
ADVOCACY:   The Role of Grassroots 

Advocacy in Policy Solutions 

Nate von der Embse, NASP Chair, GPR Committee 

Kathy Cowan, NASP Director, Communications @KCowan5 

 

 

2019 GW/NASP Public Policy Institute 

July 15, 2019 



ñIf you are not at the table,  

you are on the menuéò 
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--Author Unknown 



Types of Advocacy Important to 

Ensuring Effective Policy & Practice 

ÅProfessional 

ïHelping people know who you are, what you do, and 

why it matters 

ïDemonstrating value through actions 

ÅDirect/Legislative 

ïCommunicating with decision makers about a 

specific issue 

ïAsking a lawmaker to support or oppose a specific 

piece of legislation 
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Understand the Legislative Process 
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Role of Federal Law in Education 

1. Requires specific actions in order to RECEIVE 

Federal funds 

2. Requires specific actions in order to AVOID 

monetary or other penalties 

3. Determines how Federal funds MAY or MAY NOT 

be used 

4. Determines HOW MUCH Federal funding is 

available. 

5. Ensures due process protections for protected 

classes of students 



Regulatory/Implementation Process 

ÅLaw-What must be done 

ÅRegulation-How it can be done 

ÅState Rules-What all districts and schools 

must do 

ÅImplementation/Local Policy-What it looks 

like in practice 



Regulatory/Implementation Process 

Example 

Law: IDEA 2004 

Å Expressly permitted RTI process 

Å Ability/achievement discrepancy model no longer mandatory 

Federal Regulation 

States:  

Å may no longer require districts to use severe discrepancy 

Å must permit them to use RTI, and  

Å may permit them to use other research-based alternatives.  

State Rules 

Å Different in each state 

  



Role of State/Local School Boards 

ÅSignificant influence over how state will 

implement federal/state law 

ÅInfluences school finance decisions 

ÅCan create state/district policy  

ïParticularly important in absence of 

state/federal law 

Åe.g., bullying/harassment/discrimination 

policy 

 



9 

   

Good communication is 

essential to all types of 

advocacy. 



Becoming an Effective Advocate 

Follow the plan 

and never forget 

for whom you 

are really 

speaking. 

 



Key Components of Effective Advocacy 
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6. Engage and 

Evaluate 
1. Know What 

You Want 

5. Use 

Consistent, 

Effective 

Communication 

3. Build 

Strategic 

Relationships 

4. Gather 

Evidence 

(Research, 

Data, 

Examples) 

2. Recognize 

Opportunity to 

Act 

Positive 

Change in 

Policy & 

Practice 



1. Know what you want  
      Identify how the world should be. 



How we want the world to be. 

All children and youth thrive in school, at 

home, and throughout life. 
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Reality vs. the Way You Want the World to Be 

Pair/Share  

 

Describe your vision for  a 

safe and successful school. 

 

(2 minutes) 



2. Recognize Opportunity to Act 



Assess the Situation/Set An Agenda 

1. What are the current priorities of your state/district 

school? 

ïHow do they align/conflict with your goals? 

2. Consider current policies and practices in your 

district/state? 

3. Are there adequate resources available? 

4. Examine existing legislation/policy 

5. Where do you need to focus your efforts? 

ï Legislators, federal/state agencies, state local 

school boards? 
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Integrate Local, State and National 

Agendas 

Current National Education Priorities  
Å Closing the achievement and discipline gap 

ï Improved accountability and indicators of school quality 

Å Addressing resource inequity 

ï Improving school psychology ratios 

Å Educating the whole child 

ï Comprehensive school psychological services 

Å Creating safe and supportive learning environments for all students 
ï Preventing bullying, harassment, discrimination 

 

How does this align with issues important to your state departments of 
education, state school board, or local school districts? 

 

 How can you use the national conversation to advance your state 
or local agendas? 



Key Priorities 

1. Safety: All students should attend school in a safe and supportive 

environment that balances physical and psychological safety 

2. Mental health: Access to comprehensive school mental and 

behavioral health services promotes student learning and school 

safety 

3. Personnel: We must remedy the shortages of school 

psychologists to create access to comprehensive school 

psychological services 

4. Equity: Systems must ensure accountability and efforts to address 

disparities in access to services and supports 

5. Funding: Federal investments in education are critical to helping 

achieve these goals (Title I, Title II, Title IV-A, IDEA) 

 

 



Gather Information 

ÅWhat data do you have/need to collect to 

highlight the need for change? 

 

ÅWhat is the cost of NOT solving the problem? 

 

ÅWhat counter-arguments may you encounter 

from naysayers? 



Understand Your Value 

ÅWhat specific training, skills, expertise and 

experiences make you relevant? 

 

ÅYou need to be able to communicate: 

ïWho you are and what you do 

ïWhy you are specifically qualified to do this work 

ïHOW you directly contribute to improving student and 

school success 
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Elevator Chat 
You get on an elevator to find the 

Superintendent of your district.  He is 

headed to a meeting to discuss how to 

implement a new violence prevention law 

that requires the district to consider school 

security improvements. He asksé 

ñYouôre a [insert your 

role]. Do you have 

specific issues or 

concerns that you 

think I should share? 
You have one minute to respond.  



3. Build Strategic Relationships 
(Key Decision-Makers, Allied Partners/Coalitions, 

Grassroots, Grasstops) 

 



Key Decision-Makers 

ÅHave significant control/influence over policy, 

practice, priorities, resource allocation, decision 

making 

ÅCan be building, district, community, state leaders 

ÅAnd/or practitioners/professionals, elected officials, 

advocates 

ÅBroad in relevance or specific to an issue or goal 

ÅRelationships may be new or ongoing 
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Allied and Strategic Partners 
ÅIndividuals, member/professional associations, or 

organizations. 

ÅPartners share your vision, understand the 

challenges, and are relevant to implementation 

ÅHelp you make progress with diverse and 

important stakeholders 

ÅHave long-term, relevance to your work/goals and 

natural relationships that should be nurtured on an 

ongoing basis 

Both types of relationships require intentionality 

to be effective regarding advocacy 24 



Relationship Structures 

1. Organic, collegial, regular shared experience 

(e.g., work and professional colleagues)  

2. Planful, organized (e.g. professional associations 

and coalitions) 

3. Networks (e.g., grassroots, advocacy membership 

organizations) 

4. Leadership (e.g. organizational 

leaders/grasstops) 
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Relationship Strengths/Opportunities  

ÅShared planning and workload 

ÅOpportunity to convey ideas, influence 

views/decision-making 

ÅAbility to receive/provide trusted feedback 

ÅAbility to activate/motivate 

ÅAbility to create common voice 

 

All of which improves effectiveness and outcomes 
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Importance of Coalition Building 

Coalition: Group of diverse stakeholders who come together to advance a 

shared goal. 

National Alliance of Specialized Instructional Support Personnel 

(Formal, Long term, issue/professional focus) 

Å Members include school psychologists, counselors, social workers, 

administrators, SLP, OT, PT 

Committee for Education Funding (Formal, Long term, funding focus) 

Å Members include colleges, universities, research organizations, 

professional associations, unions, etc.  

Save Medicaid in Schools Coalition (Formal, Short term, legislative 

focus) 

Å Members include health care experts, educators, disability rights 

advocates  

Framework Author Group (Informal, Long term, legislative/professional 

practice focus) 

 

 



What Makes a Good Advocate? 

ÅKnowledge and interest in public policy and understanding 
of:  
ïLegislative process in your state 

ïRegulatory process and role of state agencies 

ïJurisdiction of state/local school board 

ÅBasic knowledge of advocacy strategies 

ÅPositive, enthusiastic and friendly 

ÅGood at listening and communicating 

ÅñVisionariesò 

ÅCommitted to act 

ÅResponsible with good follow-through 

ÅAble to represent the profession/your issue  

     with balanced perspectives 
28 
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Grassroots Advocates 

ÅñGrassrootsò refers to a network of people who seek to 
raise awareness or advance a specific ñaskò at the 
federal, state and/or local level 

ïRely on the general public and specific constituencies 

ÅGrassroots can be mobilized to build support for a 
specific issue 

ÅGrassroots can be activated by organizations in order to 
respond to a specific issue 

ÅGrassroots can spur an organization to act on a specific 
issue 

 

Incredibly powerful and effective! NASP 
grassroots helped shape ESSA. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Grasstops Advocates 

ÅMembers/leaders of an organization who maintain 
relationships with key decision makers  

ÅActivists or public figures who care about your issue 

ÅStrategically reinforce grassroots efforts   

ÅReinforce credibility of your position 

ÅCarry message of the grassroots to targeted 
decision makers 

 

Most effective when coordinated with 
grassroots efforts 



NASPôs Long-Term Advocacy 

ÅBuilt network of key partners overtime 

(NAESP, NASSP, PTA, NASRO, ASCA, 

SSWAA) 

ÅDeveloped relationships with key 

congressional staff; reputation for expertise 

and ability to provide timely, quality resources 

ÅEstablished and utilized grassroots network 

ÅMaintained and repeatedly conveyed key 

messages (adapting to audiences and 

circumstances) overtime 

 

 

Relationships 

Ongoing 

Relevant 


