Community Organising for Education Reform: A Review of the Literature 



Contents 

1. Introduction

2. Search Strategy and Screening 

3. Opposing Paradigms for Educational Reform

4. The Educational Justice Landscape

5. Organising Praxis
5.1 Relational Listening and Shared Leadership 
5.2 Building Power: Social Capital and Coalition Building 
5.3 Strategy: Political Competency and Community Research
5.4 Taking Action 
5.5 Public Narrative and Transformative Resistance
5.6 Negotiation and Accountability 

6. The Challenges of Organising 

7. Outcomes
7.1 Resources: Funding and Facilities
7.2 Recognition and Greater Accountability
7.3 Policy Change and Student Outcomes 
7.4 Community Empowerment 

8. Strengths and Limitations of the Studies

9. Conclusion











1. Introduction

The education system in the United States is subject to socioeconomic and racial stratification, which has led to decades of increasing educational inequity (Gamoran & Bruch, 2017; Bloome et al., 2018; Jackson & Holzman, 2019). The factors that produce this inequity are persistent: historical segregation and disinvestment, systemic inequalities in resource distribution, and a lack of accountability and transparency in the decision-making process (Ishimaru, 2018; González, 2015; Wilson et al., 2023; Nygreen, 2016; Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Glickman & Scally, 2008). The struggle for educational justice can be understood as a struggle between two opposing worldviews, the neoliberal paradigm and the democratic organising paradigm (Nygreen, 2016; Apple, 2019). Neoliberal education reform advocates for the imposition of market principles onto the public school system (Apple, 2019; Ramos & Jani, 2025). In pursuit of educational justice, the neoliberal paradigm calls for organisational change: the replacement of staff and school leadership, funding cuts, and the closing of schools deemed ineffective. On the other hand, the democratic organising paradigm calls for systemic transformation towards equity by shifting power dynamics and increasing the accountability of decision-makers (Ishimaru, 2018; Welton & Freelon, 2018; Nygreen, 2017a; Goessling et al., 2024). The primary focus of Community Organising is the building of collective power over time to reorganise the status quo that traditionally disempowers low-income and marginalised communities and perpetuates inequality (Christens & Speer, 2015). This method draws on the Alinsky tradition of organising that prioritises relationships and leadership development as the basis for holding powerholders to account to transform institutions and society (Welton & Freelon, 2018; Alinsky, 1972; Wood, 2025).

This review seeks to understand the methods, challenges, and outcomes of community organising for educational justice. It is structured to move from theory to praxis, initially setting out the paradigmatic differences in the neoliberal and organising worldviews, before exploring community organising methods for building power, taking action, and winning change. The literature supports the idea that collective power is built via a range of organising methods, including prioritising relationships, developing shared leadership, and building social capital and coalitions (Glickman & Scally, 2008; Ishimaru, 2013; Gold et al., 2002; Kamber, 2002). The review will highlight the challenges communities face in their organising efforts, including both systemic resistance from decision-makers and internal divisions within communities (Evans & Shirley, 2008; Wilson et al., 2023; Nygreen, 2016; Renée & McAlister, 2011). Finally, the review will synthesise the outcomes of the studies, followed by a discussion of the strengths and limitations of the results and methodologies, and directions for future research. 

2. Search Strategy and Screening 

In implementing the search strategy and screening, a key theme was considered: students, parents, teachers, or community members either organising for internal school reform or organising at the school district or state level for educational reform. For source identification, Google Scholar, JSTOR, SAGE, EBSCO, Springer, Routledge, and Wiley were searched using the Boolean search method. The key search terms were “organizing” OR “community organizing” AND “school” OR “school reform” OR “education”. This search identified 209 papers. After removing duplicates, articles were excluded if they were published before 2000, described work outside of the United States (so the findings are comparable and transferable), or were not available online. The screening process produced 34 articles for further review. Twenty articles were identified for inclusion after fourteen were deemed lacking in either quality or content. The articles were thematically coded, and those codes were grouped into themes that guide the review narrative.

3. Opposing Paradigms for Educational Reform

The struggle in education reform can be charaterised by tensions between the dominant and pervasive top-down market approaches of the neoliberal paradigm and the bottom-up community-based approaches of the democratic organising paradigm (Nygreen, 2016; Apple, 2019). The table below lays out the differences between these two conflicting paradigms for educational justice based on Nygreen’s (2016) theoretical framework of Social Theory, Theory of Change, and Theory of Knowledge.

	
	
Neoliberal Paradigm
	
Democratic Organising Paradigm

	Social Theory 

	Society is viewed through a market lens, centering individualism, competition, and efficiency (Nygreen 2016, Apple, 2019). Educational inequality is seen ‘as an aberration in an otherwise fair and open society’ (Nygreen, 2016, p.210). Educational failure arises, therefore, from schools, families, or individual students themselves (Ishimaru, 2018; Nygreen, 2016). In this view, justice is achieved by helping students to fit into the existing political and economic system (Nygreen, 2016).
	Society is structured around interrelated systems of oppression, in which formal educational settings are not only impacted by these systems, but they also reproduce and perpetuate inequalities (Nygreen, 2016; Ishimaru, 2018; Apple, 2019; Renée & McAlister, 2011). Educational inequality is a manifestation of structural inequality in society. Educational failure is deemed to be a political problem borne of the broader systemic inequalities, requiring transformation of the oppressive and unequal system rather than individual schools or students (Nygreen, 2016; Apple, 2019). 



	Theory of Change

	Educational inequality is remedied by ‘imposing the business model onto schools’, and is seen as a technical problem that requires market solutions such as standardised metrics and testing to boost efficiency, identify what's effective, and enforce compliance  (Nygreen, 2016, p.210; Goessling et al., 2024; Ishimaru, 2018; Apple, 2019; Freelon, 2022; Gold et al., 2004; Renée & McAlister, 2011).




	Educational inequality can be corrected through the development of relational leadership, collective capacity building, and political action of traditionally disempowered groups (Apple, 2019; Nygreen, 2016; Welton & Freelon, 2018; Ishimaru, 2013). It does so through centering ‘participatory democracy and self-determination’ of community members to build the collective relational power that is necessary to compel and to hold unresponsive decision-makers to account (Nygreen, 2016, p.208; Nygreen, 2017b; Ishimaru, 2018; Welton & Freelon, 2018, Gold et al., 2002, Renée & McAlister 2011; Goessling et al. 2024; Glickman & Scally 2008).

	Theory of Knowledge 

	Educational improvement is achieved through bringing in external specialised technical expertise (Freelon, 2022). Experience from the corporate sector is often more highly regarded than that of professional educators (Nygreen, 2016, p.211). Taking what Khalifa et al. (2014) call a ‘technical-rational perspective’, one that purports to be value-neutral, this paradigm centres quantitative metrics of performance while ignoring the historical and political context and inherent power dynamics (Freelon, 2022; Khalifa et al., 2014, cited in Ishimaru, 2018, p.548; Ishimaru, 2013) 

	The experiential knowledge that marginalised communities possess is acknowledged and valued. This approach elevates the ‘popular knowledge’ of parents in their local context and experience of oppression in education decision-making (Nygreen, 2016; Nygreen, 2017a, p.306; Ishimaru, 2018; Welton & Freelon, 2018; Freelon, 2022, Gold et al. 2002). An element of educational justice is viewed as a struggle over whose knowledge is valued, seeking equal standing for parent voice compared to the voices of technical experts (Nygreen, 2016; Nygreen, 2017a). 








4. The Educational Justice Landscape

Urban communities across the United States seek to address systemic educational inequalities, driven by historical disinvestment and the neoliberal reform agenda. These inequalities are exacerbated by poor political accountability in decision-making spaces and have profound and deleterious impacts on local communities, resulting in both physical and social decline (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Freelon, 2022; Welton & Freelon, 2018). The loss of local institutions and infrastructure often translates into limited employment opportunities and high poverty rates (Freelon, 2022; Glickman & Scally, 2008; Wilson et al., 2023). This drives inequalities in the education system, visible in inequitable resource distribution leading to poor quality facilities and high staff turnover (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Mediratta et al., 2002; Gold et al., 2004). The landscape of systemic inequality maps onto the socioeconomic and racial composition of local communities, where low-income communities of colour are impacted disproportionately (Ishimaru, 2018; González, 2015; Wilson et al., 2023; Nygreen, 2016; Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Glickman & Scally, 2008). 

These factors coalesce to produce educational achievement gaps, leading to high dropout rates, which whittle away at school attendance (González, 2015; Glickman & Scally, 2008). School districts often use falling student numbers as a justification for school closures (Freelon, 2022). The closure and consolidation of urban schools is a key tool of the neoliberal education reform agenda (Welton & Freelon, 2018). The literature shows that school districts have resorted to closing hundreds of schools and that these closures displace students and their families, fracturing low-income communities of colour already suffering from disinvestment (Freelon, 2022, Glickman & Scally, 2008; Goessling et al., 2024; Wilson et al., 2023; Ramos & Jani 2025; Ishimaru, 2018; Welton & Freelon, 2018). The closing of public schools in Philadelphia, Chicago, and Detroit has reshaped the sector around a for-profit model and advanced the pressures of gentrification (Freelon 2022; Welton & Freelon 2018; Goessling et al. 2024; Wilson et al., 2023). 

The scholarship offers a diagnosis of the political causes of this trend. Zachary & Olatoye (2001) blame a chronic lack of political will to address the systemic failures leading to inequality in the distribution of educational resources. Others view neoliberal reform as part of a larger scheme to disinvest in essential resources to undermine public education and prepare low-income neighbourhoods for greater gentrification and privatisation (Welton and Freelon, 2018; Goessling et al., 2024). Proponents of neoliberal reform have attempted to frame school closures as an opportunity for an enhanced free market choice between new for-profit schools, even framing this market-based choice as a ‘civil right’ (Ramos & Jani, 2025, p.55). Scholars argue that this ‘masks material exclusion with symbolic inclusion’, while ensuring the ‘shared disposability and precarity’ of teachers, students, and their families (Ramos & Jani, 2025, p.55). The school systems studied are often bureaucratic and resistant to outside pressure, accountability, and change (Mediratta et al., 2002). The decision-making processes are designed to avoid public scrutiny, and communities feel shut out by school leaders or district officials (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Kamber, 2002; Ishimaru, 2014). 

5. Organising Praxis

Organising follows a cyclical framework often called a cycle of action (Citizens UK, 2019, p. 17; Chambers, 2003). This comprises: 

· Building power: the building of relationships within and across communities and the development of community leaders
· Listening: building relationships and discerning community issues through sharing stories and experiences 
· Strategy: developing effective campaign strategies and the political capacity necessary to negotiate with powerholders
· Action: taking action in the public arena to engage decision-makers in the pursuit of achieving change 
· Negotiation: holding decision-makers to account and winning change
· Cycle repeats, Building Power: continued learning and development of leaders, and growing the power and capacity of the community 

Community organising for educational reform is fundamentally concerned with developing the capability of low-income marginalised communities to influence decision-making and reorient public education institutions towards justice and equity (Gold et al., 2004). This is achieved through an organising strategy that prioritises relationship building, shared leadership, social capital, coalition building, political competency, and experiential learning through democratic engagement with decision-makers (Glickman & Scally, 2008; Ishimaru, 2013; Gold et al., 2002; Kamber, 2002; Renée & McAlister, 2011; Mediratta et al., 2002). 

Relational Listening and Shared Leadership 
Organising prioritises the cultivation of collective leadership capacity, shifting the definition of leadership away from an individualistic and hierarchical understanding and towards a shared, relational leadership model where power and decision-making are distributed and lived experience is valued (Glickman & Scally, 2008; Welton & Freelon, 2018; Ishimaru, 2013). Relational leadership requires the development of a relational culture in which students, parents, teachers, and community members see themselves as collaborators who develop a broad, shared responsibility and transform power relations, centering reciprocal relationships (Gold et al., 2002; Renée & McAlister, 2011; Wilson et al., 2023; Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Goessling et al., 2024; Welton and Freelon, 2018, p. 84). Leaders are trained in organising listening practices such as one-to-one relational conversations and collective neighbourhood walks to build mutual understanding of local issues (Gold et al., 2002; Glickman & Scally, 2008). This process transforms individuals focused solely on narrow self-interest into engaged community members, focused on common interest, shifting self-perception from deficit to empowerment (Welton & Freelon, 2018; González, 2015; Ishimaru, 2018; Evans & Shirley, 2008).

Building Power: Social Capital and Coalition Building 
The development of stronger relationships builds both bonding social capital within communities and bridging social capital across groups, such as parents, teachers, unions, and community organisations, enabling the formation of broad coalitions that expand the political legitimacy and influence of local communities (Ishimaru, 2013; Glickman & Scally, 2008; Gold et al., 2002; Kamber, 2002, Wilson et al., 2023). The intentional building of coalitions that span institutional, ethnic, class, and ideological boundaries is key to organising methodology (Apple 2019; Glickman & Scally, 2008). Coalitions of institutions expand the political capital and legitimacy of ordinary people, allowing for the exertion of pressure on higher levels of political decision-making (Kamber, 2002; Renée & McAlister, 2011). Political capital can be understood as the necessary ‘clout and competence a community can wield to influence public decisions’ (Mediratta, 1995, cited in Zachary & Olatoye, 2001, p. 5). Case studies in Chicago and Oakland document how this form of coalition building amplifies community challenges to school closures by organising parents, students, teachers, unions, and neighbourhood organisations (Welton & Freelon, 2018; Ramos & Jani, 2025). The literature also highlights challenges that can arise during this process. Racial and class tensions have been shown to prevent authentic solidarity between teachers, unions, and families (Welton & Freelon, 2018; Ramos & Jani, 2025). The lack of trust between teachers' unions and communities has hindered collective power building as teachers have interpreted parent demands for accountability as an attack on their professional competence (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Ramos & Jani, 2025).

Strategy: Political Competency and Community Research 
Training in organising research methods equips leaders with the necessary expertise and skills to negotiate with powerholders for systemic change (Welton & Freelon, 2018). Leaders conduct research, gathering and filtering complex data and analysing the political terrain in order to formulate a strategy to develop their demands and message (Renée & McAlister, 2011; Mediratta et al., 2002). The creative use of strategic actions such as commissioning and distributing formal reports to decision-makers and the media, gathering quantitative data showing systemic failures, or the compiling of incident reports, gives leaders, even those with lower literacy or linguistic barriers, the technical and political competency necessary to effectively critique institutional practice and identify the right questions to ask to hold decision-makers to account (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Gold et al., 2002; Evans & Shirley, 2008). Leaders draw together the social knowledge they have gathered through experience and listening, their newly acquired technical knowledge that is usually held by professionals, and the practical ability to apply knowledge into action (Evans & Shirley, 2008; Glickman & Scally, 2008). For example, the Padres y Jóvenes Unidos campaign in Denver used training to help low-income Latino parents to gain the knowledge needed to analyse educational data and create a shared vision for reform (González, 2015). Speer (2015) describes this as cognitive empowerment: community members learning how the systems that impact their lives work and how to influence them. 

Taking Action
Through diverse actions and engagement in public meetings, community members develop their confidence and leadership skills through articulating their experience to powerholders (Welton & Freelon, 2018). The organising approach is fundamentally different from traditional forms of parental involvement in schools, such as joining the parent-teacher association (PTA) or fundraising, which are often controlled by the school (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Welton & Freelon, 2018). Traditional forms of parental involvement in their child's education often are not enough to counter the structural challenges of poverty (Gonzales 2015, p. 21). Communities compel decision-makers to appear at accountability sessions or demonstrations where they must respond publicly to community demands through a variety of tactics and actions ranging from research campaigns to engagement in the formal political process (Glickman & Scally, 2008; Kamber, 2002). Organised leaders either gain access to formal power structures like school boards or district-level design teams or create spaces in which to engage with decision-makers (Ishimaru, 2018, Goessling 2024; Evans and Scally, 2008). When decision-makers refuse to meet, community members organise demonstrations at school board meetings, outside school district buildings, or arrange student walkouts or occupations (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Ramos & Jani, 2025; Gonzales, 2015). At Dyett High School, a group of teachers, parents, and community members engaged in a month-long hunger strike to raise public awareness and capture the attention of school officials and politicians (Welton & Freelon, 2018). Their action successfully forced public acknowledgment of racial inequities and eventually reversed the planned closure of their school (Welton & Freelon, 2018).

Public Narrative and Transformative Resistance
Leaders actively disrupt the dominant narrative that positions them as passive or the cause of problems, and instead, they position themselves as politically engaged change agents (Gold et al., 2002; Freelon, 2022; Ishimaru, 2018). Engaging in public discourse allows marginalised groups to insert their voice and expertise into debates often dominated by technical experts, shifting the narrative away from individual deficits to systemic failures (Freelon, 2022). Ramos & Jani (2025, p.48) document how community members reclaimed and transformed the racial justice narrative, as a core framework for their anti-privatisation campaigning, by shifting the framing of the movement from ‘defending schools’ to ‘transforming schools’. This allowed them to build solidarity around a community-driven vision for school improvement, uniting teachers, unions, students, and families in the local community and working to neutralise neoliberal promulgations of racial justice. They generated media content that raised public awareness of how anti-Blackness facilitated privatisation, showing the disproportionate impact of school closures on black families (Ramos & Jani, 2025). The literature highlights the concept of transformative resistance: simultaneously advocating for change and framing this within a social critique of systemic racial injustice, an approach which is informed by Paulo Freire's focus on popular education, critical consciousness and empowerment (Glickman & Scally, 2008; Goessling et al., 2024; Nygreen, 2016; Welton and Freelon, 2018, Freire, 1999). Community members engage in collective inquiry into how the problems they experience in their schools sit within a broader socio-political and economic context (Gonzalez, 2015).

Negotiation and Accountability 
Public accountability is what allows community capacity to leverage school improvement. Accountability hinges on commitments made in public spaces that obligate officials to take ownership of the problems facing school communities (Gold et al. 2002). By bringing their agenda to the public arena, leaders bring decision-making out into the open. In these accountability sessions, officials are expected to listen to community concerns and formally agree to support their agenda for change (Goessling, 2024). This process involves a critical shift in power relations (Gold et al., 2002). Communities challenge opaque governance structures and secure greater accountability from the school system (Glickman & Scally, 2008; Mediratta et al., 2002; Ishimaru, 2014). To prevent successes from being reversed, communities have conducted follow-up studies and threatened further action to ensure commitments were implemented (Gold et al., 2002). Democratic participation increases in parents, a sense of collective agency, confidence, and determination (Evans & Shirley, 2008; Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Ishimaru, 2013; Ishimaru, 2018). Organising cultivates an environment for learning and growth so learning continues beyond the classroom and out into the world (Ishimaru, 2013). Campaigns and negotiations provide additional opportunities for development through experiential learning and the repeated practice of leadership roles (Gold et al., 2002; Gold et al., 2004; Zachary & Olatoye, 2001). 

The accountability process has also resulted in personnel changes in schools or at the district level, ensuring principals or officials responsible for failure were replaced (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Glickman & Scally, 2008). Organised communities worked to influence the selection of replacements, demanding greater community participation and representation in school governance and decision-making structures (Glickman & Scalley, 2008). Goessling (et al., 2024) documents how transformative community-driven education builds accountability from the ground up, shifting power by developing processes and metrics of accountability. In Denver, community-driven policy change pushed schools to establish discipline committees made up of students, parents, and staff who redeveloped and monitored a new discipline policy that led to fewer detentions and expulsions (Gonzalez, 2015). This challenges traditional hierarchical relationships by shifting roles and expectations, positioning parents as leaders and experts in their children and communities (Ishimaru, 2018; Welton & Freelon, 2018). 

6. The Challenges of Organising 

As well as providing a rich understanding of effective organising methods, the literature documents how organising efforts can be fraught with challenges, particularly as they attempt to exert influence on entrenched systems supported by powerful political and financial interests (Apple, 2019; Kamber, 2002). The challenges of community organising are primarily structured around systemic barriers, resource scarcity, internal group dynamics, and the struggle to maintain long-term influence (Evans & Shirley, 2008; Freelon, 2022; Goessling et al., 2024; Ishimaru, 2018; Wilson et al., 2023; Nygreen, 2016; Renée & McAlister, 2011; Glickman & Scally, 2008; Gold et al., 2002; Mediratta et al., 2002). 

School districts and policymakers often fail to provide effective avenues for democratic engagement, lacking transparency and accountability, and marginalised families are often rendered invisible or ineffectual by these exclusionary practices (Nygreen, 2016; Nygreen, 2017a; Freelon, 2022). When parents in the literature attempt to engage in the process, they experience communication with the school district as directive and one-way, leading to a profound sense of powerlessness (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Evans & Shirley, 2008; Goessling et al., 2024). At school closure hearings in Chicago, district officials refused to answer questions from students and parents (Freelon, 2022). During the Dyett High School campaign, district officials canceled a final public hearing at the last minute and announced changes that ignored the proposals developed by the community. Parents also described a lack of authentic Q&A opportunities, leaving participants feeling disrespected and ignored (Welton & Freelon, 2018). 

The primacy of professional expertise in these spaces often discounts the insights of parents because they lack formal educational credentials or language skills (Gold et al., 2002; Ishimaru, 2014). Moreover, they are often positioned as either passive or the cause of their children's failures rather than as equal stakeholders in their children's education (Ishimaru, 2018; Nygreen, 2016; Ishimaru, 2014). In the South Bronx, the principal and superintendent refused to meet again with the Parent Action Committee after being confronted with low reading scores, instead directing them to join the PTA. Parents described the principal as ‘inaccessible and disrespectful’, noting he frequently canceled meetings, kept them waiting, and blamed families for the children's lack of academic progress (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001, p.11). The education system is infused with ‘racialized institutional scripts’ that perpetuate colonial hierarchies, positioning students of colour as flawed (Ishimaru, 2018, p.550). This framing instills in marginalised communities ‘deficit thinking’: an implicit assumption that failure must be deserved (Nygreen, 2016, p.207). 

7. Outcomes

Community organising for school reform has produced a wide range of tangible and systemic outcomes across multiple urban contexts. Despite significant challenges, the results of these efforts demonstrate how building community capacity can fundamentally shift the dynamics of public education, highlighting the potential for organised pressure from below to drive progressive transformation (Gold et al., 2004; Apple, 2019).

	Table: Summary of Power Building, Challenges and Outcomes

	Study(s)
	Study Subject
	Power Building
	Challenges
	Outcomes

	
	
	1. Relationship Building
	2. Shared Leadership
	3. Democratic Engagement
	4. Systemic Resistance
	5. Internal divisions
	6. Won Recognition & Accountability
	7. Won Resources (funding/ facilities)
	8. Won Policy change
	9. Improved Student Outcomes
	10. Community Empowerment

	Evans & Shirley, 2008
	Jamaica Plain Parent Organizing Project (JP-POP) - Boston, MA
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	x
	
	
	x

	Freelon, 2022
	Black Parent Leaders in Chicago, IL
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	x
	
	
	x

	Goessling, et al. 2024
	Philadelphia Coalition Advocating for Public Schools (PCAPS)
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Ishimaru, 2013
	People Acting in Community Together (PACT), Oakland, CA
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Ishimaru, 2014
	Salem-Keizer Coalition for Equality, Oregon
	
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Ishimaru, 2018
	Rainier Beach PTA, families, and community members, Seattle, WA
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	x
	x
	
	x
	x

	Wilson, et al., 2023
	D-Justice, Detroit, MI
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Glickman & Scally, 2008
	Mothers on the Move (MOM), The Bronx, NY
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	x
	
	x
	
	x

	Welton & Freelon, 2018
	Sheldon Elementary Parents & Community Members, Chicago, IL
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	
	
	x

	
	Coalition to Revitalize Dyett High School, Chicago, IL
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	x
	
	x

	Ramos & Jani, 2025
	Overall Educational Justice Movement
	x
	x
	x
	
	x
	x
	
	x
	
	x

	
	Schools Oakland Students Deserve (SOSD)
	x
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	x

	
	Justice for Oakland Students Coalition (J4OS)
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	
	
	
	x

	
	OEA Race and Privatisation Committee and Union Leadership
	x
	x
	
	x
	
	
	
	
	
	x

	Gonzalez, 2015
	Padres y Jóvenes Unidos (Padres), Denver, CO
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	x
	x
	x

	
	Community Asset Development Re-defining Education (CADRE), Los Angeles, CA
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	
	x
	
	

	
	Southwest Organizing Project (SWOP), New Mexico
	
	
	x
	x
	
	
	
	x
	
	

	
	Juvenile Justice Project of Louisiana (Schools First project) New Orleans, LA,
	
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	x
	
	x

	Kamber, 2002
	All Congregations Together (ACT), New Orleans, LA
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	x
	
	x
	
	x

	
	Southern Echo, Jackson, MS
	x
	x
	
	
	
	
	x
	x
	
	x

	
	Twenty-First Century Youth Leadership Movement, Alabama
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	
	x
	
	x

	
	Bronx ACORN
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	
	x
	x
	x

	
	Citizens Planning and Housing Association, Baltimore, MD
	
	
	
	x
	
	
	
	x
	x
	x

	
	Citizens of Louisville Organized and United Together (CLOUT), Louisville, KY
	x
	x
	
	
	
	
	x
	x
	
	

	Mediratta, et al., 2002
	Asian and Pacific Islanders for Reproductive Health (APIRH), Long Beach, CA
	x
	x
	x
	
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x

	
	Concerned Citizens for a Better Tunica County (CCBTA)
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	x
	x
	
	x
	x

	
	Washington Interfaith Network (WIN)
	x
	
	x
	x
	
	
	x
	
	x
	x

	
	Youth United for Change (YUC), Philadelphia, PA
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Zachary & Olatoye, 2001, Mediratta, et al., 2002
	Parent Action Committee - South Bronx, NYC
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	x
	
	
	
	x

	Gold, et al. 2002, Mediratta, et al., 2002
	New York City ACORN
	x
	
	x
	x
	
	
	x
	x
	x
	x

	Gonzalez, 2015, Mediratta, et al., 2002
	South Central Youth Empowered thru Action (SCYEA), Los Angeles, CA
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	x
	x
	
	x

	Kamber, 2002, Gold, et al. 2002
	Alliance Organizing Project (AOP), Philadelphia, PA
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	x
	x
	
	x
	x

	Nygreen, 2016, Nygreen 2017a, Nygreen 2017b
	Alianza, Community-Based Organization (CBO), El Cerrito, CA
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	
	x
	

	Renée & McAlister, 2011, Glickman & Scally, 2008 Gold, et al. 2002, Mediratta, et al., 2002
	Logan Square Neighborhood Association (LSNA)
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	x
	x
	
	x
	x

	Gold et al., 2004, Gold, et al. 2002, Glickman & Scally 2008, Mediratta et al. 2002
	Oakland Community Organizations (OCO)
	x
	x
	x
	x
	
	x
	x
	
	x
	x

	Glickman & Scally, 2008, Gold, et al., 2002, Kamber, 2002
	Austin Interfaith - Industrial Areas Foundation Affiliate
	x
	x
	x
	
	
	x
	x
	x
	x
	x


Resources: Funding and Facilities
Organised communities have secured substantial funding for school facilities and academic programmes, winning hundreds of millions of dollars across multiple cities. Victories include $650 million in state funding to address racial inequities in Mississippi (Kamber, 2002), major school construction and repair investments in Chicago, Los Angeles, and Oakland (Gold et al., 2002; González, 2015; Gold et al., 2004), and targeted reallocations to expand community outreach and after-school provision in Boston, Austin, and Washington, D.C. (Evans & Shirley, 2008; Gold et al., 2002; Glickman & Scally, 2008). Some victories were compromised, however. Despite community campaigns, a large number of schools closed regardless, and some communities secured only partial wins in which organising efforts pivoted towards an after-school service provision model that abandoned their transformative vision and embraced the neoliberal agenda by focusing on improving students' standardised test scores (Ramos & Jani, 2025; Freelon, 2022; Nygreen, 2017a). Communities in Philadelphia and Chicago managed to retain some schools in public ownership but failed to secure shared governance structures; instead, they transitioned to a service provision model, which prioritised professionals over parents in decision-making processes (Goessling et al., 2024; Welton & Freelon, 2018). The financial fragility of local groups and internal disagreements over whether to pursue service delivery or community power-building strategies produced further challenges to the long-term sustainability of the organising efforts (Nygreen, 2017b; Goessling et al., 2024).

Recognition and Greater Accountability
Communities have had success in forcing school systems to acknowledge parents and students and hold officials accountable for failure. Mothers on the Move in New York City forced a district superintendent to retire and successfully elected their own representatives to the school board (Glickman & Scally, 2008; Kamber, 2002), and in Seattle, parents forced the removal of a co-principal and gained influence over the hiring of nearly 20 teachers (Ishimaru, 2018). Oakland Community Organizations won a formal role in the design teams for new schools, ensuring parents were partners in selecting and approving school models (Gold et al., 2002). The Parent Action Committee in the South Bronx, which had been previously sidelined by school officials, successfully campaigned for the removal of the school principal after exposing that only 17% of students were reading at grade level (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001). It should be noted, however, that although they were successful in securing the removal of the principal, they had little power over the selection of the next one. The new principal didn’t implement the changes that had been agreed with the previous administration (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001). This is a similar outcome to that of communities in New York, who successfully negotiated a new protocol for equality of access to education, but the policy was never enacted, and a change in leadership forced the communities to restart the organising process (Gold et al., 2002). At Rainier Beach High School, key individual leaders moved on to other roles, and the collaborative activity that had emerged began to dissipate (Ishimaru, 2018). A reliance on volunteer labour can be a barrier to the sustainability of organising, as parents and students drift away once the children graduate from the school system. This can release the accountability pressure on school and district officials (Kamber, 2002; Gold et al., 2002). There is also a high turnover of these officials, which can lead to the abandonment of agreements made by previous administrations (Mediratta et al., 2002; Renée & McAlister, 2011). These examples suggest that accountability is hard-won and easily lost if it is not actively maintained. 

Policy Change and Student Outcomes 
Groups have shifted policy at the school, district, and state level, including district-wide discipline reform in Denver, school governance reform in Oakland, and community teacher training legislation in Chicago (González, 2015; Gold et al., 2004; Renée & McAlister, 2011). Evidence of improved student outcomes is mixed. Some organised schools reported gains in test scores, graduation rates, and reductions in suspensions (a 5,400 reduction over 4 years in Denver), while others showed limited improvements relative to district or state averages (Gold et al., 2002; Glickman & Scally, 2008; Ishimaru, 2018).

Community Empowerment 
The literature documents how organising practice, by developing community capacity and winning improvements to people's experiences, both gives the community the tools to make change, and the transformational realisation that they, in fact, can build the power necessary to make change. This transforms individual parents, neighbours, and teachers into a collective with a shared vision (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001). Parents in Boston involved in the Jamaica Plain Parent Organizing Project (JP-POP) transitioned from acting as ‘self-interested clients’ to community leaders with a commitment to the success of all children in the district, not just their own (Evans & Shirley, 2008, p.90). In Seattle, Rainier Beach parents re-narrated their school's story, countering media portrayals of violence and decay to build a sense of community ownership and familial identity (Ishimaru, 2018).

Summary of Outcomes 
The studies broadly track the shift in parental involvement in schools from traditional forms of involvement to transformative ones. While the studies largely agree on the efficacy of organising in building community capacity and improving school-community relations, they offer contrasting results regarding impacts on student achievement and the long-term sustainability of collaborative community relationships within schools and with school districts. The literature broadly agrees that community organising yields tangible improvements in school conditions and documents significant victories in securing funding, facilities, and resources (Kamber, 2002; Gold et al., 2002; Mediratta et al., 2002). However, the results are mixed on student outcomes, with some studies reporting improvements compared with State averages and others seeing no significant improvement (Glickman and Scally, 2008; Gold, 2002). A central point of contrast among the studies is the nature of the relationship between community groups and school officials. The literature shows that while some staff and school districts were collaborative, others were resistant to collaboration or change. However, resistance didn’t necessarily stop communities from winning change (Ishimaru 2014; Ishimaru 2013, Goessling et al., 2024; Freelon, 2022; Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Welton & Freelon, 2018). 

8. Strengths and Limitations of the Studies

The literature on community organising for educational justice employs a range of methodological approaches, from broad national scans to in-depth, multi-year qualitative case studies. These approaches differ primarily in their scale, depth of engagement with participants, and analytical frameworks. As summarised in Appendix 1, the methodological diversity reflects both the strengths of the field and the inherent challenges of studying a dynamic, context-dependent form of social change. Across the scholarship, limitations centre on issues of generalisability, scope, and potential bias arising from the close relationship between researchers and the social movements they are studying.

Kamber (2002) and Mediratta et al. (2002) provide large-scale national analyses using survey-based methods. Kamber (2002) examined 40 organisations across 14 States, and Mediratta et al. (2002) studied 66 community groups across eight regions of the United States. These approaches enabled the identification of shared trends, organising strategies, and common challenges, as well as the tracking of organising trajectories from the hyperlocal to the district level over time (Kamber, 2002; Mediratta et al., 2002). The scale of these studies also provides evidence of the geographical and demographic concentration of organising efforts, demonstrating that community organising for educational justice is most prevalent in low-income communities of colour. However, the breadth of these national scans limits their ability to capture the richness of lived experience and internal relational dynamics that are central to community organising.
In contrast, the majority of the studies rely primarily on qualitative methods, including case studies, interviews, and participant observation. Many focus on a single organisation or community, offering a high level of contextual and descriptive detail (Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Evans & Shirley, 2008; Freelon, 2022; Welton & Freelon, 2018). Several authors conducted extended fieldwork, with researchers embedded in organising efforts over several years (Nygreen, 2016; Ramos & Jani, 2025; Wilson et al., 2023). These approaches generate rich, contextualised accounts of power-building and community resistance, but their reliance on small or highly specific samples limits generalisability. In some cases, when quantitative components were introduced, such as in a survey of teachers, the low response rate risked bias in the result (Ishimaru, 2014). 

More recent scholarship has shifted towards the use of participatory action research (PAR), in which organised communities collaborate with academics as co-researchers (Wilson et al., 2023; Goessling et al., 2024). PAR foregrounds the experiential knowledge of community members and aims to produce research directly in service of social movements. While this approach allows for greater access and trust, it also raises methodological concerns. Findings may privilege organising successes over failures (a phenomenon visible across the literature), reflect the priorities of the social movement, limit critical distance, and generalisability. Additionally, reliance on retrospective data in some cases introduces the risk of memory bias and the re-interpretation of events (Freelon, 2022).

Across methodological approaches, researchers face shared challenges in isolating the specific impacts of organising efforts. The complexity of the contexts in which organising occurs, including historical segregation, structural racism, widespread poverty, and high turnover among both community members and decision-makers, complicates causal claims. These conditions increase the risk of oversimplification of cause-and-effect relationships, particularly when evaluating sustainability and long-term outcomes.

Finally, researcher positionality represents both a strength and a limitation in the field of study. Much of the literature is produced by authors directly engaged in supporting community organising groups (Gold, 2002; Gold et al., 2004; Nygreen, 2016; Zachary & Olatoye, 2001; Ishimaru, 2014; Wilson et al., 2023; Goessling et al., 2024; Ramos & Jani, 2025). This academic-activist positionality can shape methodological choices, theoretical framing, and the interpretation of findings, introducing the potential for bias. However, it also enables scholars to challenge dominant narratives that dismiss community voice and to validate the experiential knowledge and political expertise of parents of colour and low-income community members. 
While earlier studies, such as Kamber (2002) and Mediratta et al. (2002), evaluated organising efforts from a more external position, more recent work intentionally blurs the boundary between researcher and activist. This shift reflects broader epistemological debates within the field. As Gold et al. (2002) seek to develop standardised indicators of success, Nygreen (2017a) and Ishimaru (2014) argue that some of the most significant outcomes of organising, such as transformative resistance, radical healing, and the disruption of ‘institutional scripts’, remain largely invisible to traditional quantitative measures.

9. Conclusion

This review began with a central research question: What are the methods, challenges, and outcomes of community organising for educational justice? It addressed this question by first establishing the theoretical distinction between the neoliberal paradigm and the democratic organising paradigm, before situating community organising within the broader educational justice landscape presented in the literature. The review then explored organising praxis through the interconnected themes of building power, listening, strategy, action, and negotiation, exploring both the methods employed by organised communities and the challenges they encounter. It subsequently synthesised the outcomes of these efforts, highlighting both successes and constraints, before reflecting on the methodological strengths and limitations of the existing studies.

Across the literature, there is substantial evidence that community organising for educational justice is a viable form of social change capable of producing meaningful improvements in school conditions, governance, and community capacity. At the same time, these victories are consistently shown to be hard-won and fragile, achieved in struggle with deeply entrenched systems operating under the constraints of a dominant neoliberal paradigm. Almost all studies draw attention to the chronic underfunding of low-income communities of colour; however, only work published from 2018 onwards documents the emergence of large-scale, district-level school closures. This trend is evident in Chicago, Philadelphia, Oakland, Washington D.C., and Detroit (Ishimaru, 2018; Welton & Freelon, 2018; Freelon, 2022; Goessling et al., 2024; Ramos & Jani, 2025; Wilson et al., 2023), suggesting an acceleration in the pace of neoliberal transformation of low-income neighbourhoods.

This raises important questions about the role of research itself in supporting struggles for educational justice. Lin (2023, p. 3) argues that research alone is insufficient to dismantle power imbalances in a systemically racist society, as those who benefit from inequality actively work to maintain the status quo. This highlights the imperative for scholars studying community organising to engage in power-building processes rather than merely extracting knowledge from communities. Such engagement requires challenging the market-driven pressures within the academic sector, which rarely values the slow, relational work central to organising. Although the advancement of undemocratic practices in the United States education system shows little sign of abating, fortunately, community capacity built through one campaign can be carried forward into future struggles, allowing communities to build their power over time. 

Future research should move beyond single-case studies to better understand the conditions under which organising efforts are most effective and scalable. There is a particular need to document the long-term impacts of organising beyond short-lived victories, including how participants develop, sustain, and deploy the skills gained through organising in subsequent campaigns. In an increasingly individualistic society, schools remain one of the few sites where people regularly gather. For organiser-academics seeking to contribute to this field, a key priority should therefore be the development of relational cultures within school communities that foster democratic participation through relationship-building and collective action. 

Appendix 1 
	Summary of Methodology and Methods used in the literature

	Study
	Methodology
	Methods

	Zachary & Olatoye (2001)
	Qualitative
	Case study using data collected from the authors' role as technical assistance provider, supplemented by interviews with parents and NSA staff, and analysis of NSA documents.

	Evans & Shirley (2008)
	Qualitative
	Interviews with parent organisers and observations of advocacy events and public meetings.

	Freelon (2022)
	Qualitative
	Observations, 4 semi-structured interviews, and critical document analysis over 9 months. Data analysed via coding and triangulation.

	Glickman & Scally (2008)
	Mixed Methods
	Case study including interviews, observations, and quantitative analysis of state student performance data.

	Goessling et al. (2024)
	Qualitative
	Critical Participatory Action Research included participant observations, 13 interviews, focus groups, post-program surveys, and analysis of documents/artifacts using inductive thematic coding.

	Gold et al. (2002)
	Mixed Methods
	Literature review, followed by 19 telephone group interviews and case studies of 5 groups involving interviews and observations.

	Gold et al. (2004)
	Qualitative
	Case study of 5 groups, including interviews, observations, and multiple site visits.

	González (2015)
	Mixed Methods
	Interviews with students, teachers, and administrators, and quantitative analysis of discipline and attendance records.

	Ishimaru (2013)
	Qualitative
	Case study of 3 schools, including multi-round semi-structured interviews, observations of 15 events over 1.5 years, and document analysis.

	Ishimaru (2014)
	Mixed Methods
	Quantitative analysis of district-wide teacher survey data and a case study of a school using interviews, observations, and document analysis.

	Ishimaru (2018)
	Qualitative
	Case study of 1 school over 7 years, including interviews with parent/community leaders and staff, observation, documentation, and data analysis.

	Kamber (2002)
	Qualitative
	Overview of school reform efforts across 14 States, including field visits to 40 organisations and telephone interviews.

	Mediratta et al. (2002)
	Mixed Methods
	National study of 66 community groups across 8 sites, including surveys, interviews, and focus groups over 2 years.

	Nygreen (2016), Nygreen (2017a), Nygreen (2017b)
	Qualitative
	Observation, interviews, document analysis, and meeting transcript analysis over 2 years using inductive thematic coding.

	Ramos & Jani (2025)
	Qualitative
	Observations over 10 years, participation in movement activity, and interviews.

	Renée & McAlister (2011)
	Qualitative
	Literature review including case studies, regional and national scans, and large-scale impact studies.

	Welton & Freelon (2018)
	Qualitative
	Multiple case studies, including 2 interviews, observation, and field notes, document analysis using thematic coding.

	Wilson et al. (2023)
	Qualitative
	Multiple case studies focusing on African American mother-organizers over 3 years, including interviews, observation of 50+ hours, and document analysis using a constant comparative method.
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