could have been. 
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How we ran meetings

Over the course of #NoCopAcademy, we had dozens and dozens of meetings:  

• Weekly youth meetings (so that teens could get plugged into the campaign) 

• Monthly endorser meetings (where representatives from organizations that officially 

signed on to the campaign could get updates and find ways to provide ongoing support) 

Preparation is key to running meetings that make people want to keep coming back. 

It’s important to be really clear about what you are trying to accomplish and who needs 

to be in the room.  You need to carefully craft an agenda ahead of time, and include the 

meeting facilitator in that process. 

The agenda is a roadmap; it can make or break a meeting.

Agenda Suggestions

Keep in mind, a meeting longer than 90 minutes is tough for anyone. Food 

and breaks are essential. Don’t try to pack too much in. Decide what are 

the most important pieces this time and give the most time to those.  

Facilitators

The person (or persons) who helps guide the meeting; that questions are 

heard and responded to; that we take breaks when needed; that people 

feel like they are part of something. We suggest rotating facilitators as 

much as possible, as long as it’s done with intention.
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Sample Meeting Agenda Recommendations

• Introductions

• Check-in question:  (Ex. How are you? If you were ice cream what flavor 

would you be?  What are you bringing into the room with you today? etc.)

• Updates: What’s happened since the last time we met? What new 

information needs to be shared?

• Activities/Presentations: Build skills and understandings of how to 

organize. 

Some of these included:

  1. What is escalation?

  2. What is the make-up of City Council?  

  3. What is an alderperson and how do we reach them?

  4. How to talk to the media

  5. How to plan an action

• Decision-making:  Whether it’s choosing a T-shirt design or planning an 

action,  allow ample time for discussion.  More about collective 

decision-making later on.

• Next Steps: Once a decision is made, make sure that it’s clear who is 

responsible and by when something needs to happen. 
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• Announcements: Allow time to share information that may not be 

directly related to the campaign, in order to support building a powerful 

movement and relationships across groups and people.

• Closing activity: Do some kind of closing go-around, which might be a 

chant together or a breathing activity.  Honor what you’ve just 

accomplished collectively. 

Useful add-ons for your agenda! 

• Recap: Who are we, what are 

we trying to do & why.  This helps 

new people get oriented. It also 

helps people get familiar with 

our talking points.

• Debrief: Reflections on a 

recent action or event; lessons 

learned.

• Brainstorm new ideas 

• Energizers and/or Ice-breakers: Meetings are boring. Even good 

meetings. Take breaks and move your bodies. Build community.
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Some other tips

Meetings were by invitation only

We did not hold “open meetings” for security reasons and because we 

remembered police infiltration of meetings during #WeChargeGenocide 

in 2015 and #ByeAnita in 2016.  

We got the word out to young people on how to join. 

They could message #NoCopAcademy on social media or 

email to get information about the next meeting. When 

we talked in classrooms, gave workshops, or met 

young people during actions, we made sure to get 

their contact info. One day before every youth 

meeting, an organizer would text anyone who’d 

been to a previous meeting and/or signed an 

interest sheet. We kept a google spreadsheet 

with everyone’s name/info/how they got linked, 

and added and took names off as people came 

and went.  

Really Important: We always provided CTA bus cards and food at 

meetings.  If the meeting ended really late, we’d offer uber or lyft rides 

home for people who didn’t live close to a train line.  

Music helps, too! 

We had a bluetooth speaker so folks could play 

music before and after meetings.  
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Adults in the Room: 

• Be honest about your influence in the room. Adultism already privileges adults to have 

more “authority” or perceived expertise when sharing their opinions.  

• Be mindful of this and be quiet. 

• Let people have “bad ideas.” Let people get excited about them.  

• Share your concerns as concerns, not vetoes. Participate in the conversation as a 

participant, not an expert.  

• Trust the people. Trust the process. 

This website has more useful info about how to facilitate meetings and how to craft a 

good agenda: http://aorta.coop/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/AO-Facilitation-Resource-

Sheet.pdf

http://aorta.coop/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/AO-Facilitation-Resource-Sheet.pdf
http://aorta.coop/wp-content/uploads/2017/06/AO-Facilitation-Resource-Sheet.pdf
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How we made group decisions

Remember, our goals were both to resist the cop academy AND grow youth leadership. 

Our decision-making process in the youth meetings was a means to do both. 

We attempted to use a simple consensus model of making decisions, which means a 

majority vote isn’t sufficient. We wanted everyone’s buy-in. 

Allowing ample time for discussion is crucial to consensus decision-making. It may 

take more than one meeting to brainstorm, discuss proposals, and then decide on a 

course of action. 

It’s essential that anyone involved in an action understand not only the issue they are 

supporting, but why they are taking that particular form of action together.  This is how 

we build collective power and consciousness, instead of just doing turnout and seeing 

people as numbers.

Why  Consensus?

When people aren’t present for early and middle stages of decision-

making, and are brought in only at the end, expect that they will offer 

ideas and ask questions that have already been workshopped. They’ve 

missed the context and more generative stages of the conversation.  

The point is, if you’re serous about having young folks involved in 

decisions, they have to be involved in all stages. They have to be present 

for the messy parts, they have to be a part of brainstorming bad ideas, 

debating strategies, hearing out other people, building consensus. This is 

how we learn as people and how we generate rich strategies as 

campaigns. 
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Provide Context

What do we know about the situation we are discussing?  Does everyone in the room 

have what they need to make an informed decision? Are there historical examples of 

what’s been done (in the campaign, in others, etc) that we can share?  What have we 

already tried and what did it teach us?

Generate ideas

You can start with a group brainstorm, especially if there are new people present to help 

get folks in their creative flow. Small group or pairs breakout are great for getting many 

voices and lots of input.  Even if there’s a specific proposal you know you want input on, 

it’s important that before the facilitator offers it, to open the floor to see what ideas folks 

have on the issue at hand, aside from the proposal. 

Gauge where people are at on an idea or proposal

Ask questions:

 • What do you think? 

 • What questions do you have? 

 • What do you like about it?  

 • What don’t you like about it? 

Do a circle go-around to ensure everyone has a chance to offer thoughts

Spectrum: Have people line up along an imaginary line of how they are feeling about a 

proposal, from “I love it 100%” to “I hate this 100%.” Ask people in opposition to name 

what would need to change to have them move further up the line. Keep doing this until 

everyone is on the happy/positive side of the line.  

Dot-mocracy:  People each have a certain number of dots that they can place next to 

their favorite idea(s) listed on a board.   Helps narrow from many to a few proposals.
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When a decision has to be made quickly

Sometimes there just isn’t time to make a whole group decision. There may be crisis 

moments, such as police surrounding people in the street, clubs in hand, and we have to 

decide if we’ll stay or get out. 

• Ideally, some agreements were reached beforehand about what level of risk we were 

committed to.

• Share as much information as possible—loudly—so that people can make their own 

assessments.  For example, shout out, “This is our third warning from the cops! They 

may arrest anyone who stays in the street after this point!”

• Assess whether preparations have been made for jail 

support and let people know. 

• Offer a plan B.  Folks are hyped and want to stay 

escalated.  Can we march instead of blocking the street?  

• Decisions may be made to prioritize safety rather than escalation. Recognize that not 

everything goes according to plan. 

Thumbs:  Lets people show if they like, dislike, or are neutral about an idea.  Let’s the 

facilitator read the room very quickly.

Pair and small group check ins.

Fist to Five:  Zero (fist) meaning you dislike something, five meaning you love it.
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How we built relationships and culture

We had to have food. At every meeting. For youth and 

for endorsers. We are all people with needs, and food is 

a way of building community together while also 

ensuring no one is sitting in a meeting hungry.  The 

coveted role of DJ with a simple bluetooth speaker 

transformed an empty room into a community 

hangout and ensured the vibes weren’t dry, before and 

after meetings.

We adapted to young people’s school schedules to provide the most 

programming when school was not in session.  Spring break and the summer were 

go time.  This meant offering a youth summit full of workshops, activities and actions 

during spring break, 2018, and traveling to Highlander Center in Tennessee for a 5-day 

retreat in the summer of that same year.  Offering longer-form, shared  experiences 

beyond meetings and protests meant we could really build for the long haul. Youth 

would plan activities like open-mics, talent shows, fireside chats, hikes, and more to 

bring their own voices, creativity and vision to the space being offered.  

With endorser meetings we rotated our location, 

asking endorsing organizations to host us at their 

various offices. We held meetings in Austin, 

Pullman, the South Loop, Bronzeville, Washington 

Park, West Garfield Park and more. This got us 

learning about each other’s work, and helped build out the reality that this was a 

city-wide effort.
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An aspect of our work that was not visible, was our effort to build hold space for and 

with young people confronting sexual violence. 

We sought to create a space that is as affirming as possible for 

survivors of sexual violence and confront conflicts and harm that 

arose. This was less visible work, but not less important than the big, 

splashy actions.  We tried our best to offer support, and asked friends 

with more Transformative Justice experience for support when we felt 

stuck.

Important to remember
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How chicago’s City  
Council Works
What we had to learn

In order to fight the cop academy effectively, we had to teach ourselves about city 

government.  We needed to use the platform that various public meetings provide for 

moments of escalation and campaign visibility.  And we recognized that ultimately it 

was the City Council or the 

Mayor who could give us what 

we wanted.  That said, we knew 

it was an uphill battle, which is 

why we didn’t keep our 

organizing within the narrow 

confines that City Council’s 

public engagement offers.  

Laying out how City Council 

works, all the committees 

involved, and their processes 

could be its own toolkit, and it is!  We encourage you to check out this incredible toolkit 

that the #DefundCPD campaign came up with in the fall of 2020.  

https://defundpolice.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Defund-CPD-Research-Policy-Toolkit.pdf
https://defundpolice.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Defund-CPD-Research-Policy-Toolkit.pdf
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Here are some basics that we learned

In order for city council to do something without the mayor’s approval, 26 council 

members have to agree on it. 

There’s only one example of grassroots organizers reaching 26 votes in the past few 

decades:  Back in 2004, they organized to make Walmart pay a living wage if and when 

the company came to Chicago. Mayor Daley vetoed the measure. It was still the mayor’s 

game.  And that was in 2004.   

Chicago is a mayor-run city, and has been for decades. 

The city council got used to doing whatever the Mayors 

(the Daleys were in power for 50 years) wanted them to do. 

So Rahm Emannuel was our primary target.  

There are 50 city council members in Chicago, called 

aldermen or alders or alderpeople. Yes, we said 50. Each 

alderperson represents a ward, which is basically a 

geographic area that covers one or several 

neighborhoods. Lookup what ward you live in here.  

Mayor Richard M. Daley

April 24, 1989 – May 16, 2011

Mayor Rahm Emannuel

May 16, 2011 – May 20, 2019

Mayor Lori Lightfoot

May 20, 2019-Present

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mplxFfATM0k
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/mayor/iframe/lookup_ward_and_alderman.html
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Meetings

City council meets once a month for a day-long session. Only 30 minutes 

of that session are allowed for public comment and each person is given 

only 3 minutes to speak. At nearly every meeting, the public comment 

period is followed by 30-60 minutes of awards or appreciations for 

members of the police department. Warning: this section of the meeting 

can be really demoralizing.

Committees

City council has committees that oversee various aspects of 

government, including Finance, Budget, Zoning, and more, each with a 

smaller number of alderpeople appointed to them by the Mayor. 

Committees meet once or twice per month, and their schedule —along 

with the full city council meeting schedule—can be found here. Our 

friends at Grassroots Collaborative helped us better understand the 

committees and their importance to our work. 

https://chicago.legistar.com/Calendar.aspx
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City council elections are held every four 

years. The next city council and mayoral 

elections in Chicago will be in February of 

2023.

Starting salary for a city council member 

is more than $110,000.

Each alderperson gets around $1 million 

in “menu money” every year, which they 

can spend however they’d like in their 

ward.

Ordinances

The rules, policies, budgets and other regulations that the council votes 

on are called “ordinances.” When the mayor or an alderperson 

introduces an ordinance, it has to get approved by a committee before 

it can be approved by the full council. With fewer members to influence, 

committees can be a great place to try to stop or jam up a process.  
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Important to remember

Nothing about the city council process is actually designed to 

support or represent Black and Brown working class 

communities.

This structure was built by rich, majority white, land and 

property-owning men to help ensure they could keep owning stuff 

and get richer, and they designed these rules and regulations to do 

just that. City council meetings are also really boring. 

“Respectability politics” - or acting like the city council chambers deserve some special 

kind of respect - upholds that power structure. At the same time, a lot of our community 

members, elders and young ones alike, have only ever known to fear and respect those 

in formal positions of power. When you decide on your tactics inside city hall, make sure 

you know your audience!  

At the end of the day, most city council members care about re-election and holding on 

to  power. They don’t really care about us. 

But if we can threaten that power (especially as election time approaches), we can 

start to force them to do what we want. 
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How we did campaign research

The  #NoCopAcademy Research Team was responsible for supporting the research 

needs of the campaign. Very few of us had research experience that pertained to 

government processes, so we thought it would be helpful to highlight what we did to 

learn the ropes.

 

The research team began with a small group of folks including attorneys, educators, 

librarians and other concerned community members. Some were able to stay involved 

longer than others. A campaign the size of #NoCopAcademy could not have operated as 

well as we did without a lot of hands involved.

1. We stored our research and other 

pertinent documents in an online 

database that we could all access. 

(Yes, we used Google drive.)

2. We met periodically to compare 

notes and brainstorm about how best to 

approach our research. We often met with 

the campaign’s Communications working group to plan what research was needed and 

share out our findings.

3. We got invaluable help with where to find statistics, voting records, etc. from folks 

in our community who had experience with Chicago city government. We also used 

Little Sis, a free database that contains lots of useful information about corporations 

and powerful people. Little Sis offers a free monthly training on their database, which 

proved to be very helpful. 

4. Flexibility and rapid response capacity were key to the campaign, so we could 

research people or companies quickly as conditions changed and needs emerged.

https://littlesis.org/
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Some timeless helpful links for research related to the City of 
Chicago:

•  http://illinoissunshine.org/ 

Information on who has donated to elected officials’ political campaigns.

•  https://chicago.legistar.com/ 

City Council and Committee meeting minutes, agendas, video recordings, 

information about current and past ordinances, and records of how 

alderpeople voted on past issues.

•  https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/dps/provdrs/contract/svcs/

awarded_contracts.html 

Info on contracts that the City of Chicago has awarded to companies.

•  https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/bldgs/dataset/building_

permits.html

Building Permits that the City of Chicago has awarded.

•  https://cpdp.co/ 

The Chicago Police Data Project maintains public records of various police 

officers’ misconduct over the past few decades. Shoutout to the Invisible 

Institute for this.

•  https://www.afsc.org/video/skill-how-to-foia-youth-activists 

How to use Freedom of Information Act requests to research a public 

agency/department.  Starter tips!

http://illinoissunshine.org/ 
https://chicago.legistar.com/ 
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/dps/provdrs/contract/svcs/awarded_contracts.html 
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/dps/provdrs/contract/svcs/awarded_contracts.html 
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/bldgs/dataset/building_permits.html
https://www.chicago.gov/city/en/depts/bldgs/dataset/building_permits.html
https://cpdp.co/ 
https://www.afsc.org/video/skill-how-to-foia-youth-activists 
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How we crafted testimony for public meetings

At Chicago’s City Council meetings, speaking publicly in ways they 

allow is a terrible process. 

The public gets only 30 minutes at the start of a City Council 

meeting, and anyone wanting to speak must arrive hours before 

the meeting begins to enter their name in a lottery. A total of 10 

names will be selected, one at a time, and each person will be 

allotted 3 minutes to speak. A timer on the wall counts down; when 

the 3 minutes are up, the mic cuts out. 

The mayor and many alders rarely listen during public comment. Many leave the room 

or scroll through emails on their phones. But the media is present. 

Showing up can be an important way to demonstrate public support for an issue, or 

build pressure on the day of a vote or when an ordinance is introduced. Also, 

highlighting the blatant indifference of electeds is always instructive. 

Here’s how one youth leader from #NoCopAcademy 
prepared for her city council testimony

Well, when I first signed up to do a public statement I was nervous. No, that was not my 

first time but a feeling of nervousness still fell over me. When I was thinking about what 

I would say it was kinda scary because I wanted what I said to stick to everybody in the 

room. I wanted to leave a wow factor so that no one would ever forget me or why I was 

there. 

“
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At first I had what I was gonna say planned out, but I was already low-key mad cause 12 

was already testing me so then they called my name. That’s when I was like “oh sh*t ok.” 

But then I got up and walked to the podium. I started to say a few words. Then I looked 

around and I see Rahm on the phone and then [alderwoman] Mitts was on her phone. It 

did make me feel small but it didn’t get the best of me at all.

It made what I said even better because I know everyone heard and felt the anger that I 

was feeling.  I told the mayor of Chicago to basically f*** off and it felt amazing that me, a 

junior in highschool can shake the room and make political people look at me even if they 

didn’t care. I knew that that would stick with everyone in that room.

If you are a young person and you want to ever give a 

public statement to the city council, you let them have it. 

Say what you feel and make sure they feel you, 

make them look at you, make them give you their attention. 

Don’t let them make you 
feel small, ever.  

— Destiny Bell, 18

“
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How we approached alderpeople

Since city council members had the power to stop the cop academy, even if the 

mayor still wanted it, we knew we couldn’t ignore them entirely.  They were our 

secondary target.  We spent time in youth meetings learning about various alderpeople, 

especially those we considered important or potential allies, or chairs of committees 

that we had to engage with.  An ongoing ask of the campaign was that supporters 

engage with their alderpeople on our behalf, to help show mass support for our issue.  

Here are some tips for how to engage alderpeople.  If you’re working on a city-level 

issue - don’t skip this step!  It’s critical!  

And remember, these electeds are just people, and most of the time they care about 

staying in office.  It’s our job to create pressure and conditions that make them have to 

side with us.  

https://nocopacademy.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Aldermanic-Meeting-Tip-Sheet-NO-COP-ACADEMY.pdf
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How we made our 
campaign pop
How we decided what kind of action to do 
and when to do it

Sometimes it’s hard to know what kind of action to take together. 

Protests and marches are the most common kinds, but there are so many other types 

of actions.  Defining your goals, based on where you’re at in your campaign, helps with 

choosing the right tactic(s).  

At the beginning of a campaign, the goal is often to bring in new people.  So starting out 

with confrontational, hostile tactics from the jump might turn some people away.  We 

started with art parties, teach-ins and train takeovers to begin to build public support.  

Sometimes our goal was to polarize public opinion — show that there are only two 

sides, and that ours is the side of Black youth and communities fighting for resources. 

The city’s hostility and police violence played directly into the story we were trying to 

tell, and every attack just amplified our message.  

What side 
are YOU on?
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As you approach key decision dates related to your 

campaign, it’s important to escalate before those 

decision-making dates arrive, so that you build 

pressure and visibility on your issue and on your 

target.  For us, that meant escalating ahead of key 

City Council votes.  We also would escalate and do 

bold actions when the timing worked for our base — 

ie., when students didn’t have to be in school.  

Any tactic can be escalated — made more risky or dramatic. Blocking streets or traffic 

during an action, or taking up public space where you’re not supposed to, are just a 

couple of examples.  

Turn up the heat!



#NoCopAcademy used all of these tactics, and more, over the 18 months of our 

campaign. Check out the appendix for a worksheet of this page to fill out!

Art Gallery 
(can be “pop-up” in a public space)

Banner drop

Blockade (street, elevator, etc.)

Canvassing

Die-in or Sit-in

Flashmob

Heckling targets (“bird-dogging”)

March

Mic-check Disruption

Rally

Panel/Public Event

Press Conference

Protest

Stickers

Survey

Teach-in or Workshop

Train Takeover

Twitter Competition

Bring in new 

people/build 

our base?

Build 

consciousness?

Disrupt / Interrupt 

/ Stop something 

from happening?

Agitate

our target?Tactics

How Tactics brought us closer to our goal! 
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Art Party

https://nocopacademy.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/train-takeover-template.pdf
https://twitter.com/SCA_Activists/status/976094653106872320?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw%7Ctwcamp%5Etweetembed%7Ctwterm%5E976094653106872320%7Ctwgr%5E%7Ctwcon%5Es1_&ref_url=https%3A%2F%2Fcdn.knightlab.com%2Flibs%2Ftimeline3%2Flatest%2Fembed%2Findex.html%3Fsource%3D1hLh9q6AIt18NLE2EuflHvsoju7_mIxdzJGZrGcanbasfont%3DDefaultlang%3Deninitial_zoom%3D2height%3D650
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How we planned actions

#NoCopAcademy launched with a 15-person press conference at city council. 

The campaign strategically used a variety of tactics, including train takeovers, sit-ins, 

and city council disruptions to build momentum and put pressure on our targets.  The 

campaign went on far longer than anyone anticipated, so pacing ourselves and leaving 

room to grow and be at our strongest at the right moment was essential. 

Nearly two years later, when city council took their final vote, more than 500 people 

turned out for a mass takeover of city council.

This was a “die-in” action at City Hall where youth made cardboard graves of people 

murdered by police and social programs defunded by the City. This is a great example of 

using art and props for a really impactful action to get people’s attention and further your 

campaign’s narrative. 
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What to consider when planning an action

        Know your goal: Are you trying to get media attention? Educate 

your community? Force a decision maker to act? Disrupt business as 

usual? 

        Brainstorm creative tactics and have a back-up plan: Things don’t 

always go as planned, so be ready to change it up at the last moment. 

In March, 2018, #NoCopAcademy had planned a press conference with 

tombstones that named all the people killed by police during Rahm 

Emmanuel’s tenure in office, along with all the schools and mental 

health clinics that had been closed. After getting kicked out of the 

second floor, we turned it into a sit in on the first floor that lasted more 

than six hours.

        Think about what you want people who are participating to leave 

knowing: How do you want them to feel while there? Angry? Hopeful? 

Calm? What do you want them to do? The answers to these questions 

will determine the tone you set through chants and art; the speakers 

you choose and what they say; and the main messaging of the action.

        Scout the location: Are there cops regularly stationed nearby? 

Where are the entrances and exits? Do your cellphones work inside? 
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        Create visuals: Host an art party beforehand to make banners, 

posters, T-shirts, etc. 

        

        Outreach: Is this an action that you want to announce publicly 

beforehand? Know that if you use social media to advertise, your target 

will know about it, too. 

        Turn out goals: Invite and confirm 3x the number of people you 

actually want at the action. Making a Facebook event or posting on 

twitter isn’t the same than as doing turnout! People will flake on the 

day of, but it helps to build transportation into your turn out plan. 

Providing youth with rides or bus passes to and from actions was 

crucial to our ability to turn out in numbers.
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        Practice: Act it out as best you can in realistic conditions. This is 

especially important for actions that are disruptive and involve a risk 

of arrest. 

        

        Send a Press Release: Send your press release at least one day in 

advance and then send it again the morning of the action. Here’s a 

great media list from a friend who helped us tremendously throughout 

the campaign.

        Just do it: You’ll 

never feel totally 

ready.  And you’ll 

likely be nervous.  

We always were.  All 

of us.  The most 

important thing is 

that you prepare as 

best you can, and 

that you try.

        Debrief after: What went well?  What didn’t go as planned?  What 

could you have done differently?  What roles do you need to add next 

time?

http://www.rachaelpr.com/media-list


37

Assigning Roles 

 Chant Leaders (print chant sheets for everyone)

People ready to lead chants, help keep the energy up, and 

the crowd in unity!

 De-escalators

People keeping an eye out for hostile passersby; people 

ready to distract and de-escalate a situation that could turn dangerous.

 Police Liaison

Someone ready to act as point of contact for police if present at the action; someone 

everyone else can point police toward. This person should be trained or at least prepped 

in how best to hold this role!  Ask for help!

 Social media people

Depending on what social media you’re using, someone should 

be ready to go live, to live-tweet, to take photos. Make sure they’re 

prepped with organizational account logins and the access they need 

to do it!

 Press Person/ Spokespeople

In addition to whomever may speak at your action, make sure you know who is ready 

and prepared to speak to the media.  This needs to be a separate role. 

 Legal Observers for higher risk actions

Worried you might violate a city rule or local law?  Think your action might anger the 

police more than usual?  Get legal observers there by contacting the local National 

Lawyers Guild chapter.

http://nocopacademy.com/chants
https://www.nlg.org/
https://www.nlg.org/
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 Medics/ Wellness Person 

Someone should bring water, granola bars, masks, hand 

sanitizer, and have a first aid kit ready.

What other roles could an action need?
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How to use social media at your action

1. Know your hashtag.  Is it new?  Ongoing?  Easy for folks to use?

2. Better to have 5 people tweeting using 

the same hashtag in unique tweets than 10 

people retweeting the same tweet. Do both 

in order to maximize your engagement.

3. Prep social media graphics as much in 

advance as possible.

4. No time to prep graphics? Whip out a 

medium-sized dry erase board and have people write campaign-focused messages on 

them. Take a photo of them holding the message and share online. 

5. Be aware of the ways that photos 

of young people in protest are 

tokenizing and make sure you 

don’t contribute to that. Make 

sure you are showing authentic 

engagement. When possible, ask 

for consent from the person before 

posting. Don’t post photos or videos 

that could be used to criminalize 

people later.

6. Create a social media toolkit with sample tweets and calls to action, to share with 

other organizations in the campaign and your supporters prior to an action to maximize 

engagement. 
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How to keep each other safe

We know that the more escalated the action, the greater the possibility of harm at the 

hands of the police.  Super chill, low-key actions also can be subjected to police 

harassment.  People who disagree with us, and aren’t uniformed or on-duty police 

officers, can cause harm to people participating in protests.  

Some ways to keep each other safe at actions include:

                 Brainstorm in advance some possible sources of risk, and ways to prevent/

mitigate them. For example, if you’re planning to block a street, can props or cones be 

used to block cars from entering? 

                 Make sure people know their roles.  An easy way for things to go wrong is if too 

much falls on one person.  Share out responsibilities and make sure everyone involved 

knows as much of the plan as possible.

                 Encourage people to attend with a buddy, and never leave an action or protest 

alone, especially if there’s a big police presence.

                 Encourage speakers and chant-leaders to remind people to actually meet and 

greet others present.  We are safest when we know who we are with.  

                 Know your ending and/or exit strategy. Too often,  we’ve organized a powerful 

action only to end it confused or feeling less powerful than before.  Once you’ve reached 

your goal(s), end your action -- perhaps with a chant, or a closing circle. Know how you’ll 

end and whose job it is to signal that the action is over.  
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                 Plan for jail support!  If you expect the possibility of arrests, plan ahead of time 

to have people not present at the action show up with food, water, blankets and rides at 

whatever police station people are taken to.  An action isn’t over until everyone is home 

safe.
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How we used chanting

Chanting was a core practice of the #NoCopAcademy campaign and became one of its 

most recognizable elements at actions and protests. Understanding the practical and 

cultural uses of chanting is crucial to employing it effectively and making it a central 

part of your campaign. 

A good chant should:

• Be original 

• Be easy for first-time protesters to learn and participate in quickly

• Make you want to move! (use syncopation, polyrhythms, call-and-response, and rely  

     on the musicians and artists in your midst if you need help!)

• Use accessible language

• Rely on the cultural practices of those participating (what are the musical, cultural,                                        

    and linguistic traditions of the organizing group, and how could they be used to                      

    create a new chant?)

• Send a clear message that passersby can quickly understand

• Incorporate key language, messaging, and catch phrases that appear in other parts of    

     the campaign, so they start to become recognizable
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Chanting is so much more than just making noise! Good chanting can:

• Strengthen your campaign’s messaging

• Make the goals and narrative of your campaign accessible

• Provide political education in the moment

• Energize and unify a protest or event

• Root action in cultural identity and practice

• Direct the flow and action of a protest, and help keep people safe

• Cause disruption with music, joy, and creativity

• Make joining the fight irresistible!
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Writing the chants is just the first step. You also need to prepare to effectively 

use them.

• Practice your chants with the largest group possible before an action to make sure     

     everyone knows both the words and the rhythm.

• Pass out chant sheets at the action so that more folks can participate, and so you have    

    refreshers if you get stuck on one chant for too long

• Identify chant leaders (multiple!) before the action, so there are designated voices to      

    follow, and so individuals can pass the mic when their voices get tired!

• Chant leaders should have loud voices, be ready to switch up chants based on the                 

    energy of the event, and be in close communication with the action’s organizers                    

    throughout.

• Chant leaders need to be in communication with marshalls to know the route of the       

    march and to use chants to give directions. It’s important that chant leaders and                

    action planners know who each other are, and can lean on each other when things                                                          

    need to change mid-action. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1b8no4yisSFvrlNuokPGrS66hl86DnfixUzL9mRGrWtY/edit
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How we approached talking to media 

Training youth spokespeople to talk to the media allowed #NoCopAcademy to 

take control of the narrative. The City consistently argued that the new training 

facility would result in new economic development on the West Side and strengthen 

“community policing.” The campaign’s spokespeople put forward a wholly different 

vision of safety and community 

investment. Soon, every news 

report called it a “cop academy” and 

referenced community demands for 

investment in schools and mental 

health clinics. 

Being a spokesperson for a campaign 

can be intimidating. We may feel we 

have to be an authority on everything. 

Imposter syndrome is real, and 

although we do need to prepare 

ourselves for difficult questions from 

skeptical journalists, we don’t need to 

be experts in their narrative, just our 

own. 

Organizing spokespeople trainings to brainstorm talking points and practice 

interviewing skills helped us build confidence and make sure we were aligned in our 

messaging. 

Check out the next page for things to keep in mind! 
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Who are you speaking to and what is your goal? 

The Chicago SunTimes is different from Teen Vogue. Think about who reads/watches/

listens to the news source. Is your audience going to be national or are you speaking to 

local communities? Will the Mayor read it?  What do you want them to know? Based on 

their past reporting, is the journalist likely to be friendly or antagonistic? 

What are the top three points you want to make? Write them down and stick to 

them. We don’t need to answer the questions that we don’t like. 

The reporter will probably only use a sentence of what you said (if that), so choose your 

words carefully and brainstorm talking points beforehand. This can be as simple as 

always calling it a cop academy instead of a ‘Joint Public Safety Trainig Academy,’ which 

was the city’s official name for it.

During the campaign, the city desperately wanted to convince people that the cop 

academy was part of their “police accountability” efforts. 

Journalists would ask, “But the Department of Justice report said that Chicago police 

need better training, don’t you want the police to be better trained?”  We could certainly 

argue with reporters about this point, and sometimes we did. But that wasn’t our core 

message. We refused to accept the premise.

 Instead, we ignored the question and shifted the conversation: “Investing in police will 

not keep us safe, we need investment in our neighborhood public schools, schools that 

currently have two cops but no social worker or no librarian.” Similarly, if they asked, 

“But the cop academy will create 100 jobs, doesn’t the West Side need jobs?”  We would 

respond, “With $95 million dollars, imagine how many more mental health jobs we 

could create.” 
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The secret is, it doesn’t matter what questions they ask; even if you’ve already 

said it, just keep repeating your three main points. 

Remember, they are only going to use a few sentences of your interview. The more you 

say, the higher the risk that the sentences they are going to use aren’t your main points.

Practice.

Successfully pivoting to avoid unhelpful questions is a skill that we developed through 

practice. At a training or meeting, take a few minutes to pair off and take turns playing 

the role of the journalist and the spokesperson. When in doubt, phrases like “what I 

know is that…” or “I can only speak from my experience…” can help you move away from 

the original question and back to your comfort zone. 

We have power in our stories. 

People will tend to forget the details of what you said, but hopefully they will remember 

how they felt when they heard you on the news or read your quote in the newspaper. A 

story that paints a picture and elicits emotion is often more powerful than a statistic. 
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Before you volunteer, make sure you know your limits. 

As a spokesperson, you are allowing your face, name, and experiences to be public 

knowledge. This can be riskier for some more than others, but it might show up in ways 

you didn’t anticipate. If you are worried about this, you can ask that only your first name 

be used or refuse to disclose the name of your school. The reporter might choose not to 

use your interview, so think about it before you volunteer and talk about it with other 

organizers. 

Don’t rely on just a few people to be spokespeople. You will burn out. 

You will burn out and get tired of talking to reporters. The realities of school, work and 

life mean that we need to constantly be training new people to move into these roles. 

One of the strengths of #NoCopAcademy was that there was no single face of the 

campaign. 
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How we used art

Visioning and Bringing People In

Art and culture were deemed indispensable to the campaign from day one. Art has the 

power to move people more swiftly than most news articles or essays. When artists and 

organizers work together, we’re able to instill visionary energy into the strategizing 

process. “A picture is worth a thousand words,” they say.  And through our movement 

art, we’re able to illustrate and offer narrative to the conditions we’re addressing. 

We put out a call for artists literally one day after we publicly launched the campaign. 

We invited artists of all skill levels to imagine a future where the city has given them $95 

million dollars for their community’s needs, and to show what it would look like. We had 

artists who emphasized the importance of mental health services, after-school 

programs, community gardens, art corridors, housing for the homeless, reparations, 

getting rid of surveillance, trauma-informed counseling, and so much more. For The
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People Artist Collective organized a gallery and event called “$95 million for” to feature 

the various works we had received.

Breaking down the nonsense 

So much of our work throughout the campaign was making the city’s processes easy for 

our communities to understand. We exposed the hidden money trails that connect our 

elected officials, corporate developers, tax revenue streams, and the police.  We used 

posters, stop-motion animation videos, and social media graphics to constantly make 

our research accessible to larger and larger audiences. 

Building together

Art parties were such a core engine of #NoCopAcademy.  When we needed props for an 

action, we could create them together at an art party.  Art parties are also just more fun 

than regular meetings, especially for young people.  We’d have stations where people 

could paint a banner, screenprint their own t-shirt, create their own buttons, and make 

their own posters.  While folks were gathered, we’d offer some basic political education 

through a mic check, and share info about upcoming actions.  

https://justseeds.org/monica-trinidad/
https://www.instagram.com/p/Bu7vEJAhHut/
https://www.facebook.com/1948427815204968/videos/790309794682913
https://www.instagram.com/p/BuAiEavB5k4/
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Pro-tip: Make stickers early on in the campaign!  A simple but provocative design, 

printed on stickers, can be slapped anywhere and is a great engagement tool.  We 

designed simple stickers, googled a company to print them for cheap, and ordered 

thousands of stickers 

over the 18 months of the 

campaign.  We distributed 

them at every 

#NoCopAcademy 

meeting and most 

actions, giving 

newcomers an easy new 

way to take action.  Canva.

com is an easy, free 

website that we used to 

design most of our 
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“Fund Communities, Defund Police” t-shirt printing! 
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How we used video and storytelling

Storytelling was a powerful element of the #NoCopACademy campaign. Joining 

the coalition in 2017, SoapBox Productions and Organizing used a variety of 

creative outlets (film, podcast, editorial, social media, and physical engagements) 

to create space for young Black and brown voices, and amplify the calls for 

defunding the Chicago Police Department.  Youth leaders brought SoapBox 

filmmakers to their schools and created our first PSA in January, 2018.  Our 

videos helped broaden the coalition’s reach by educating and calling on 

Chicagoans (and allies around the country) to action. 

As a small media collective, SoapBox learned about how to participate in the ins 

and outs of a grassroots organizing campaign, and the importance of flexibility 

as our strategy constantly evolved. Building relationships within the campaign, 

and being present for the ups and downs — not just the big actions — helped the 

filmmakers build trust with the young leaders within the campaign, and laid the 

groundwork for them to effectively tell our stories. 

We learned that it’s 

important to recruit 

media-makers into 

campaigns early on, 

rather than as an 

after-thought. We 

encourage more 

media-makers to join 

grassroots organizing 

efforts, rather than 

watching, so we can build 

power and change society 

together.
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How we used legal strategies

 

#NoCopAcademy was lucky to work with trusted lawyers and legal workers who 

had an appreciation for our organizing and crafted creative legal strategies that 

amplified the campaign’s work and provided crucial leverage to compliment our 

organizing.

Far too often, lawyers who are not in relationship with organizers use the 

momentum garnered by organizing to win cases in court. Even when they do 

win, they can fail to build power that can sustain movements and win meaningful 

change. 

We engaged in two lawsuits that  exposed the city’s secretive and disingenuous 

processes, generated helpful media moments and jammed up the process. And 

we learned a lot about how legal action actually works, including how long things 

take and how important it is to integrate with larger strategy.
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#NoCopSuesRahm

One month into the campaign, in October, 2017, without any help from lawyers, we 

submitted a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request to the City of Chicago. We asked 

for the release of all emails sent by the Mayor and his staff related to the cop academy 

project.  The city refused to hand most of them over, so we filed a lawsuit on March 26, 

2018. We were represented by The People’s Law Office, with support from the United 

People of Color Caucus (TUPOCC) of the National Lawyers Guild. 

The FOIA lawsuit added credibility to the narrative that Rahm Emanuel was pushing 

through his pet project without community input.  However, it was important that we 

not let the voices of lawyers overpower those of youth. On the day we filed the lawsuit, 

#NoCopAcademy youth organized a Flash Mob outside the courthouse and a press 

conference at City Hall. 

 

Over the next year, it became clear that the city was going to fight to keep the emails 

hidden. But our brilliant lawyers were willing to get creative with their legal arguments 

— and they won! Our victory in court would likely not have happened without the 

organizing that went with it. At a crucial court hearing in August 2019, dozens of Black 

and brown youth packed the courtroom, making it clear to the judge that her decision 

would not go unnoticed. We also started to generate media attention around the same 

time. 

The emails confirmed what we already knew. The Mayor’s decision to build the cop 

academy was made without community input, and without any sense of where 

funding would come from. There’s always money for policing, but never for Black youth 

and communities.

For more on the story of the FOIA lawsuit, visit: https://nocopacademy.com/FOIA/
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https://peopleslawoffice.com/
https://nocopacademy.files.wordpress.com/2018/03/nocopacademy-complaint-final-2.pdf
https://nocopacademy.com/FOIA/
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#TheyreRobbingUs

As the FOIA lawsuit progressed, we learned that the City Council’s Budget Committee 

was going to vote on using $20 million from the sale of city property to pay for 

construction of the cop academy. The full Council would vote on it one day later, on May 

23, 2018. We immediately went into emergency response mode. 

On the eve of the vote, we held a train takeover, using the hashtag #TheyreRobbingUs. 

When we were prevented from testifying at the Budget Committee meeting, our folks 

yelled, shouted, and raised hell. We were dragged and kicked out of City Hall.  

The next day, hundreds of Black youth and supporters turned out in support of 

#NoCopAcademy, while the police union held a #BlueLivesMatter march outside. Two 

aldermen, Carlos Rosa and David Moore, used 

a rare procedure, called “Defer and Publish,” 

to delay the vote and allow for further public 

comment. The Mayor responded by calling for 

a surprise meeting on Friday, May 25th, just 48 

hours later. 

We posted all of this on twitter and attorneys 

reached out to offer support.

The next day, we filed a lawsuit to stop the Friday 

vote because the city had violated Public Meetings laws. We knew this was a long shot. 

Even though the judge didn’t stop the vote, we got a lot of media attention at a critical 

moment of escalation that helped us peel away aldermanic support for the Mayor’s 

agenda. The Mayor was seen as playing “hard ball” with young people fighting for their 

lives and communities. 
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https://chicago.suntimes.com/2018/5/24/18416657/nocopacademy-coalition-files-lawsuit-to-block-friday-s-city-council-meeting
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What we learned about using legal 
strategies in our organizing

                 Anyone can file a Freedom of Information Act request, but it helps 

to have a lawyer who will force the government to turn over documents. 

                 Use the lawsuit process to add credibility to your campaign 

narrative and get media attention. 

                 Tweet at lawyers! They might actually help you, but be sure to 

partner with lawyers that you trust. 

                 Even long-shot lawsuits can be worthwhile, but legal losses can 

also cause harm.  Make sure you know all the risks before your lawyers file 

for you.

                 Pack the courtroom!  

                 Decision makers and liberals respond to lawsuits.

                 Be intentional and make sure youth and community experience is 

not replaced by legal expertise.

                 Lawsuits move on a slow timeline.  Often they can take years, so 

know what you’re getting into and make sure your crew is on board and 

will stay with it. 
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How we ended our campaign

To be real, we didn’t prepare at all for what would happen when the campaign 

ended. We had worked so hard up until the final city council votes that we’d 

completely forgotten to think about what would happen next. We were also deep 

in the throws of Chicago’s 2019 municipal elections, and many of us threw down 

with a last ditch effort to #StopLightfoot. Burnout, exhaustion and fatigue won 

out. We held a few more weekly youth meetings to debrief, reflect, and wind 

down. We stopped meeting with endorsing organizations abruptly after the final 

city council votes.

Train takeover action! 
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In July, 2019, four months after the final votes, we gathered to reflect on the campaign in 

a fuller and more facilitated way. That was helpful, but still didn’t offer the closure that 

many were seeking.  

To this day, many of us don’t feel that closure. The cop academy construction has just 

begun, but other, urgent campaigns and crises demand our attention and focus as 

organizers. The #CopsOutCPS work, the #DefundCPD campaign, the COVID-19 

pandemic, the uprisings after the murders of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, and so 

much more, have all transpired in the two years since. 

This toolkit offered us an opportunity to reflect, draw out lessons learned, and share 

that back with our communities. We believe that endings are important, because they 

allow people to process, grieve, celebrate, and move on together. We encourage others 

to consider when they will know if their campaign has ended, and how they want things 

to end. 

When we fight we can win, and when we fight we often will lose.  

It matters that we end in ways that uplift and close, even when we don’t achieve what we 

originally set out to do.  We’re still figuring out how to do that. 

This toolkit is one offering toward building a practice of being okay with letting things 

end, so that new things can begin.
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• Power: The ability to make things happen or to control circumstances. 

• Organizing: The process of bringing people together to use their collective power to 

win improvements in people's lives and challenge current conditions.  

• Campaign: A specific goal that a specific group of people are trying to achieve, that 

takes place over a period of time. Often a community organizing campaign is 

attempting to win improvements in people’s lives, change a harmful law or policy, or 

shift people’s thinking about an issue. Ex: #NoCopAcademy or #DefundThePolice are 

campaigns.

• Coalition: A big group made up of multiple other groups that come together for a 

shared purpose or goal.   Ex. Grassroots Collaborative is a formal coalition, made up of 

more than seven organizations that work together to win things for member groups.

• Movement: The groups, campaigns and coalitions working toward a huge vision or 

goal for social change make up what we understand to be a movement.  Ex. The 

#BlackLivesMatter movement includes our campaigns, but extends across the 

continent and the world on the same issue.

• Action: When people involved in a campaign decide to do something together, to 

build support and/or build pressure for their campaign or on their issue.  

• Tactic: A tactic is just getting specific on what kind of action is being taken.

Glossary



62

• Strategy: How people are going to get what they want.  Often a series of tactics that 

build on each other can form a strategy.  

• Target: Someone who can give you what you want.  Often this is a decision-maker, 

like an elected official.  It could also be a private company if we want them to stop or 

start doing something.*

• Opposition: This is whoever really actively opposes and works against what you are 

trying to do. Sometimes people mistake the opposition with the target, and this leads to 

organizing that gets less results.* 

• Escalate: To increase the level of risk or sacrifice involved in your action so that more 

people are moved to support you and/or your target feels more pressure.

• Polarize: To draw a line in the sand and make people choose a side.

• Leader: Someone who is taking action within a campaign, learning by taking new 

risks, bringing their stories and their truth to bear. Leaders can be more visible 

participants in a campaign, bringing the media and the public along with them.   

• Organizer: Someone who is trying to build opportunities for leaders to take action, 

by creating spaces for people to build relationships, learn new things, and take action 

together. Organizers are often the ones behind the scenes, working to ensure that roles 

are filled and leaders have the support they need.
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• Adultism: The systematic exploitation, mistreatment, disrespect and abuse of young 

people by adults. Adultism is driven by behaviors and attitudes that are based on the 

assumption that adults are better than young people, and therefore entitled to act 

upon young people without their agreement. Adultism looks like using young people 

for energy/creativity/photos but leaving young people out of decision-making, making 

assumptions about what they can and can’t do, etc.  

*Target vs. Opposition.  

Make sure you spend time with your crew really discussing who is your 

target vs your opposition. When we blend them we can really get stuck. 

The target may be hostile, but they are still your target. The opposition may 

be organizing against you, but they can never give you want you want - so 

be careful of how much energy goes into playing defense.  

Make sense? In the fight for #NoCopAcademy, our targets were the Mayor 

and City Council because they could stop the cop academy. Our opposition 

were the police and #BlueLivesMatter people because they opposed us, 

but they couldn’t actually build or stop the cop academy - so we didn’t plan 

actions that targeted them. 
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Like the campaign itself, so many people contributed to make this toolkit happen.  

Thanks to Erin Glasco, Page May, David Moran, Monica Trinidad, Benji Hart, Debbie Southorn, 

Olivia Abrecht, and Destiny Bell  for writing segments of this toolkit.  

Destiny Harris, Ana McCullom, Asha Edwards, Citlali Perez, Veronica Rodriguez, Jen Nava, Joey 

Mogul, and more reviewed and offered feedback.  Copy/edits were generously provided by Janet 

Shenk.  Cover design is by Citlali Perez, illustrations by Melisa Stephen (pg. 28), Monica Trinidad 

(pgs. 5, 15), Asha Edwards (pg. 2), Naimah Thomas (pg. 42), Danbee Kim (pg. 45), and icons designed 

by Grae Rosa (pgs. 11, 12, 17, 18, 19, 23, 25, 27, 30, 31, 37, 38, 56).  Rachel Hoffman did the beautiful 

layout and design.  We’re grateful as always to the incredible Love & Struggle photos for her gift and 

documentation of our campaign, featured throughout the toolkit. 

Spanish language translation for the Spanish language version of the toolkit was provided by 

Bárbara Suarez Galeano, “Bee” Belinda Kay Peñaloza and Crystal V. Guerra. The design of the 

Spanish language version of the toolkit was generously and graciously done by Melisa Stephen 

with additional translation support from David Moran - thank you Melisa and David!

 

Erin Glasco went above and beyond in curating the digital campaign timeline, and huge 

appreciation to the dozens of people who offered first-hand testimonies of their experiences within 

the campaign.  

Thanks to Caullen Hudson, David Moran, and Ari Mejia with audio collection and editing for the 

nocopacademy chant playlist, Ana McCullom for chant research, and to Page May for support with 

uploading everything and offering instructions.

Many thanks to the Logan Foundation for their financial support to document our efforts with this 

toolkit, and to Mariame Kaba for teaching us to document everything because we make our own 

history.  

credits

http://www.monicatrinidad.com/
https://www.instagram.com/ashasaizu/?hl=en
https://naimahthomasart.com/pages/about-me
http://www.danbeeart.com/
https://graerosa.com/
http://therachelhoffman.com
http://www.loveandstrugglephotos.com/


Organization:

Campaign: 

Art Gallery 
(can be “pop-up” in a public space)

Banner drop

Blockade (street, elevator, etc.)

Canvassing

Die-in or Sit-in

Flashmob

Heckling targets (“bird-dogging”)

March

Mic-check Disruption

Rally

Panel/Public Event

Press Conference

Protest

Stickers

Survey

Teach-in or Workshop

Train Takeover

Twitter Competition

Bring in new 

people/build 

your base?

Build 

consciousness?

Disrupt / Interrupt 

/ Stop something 

from happening?

Agitate

our target?Tactics

How Tactics will bring you closer to your goal

Art Party

VII.



Could these tactics achieve more goals? If so, what are they? 

What other tactics did you see used in the timeline? Would you add any 
tactics  for your campaign? Why? 

How tactics will bring you closer to your goal

VIII.

https://cdn.knightlab.com/libs/timeline3/latest/embed/index.html?source=1hLh9q6AIt18NLE2EuflHvsoju7_mIxdzJGZrGcanbas&font=Default&lang=en&initial_zoom=2&height=650


Action roles WorkSheet

 Fill out the names of people below! 

Chant Leaders (print chant sheets for everyone)

People ready to lead chants, help keep the energy up, and the crowd in unity!

 

De-escalators

People keeping an eye out for hostile passersby; people ready to distract and de-escalate 

a situation that could turn dangerous.

 Police Liaison

Someone ready to act as point of contact for police if present at the action; someone 

everyone else can point police toward. This person should be trained or at least prepped 

in how best to hold this role!  Ask for help!

IX.



Social media people

Depending on what social media you’re using, someone should be ready to go live, to 

live-tweet, to take photos. Make sure they’re prepped with organizational account logins 

and the access they need to do it!

 Press Person/ Spokespeople

In addition to whomever may speak at your action, make sure you know who is ready 

and prepared to speak to the media.  This needs to be a separate role. 

 Legal Observers for higher risk actions

Worried you might violate a city rule or local law?  Think your action might anger the 

police more than usual?  Get legal observers there by contacting the local National 

Lawyers Guild chapter.

Action roles WorkSheet

X.



Chant Sheet

• No Cop Academy,
95 Mill for community!

• Back up, back up.
We want freedom, freedom.
All these dirty, racist cops,
we don’t need em, need em!

• 1 - 2 -3 -4 -5 -6 -7 -8- 9 10 -11 Fuck 12!
(Repeat)

• (21 Savage remix)
Chant Lead: How many kids you kill?
Everyone: A lot!
Chant Lead: How many schools you close?
Everyone: A lot!
Chant Lead: How many voices you ignore?
Everyone: A lot!

• We know the truth
We got the stats
If the city so broke 
Where they get that money at?

• (Call & response each line, 
youngest Black woman present leading when 
possible)
It is our duty to fight for our freedom.
It is our duty to win.
We must love each other and support each 
other.
We have nothing to lose but our chains!

• ¡La migra, la policía, la misma porquería!
(Police,ICE, same shit twice!)

• No borders, no walls! 
No prisons at all!

• No Justice! No Peace!
No Racist Police! 
No Justice! No Peace! 
Defund the Police!
No Justice! No Peace!
Abolish Police!

XI.

•  Power to the who? Pow-power to the who?
______ power, ______ power! 
(Black power! Youth power! Queer Power! etc)

• Said schools for kids,
Not for cops! 

• If we don’t get it,
Shut it down!

• When our homes are under attack,
What do we do?
Stand up, fight back! 

• They think its a game! 
They think its a joke!

• We fired up! 
We won’t take it no more!

• Which side are you on my people, which 
side are you on? (2X) 
(Freedom fighters name) was a freedom fighter 
and she/he/they taught us how to fight!
Say what?
And we got fight all day and night until we get 
it right!
Say what?  (begin again)

• Chant lead: Whose streets?

Everyone: Our streets!

Chant lead: Whose city?

Everyone: Our city!

• From the West Side, to the South

CPD we want you out! CPD we want you out!

To hear these chants in action, check out this 
playlist. 

https://soundcloud.com/nocop-academy/sets/
fuck-12-chants-from-nocopacademy

https://soundcloud.com/nocop-academy/sets/fuck-12-chants-from-nocopacademy
https://soundcloud.com/nocop-academy/sets/fuck-12-chants-from-nocopacademy


No Cop Academy timeline workshop
1. Briefly introduce the campaign. (3-5 minutes)

“No Cop Academy was a 18-month-long campaign in Chicago protesting the construction 

of a $95 police academy in the west side neighborhood of Garfield Park. The coalition 

involved over 100 local organizations, and was guided by the leadership of Black and 

brown youth from the south and west sides.”

2. Guide participants though the key features of the timeline and how to navigate it. 

(5-10 minutes)

• Read the preface out loud together

• Show how arrows on the left and right sides of the screen move from item to item

• Note that items include two things: events from the campaign, and testimony from 

community members who participated

• The timeline in its entirety can be viewed at the bottom of the screen

• The magnifying glasses in bottom left hand corner allow you to zoom in and out to more 

easily see individual items on the timeline

3. Break the large group into pairs or small groups, and assign each a key month from 

the campaign to explore on the timeline. (15-20 minutes)

4. Ask each group to share out some of the events or testimonies that stood out to 

them and why. Go in chronological order, and follow along with each event on the 

timeline. (10-15 minutes)

5. Reflect together on what the timeline shows about the campaign in its entirety, 

asking guiding questions. (10-15 minutes)

• What different groups and communities got involved throughout the campaign? What 

were their reasons for participating?

• What were the different tactics employed by organizers throughout the campaign?

• What were some of the key targets of the campaign? How and why do you think 

organizers identified these targets?

• How did the campaign shift over time? What factors led to these shifts?

XII.




