Building a New Chapter

STEP ONE: GETTING STARTED

The Foundation


Whether the campus is swelling with Democrats or overwhelmingly Republican, the steps to establishing a chapter of College Democrats are the same. The only ingredient required is a hunger for action and a desire to work toward a better America.


The Core Group


The first goal when organizing a College Democrats chapter is finding a few individuals to form the core group. These individuals must be energetic and committed to the foundation of the College Democrats of America on their campus. This committed group of activists will do the lion’s share of the work, drive the organization, and ultimately determine the chapter’s success or failure.

Trying to start a chapter by oneself can be very overwhelming. Creating a core group is a great way to distribute the work and share the rewards of organizing a new College Democrats of America chapter.


Points of Focus


A few pointers to keep in mind when building a new chapter:

Purpose: A core group must be small enough to establish a primary sense of purpose for the CDA chapter. A mission statement outlining broad goals for the coming year is effective for focused and active participation from members.

Commitment: It takes a lot of time and effort to build a solid foundation. Commitment and discipline are the key components of a successful organization. Starting a College Democrats chapter and promoting student activism is an excellent way to work for a better society and make a difference in America.

Creativity: Be creative in planning events and meetings. Use innovative methods to spark interest in the organization. Students will continue to be active as long as their fire for change is ignited and fed with positive energy.

Enthusiasm: Present the chapter with a positive spin and lots of excitement. People will be attracted to an organization or event if the organizers are excited about it.

Realism: It is important to be realistic about how much work one person can do. Delegating responsibility to others will reduce the stress while maximizing the efficiency of the organization. It is very important to have a core group that can work together with a united focus on Democratic objectives.


STEP TWO: THE ORGANIZATION

Structure


Once the core group of committed activists is formed, the next step is to set up the structure of the organization. The essence of building structure is to establish credibility.


The Constitution


A constitution will provide the chapter with its basic structure, offer guidelines for operations and elections, and establish some institutional legitimacy for the organization. The constitution should have a mission statement to guide the rest of the articles. Establish the constitution by drafting, debating, and voting on it’s passage. Due to the small size of the core group, this should be relatively easy. Constitutions can be amended to accommodate the needs of the chapter as it expands. A sample constitution is in the index of this manual.


Executive Board


The next step is to form an Executive Board. An officer board assumes the responsibilities of the core group. Most often the core group becomes the Executive Board. Here are some suggested guidelines:

Meet Regularly: At Wesleyan University, the Executive Board usually met before the general meeting took place for about twenty minutes. During the 1992 campaign, they met weekly for an hour apart from the general meeting. Develop a schedule that works for the individual chapter and stick to it.

Set Goals: Short-term and long-term. Outline specific membership, political, and legislative goals for each quarter and each year.

Submit Progress Reports: Each board member should give progress reports on each project falling under his/her responsibility. Progress reports keep everyone current and they encourage cooperation and communication between board members by allowing each member to constructively input on each project.

Maintain Accountability: Keeping clearly defined roles among broad members encourages responsibility and produces results.


Executive Board Responsibilities


The following configuration of the executive board can be used as a reference. Chapters and states may have different agendas and may require less or different officers.

President: The President ensures that the chapter’s activities correspond with the overall mission of the organization. The President’s responsibilities include:


Delegating Tasks: Distributing responsibility to other members of the executive board will increase efficiency while building unity. Ultimately, however, it remains the President’s responsibility to ensure that all tasks are completed.

Official Representative: The President officially represents the chapter to the school administration, the press and to other student organizations. 

Building Future Leadership: To ensure the future of the chapter, the President must recruit and train a group of strong leaders who will likely be able to take on executive duties in the following years.


Secretary: The Secretary’s primary job is to communicate the chapter’s message to the college community. The Secretary’s responsibilities include:


Correspondence: Communication with individual members through mailings and campus e-mail. 

Newsletter: Producing updates on club activities and writing articles about current issues.

Record Keeping: Recording minutes at executive and general meetings.


Membership Director: The membership director is responsible for outreach programs, new member recruitment, and maintenance of current membership. Tasks will include:


Membership Drive: Innovative programming and widespread publicity on campus to promote membership in CDA.

Membership Files: Keep a current listing of phone numbers and addresses of all members and regularly report this information to the state federation and the CDA National Headquarters.

Encourage Diversity: Make a strong effort to recruit a diverse membership that accurately reflects the school population.


Treasurer: The Treasurer serves as the chapter banker and fund-raiser. The Treasurer is responsible for:


Fundraising: Chapters raise money through membership dues, alumni donations, fundraising events, selling merchandise, and numerous other creative methods. CDA National Headquarters can assist with innovative fundraising ideas.

Maintaining Financial Records: Keep accurate records of ALL monetary transactions to avoid discrepancies with the student activities office. Make procedures and bookkeeping clear to the officers who take over in following years.

Design Annual Budget: Plan the annual budget if the chapter receives school funding.


Communication Director: Serves as the media contact for College Democrat events, and works with the chapter secretary to produce a regular newsletter. Responsibilities include:


Chapter Message: Formulate and communicate the message of the College Democrats and the Democratic Party to the media.

Press Releases: Write and issue press releases on College Democrat activities and events. A sample press release and additional media information can be found in the index.

Op-ed and Letters to the Editor: Write and submit Democratic op-ed pieces to local newspapers. Generate letters to the editor from chapter membership to support the organizations pro-student, pro-Democrat goals.


Events Director : The job of the Events Director is to make sure that the chapter maintains a full schedule of events for the members and the greater campus community. College Democrat events may include: 


Activist Events: Campaign rallies, campus-wide petition, or letter writing campaigns, lobby days, etc.

Educational Events: Speakers, forums, panel discussions, debates, etc.

Community Service: Soup kitchens, homeless shelters, environmental clean ups, AIDS Walk, etc.


Social Director: The Social Director works with the Executive Board to ensure enjoyment at CDA events. Members should enjoy CDA events and celebrate the fruits of their labor.


Democratic Theme Parties: “Election Night” and “State of the Union” Watch Parties, etc.

Other Events: College Dems vs. College Republicans Softball Game, etc.


Campaign Director: During campaign season, the Campaign Director organizes and coordinates student involvement in national, state and local campaigns. On big election years, this function may be shared amongst other members of the board. The Campaign Director is responsible for:


Liaison: Act as the liaison between the State Party, Democratic campaign offices and the campus chapter. Update membership on the progress of the candidates. Work with the campaigns’ volunteer and campus coordinators to promote student involvement in the process.


Coordinate Volunteers: Recruit, organize and schedule volunteers for phone banks, GOTV efforts, dorm lit drops, and other activities.

GOTV: Coordinate the on-campus “Get Out the Vote” effort in coordination with the state and national GOTV campaign. 


Work with CDA 


Remain in contact with the College Democrats of America’s National Headquarters throughout the process of forming and building the chapter. The national headquarters has many resources. For example, they maintain a database of members in individual states who can assist others in their campus organizing efforts. In addition, the headquarters can put campuses in touch with local Democratic Party leaders and CDA alumni in the area. 

Charter with CDA: It is important to file the chartering application and pay the $25 membership fee as soon as possible in order to become an active chapter with the national organization. By chartering with the national organization, chapters will receive all CDA publications, administrative support, issue briefs, internship/job opportunities, access to state and national Democratic Party leaders, campaigns, and discounted College Democrats of America and Democratic National Committee merchandise.

Join the State Federation: The College Democrats of America National Headquarters will assist individual chapters to register with its state federation - the building block of CDA. State federations are composed of representatives from all of the College Democrats chapters throughout the state. State federations are active and involved in state and local politics, campaigns and legislative watchdog projects. Association with a state federation elevates the status of the campus chapter and lifts the chapter’s agenda to state and national attention.


Campus Activities 


Register with the campus Student Activities Office once the constitution is in place. Most schools have a student activities office that requires student organizations to be officially registered. Many times it will be a valuable resource and can provide substantial institutional support such as funding, office space, and contacts in the local community.


Faculty Advisor 


Many chapters have found Faculty Advisors to be extremely helpful. They are especially good advocates when dealing with school administration. Faculty Advisors can also lend continuity by providing a long-term membership to the chapter. Good places to find faculty advisors are the Government and Justice Studies departments.

