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Campus Organizing 
 

What is a Student Organizations Role within a Campaign? 
 

Young people voted in record numbers in the 2008 election. And while President Obama undoubtedly 
inspired millions to vote, campaigns were also reaching out to and engaging college students in an 
unprecedented way. Instead of casually reaching out to students on college campuses, modern campaigns 
developed aggressive field strategies for turning out college students. The result was that college students 
turned out in unprecedented numbers and allowed Democrats to not only elect President Barack Obama, 
but also pick up several congressional seats long held by Republicans and build on Democratic majorities.   
 
College students have an important role to play on any campaign in getting their fellow classmates out to 
vote.  An active College Democrats or Young Democrats group on campus can help increase voter 
participation significantly.   
 

Structuring Your Organization for a Campaign 
 

Organizing a campaign on a college campus presents its own set of unique advantages and disadvantages. 
Basic campaign principles hold true on a college campus, however, situations will occur where they will 
need to be altered for the culture of the campus. The biggest difference however is the fact that a college 
campuses personality is constantly changing as new students come in. This gives you, the organizer, the 
ability to register and turnout large numbers of new voters in a short period of time.  
 
When organizing a political student organization it is important to have well-defined roles laid out for the 
organization’s leadership. That way there are set tasks that these individuals will have to accomplish and 
can be held accountable to the entire organization. It is important to keep in mind that universities may 
require student groups to have additional positions.  
 
 
Titles 
One of the best ways to retain volunteers is to give them ownership in the campaign. The best way to do 
that is to give them a “title” such as assistant dorm director or deputy finance director. Titles are free to 
give out and are a great free resource that is available to every campaign. 
 
Internships 
If your student organization is working in collaboration with a campaign, then one of the most valuable 
things you can offer students are internships. This is a great way to guarantee 15+ volunteer hours a week 
for your campaign, and most of these individuals become some of your organization’s most valuable 
members. 
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Organization Roles and Structure 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
President 
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Canvassing Director 
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Dorm Director 
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Organization Roles and Structure (continued) 
 
Greek Director 
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Student Organization Director 
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Communications Director 
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Summer Preparation 

 

A common perception of college students is that they are apathetic and won’t get involved in the political 
process. However, during the 2008 election cycle the Democratic Party proved that theory wrong.  The 
truth is that the majority of college students feel overwhelmed by what they must accomplish while in 
college. College students split their time between classes, work, and friends before they even think about 
signing up for a new student organization, let alone a political campaign.  
 
One of the first things your organization will need to decide on is what exactly you wish to accomplish 
during the campaign. In a lot of ways this depends on what kind of campaign you are working on. This is 
when you need to determine your goals i.e. how many students you need to register to win the election or 
how many petition signatures you need. Once you set your goals you can then begin to determine how 
you will achieve them and what you need to accomplish on a day-to-day basis.  
 

Setting Your Goals 
 

Voter Registration 
- How many students will you register to vote? 
- How many will register each day and month? 

Volunteer Recruitment 
- How many volunteers do you need to achieve your voter registration goals? 
- How many volunteers will you recruit each day, week, and month? 

Events 
- How many events will you hold each day, week, and month? 
- What will be accomplished at these events? 
- What purpose will these events serve? 

 
 

Preparing for the Fall 
 

     Voter Registration 
- Create a calendar of student events from August – Election Day 
- Prepare a daily calendar 
- Compile a list of key student leaders and student organizations with their contact information. 
- Locate and map out all on and off-campus student housing areas 
- Familiarize yourself with the “red tape” of the university 
- Locate Dorm Address for voter registration 
- Compile a list of all large classes on campus 

     Get-Out-The-Vote 
 - Compile a list of polling locations 
 - Research campaign rules for polling locations 
 - Prepare a daily calendar 
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Membership Recruitment 

 

The voter registration period is the time between the primary election and the general election voter 
registration deadline. Voter registration is actually one of the most effective ways to recruit new 
volunteers to your campaign. During this time you will need to establish daily, monthly, and overall 
voter registration and volunteer recruitment goals to develop your overall field strategy around. This 
time period will get more intense as the election nears and it is crucial that you are working hard and 
meeting your goals so that you will be prepared come Get-Out-The-Early-Vote.  
 
Move-In Day 
 

One of the best times to recruit volunteers for an upcoming campaign is during your campus’ move-in 
day. In order to recruit effectively on this day, your leadership (and whatever volunteers you have at this 
time) needs to be strategically placed at all of the residence halls with clipboards for voter registration. 
This way at the minimum you are able to register a lot of students while they are with their parents and 
then after you ask them if they are registered you will ask them to volunteer. 
 
Student Organization Fair 
 

One of the first events at a university will be a student Organization fair. This is one of the big kickoffs to 
the school year and several student organizations will have a table set up at the event. These events attract 
a large segment of the student body so it is essential that your campaign/organization have a table setup at 
the event for voter registration and volunteer recruitment. 
 
Organizational Meetings 
 

Weekly or bi-weekly meetings are essential to keeping an organization relevant to the student body and 
your members. In non-election years they play a key part in keeping the organization together and allow 
new leaders to emerge. During an election year these meetings are utilized for volunteer recruitment.  
 
In order to draw large crowds to these meetings you need to begin advertising for the meeting at least one 
week in advance. Advertising can include Facebook messaging, campus chalking, and flyering. During 
these meetings the organization’s leaders should layout what the organization is working on and layout 
the different volunteer opportunities that are available to members. These meetings need to be both 
engaging and fun for attendees. It’s important that each director breaks out with his volunteers and 
strategizes on the next week’s events as well. 
 
Student Organizations 
 

Before the school year began the student organization director should have compiled a list of all of the 
student organizations and their leaders at your university. With this list the student organization director 
should contact all of the student leaders on the list he compiled about holding voter registration events at 
their meetings and about the possibility of doing voter registration at their events across campus.  
 
The student organization director may be approached by several organizations to hold a ‘campus debate’ 
between the democrats and republicans. These events have little to no impact on how attendees will 
actually vote; however holding one major campus debate before the election can be beneficial. Campus 
media will cover these debates and the media coverage that is generated by the debate helps to create a 
buzz on campus about the upcoming election.  
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Visibility 
 

Along with the president the communications director will strategically mark out chalking locations on 
campus maps for volunteers to use. The communications director and their volunteers will write no less 
than 3 LTE’s a day to the student and local papers about local, state, and national Democrats as well as 
the importance of early voting and early voting locations and hours.  
 

Example Chalking Map 
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Voter Registration Campaign 
 

A voter registration campaign needs to be a comprehensive, fully thought out process where you develop 
a strategy that takes into account your goals and current resources. Your strategy should be developed 
with your goals in mind.  
 
Preparing Your Registration Locations 
 
The first thing that your organization needs to do is find a central staging location on campus that is easy 
for people to locate. This location needs to be a high-traffic area that is indoors with space to store tables 
and voter registration materials.  It is important that you have several tables as they play an essential role 
of slowing down students so that you can ask them to register to vote and volunteer.  
 
The next thing that you need to do is to mark out all high traffic areas on your school’s campus and test 
which spots are best suited for voter registration. Then rank those locations with the top four being your 
primary locations and the next four as your secondary locations. Once these locations are determined, the 
canvass director needs to organize a volunteer schedule where the central area will always be staffed and 
volunteers will be signed up to check in at the staging location and be sent out throughout campus. Below 
is an example of one of these maps.  
 

Example of a Voter Registration Map 
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Dorm Strategy 
 

It is important for the dorm director to develop an independent strategy of how he will gain access to and 
conduct canvasses within the university’s campus housing. This includes the development of volunteer 
recruitment tactics that will be crucial to the rest of the campaigns strategy. The majority if not all of the 
university’s freshman population will be living within the dorms and the majority of these people have 
never registered to vote. Because of this it is absolutely essential that the dorm director create a 
comprehensive strategy.  
 
Dorm Captains and Dorm Storms 
 

Dorm captains are recruited by the dorm director and are your campaign’s representatives to campus 
housing residents. These individuals are responsible for registering everyone within their building to vote 
and recruiting their neighbors to volunteer for the campaign. These individuals are charged with more 
responsibility than the average volunteer, as they will be entrusted with creating independent events 
within their dorm. In order to instill the skills that they need the dorm director will need to hold a dorm 
captain training in collaboration with the President of the organization.  
 

Example Training 
 

A dorm captain training should last about two and a half hours. These trainings aren’t meant to be full 
campaign trainings, instead they are meant to instill the dorm captains with the confidence they need to 
independently knock on doors within their buildings. These trainings should also prepare the dorm 
captains for potential questions they will be asked.  
 
Introduction 
The President and dorm director introduce themselves to the dorm captains. 
 

Icebreaker 
Potential Captains introduce themselves and say the first concert they attended. This breaks the tension in 
the room and allows for some interesting answers 
 

“Your Story” 
This is when you will have everyone break up into groups depending on where they live in. This way they 
get to know exactly whom they will be working with for the GOTV effort down the road. During this you 
want them to share why they are working on the campaign. 
 

Food 
It’s important that you have food at the training. This will help you while pitching it to potential dorm 
captains. 
 

Taking the Opposing Side 
During this exercise each Dorm Captain will be paired up with another and each will take a turn as 
someone who is undecided, while the other tries to convince them to support your candidate. This gives 
everyone an opportunity to be put in this situation and helps him or her learn what to say when the 
situation arises.  
 

Voter Registration Training 
Divide up the room into two groups for a more intimate training where the president and dorm director 
will teach one of the groups. After explaining voter registration basics take the dorm captains out for a 
voter registration event.  
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Example Dorm Storm 
 
Dorm storms are canvasses of the dorms. Typically universities will have certain rules and regulations for 
canvassing dorms so you will need to work with university officials to gain access within the dorms. 
When you gain access you will need to coordinate canvasses where you can canvass the entirety of the 
dorms within a short period of time.  

 
Team Leader Meetings 
Before the dorm storm the president and dorm director will meet in the designated area 30 minutes before 
the event is to begin to discuss current weather conditions and to set up for the event.  
 
Pre-Registration Meeting   
All participating members will meet the president and dorm director in a designated area within their 
neighborhood to pick up voter registration materials, to train any additional volunteers, and to answer any 
last minute questions. 
 
Dorm Canvassing  
Send out the Dorm Captains to their buildings to register and recruit student volunteers. Station one 
volunteer at the entrance of each food court on campus. If you have only one captain within an area at a 
time then station them at the food court in order to have the highest volume of traffic possible. You will 
also have them write down exactly where they have been throughout the dorms in order to keep track of 
which areas have been canvassed. 
 
Freelance Voter Registration 
If you have enough Dorm Captains/Volunteers station people at libraries throughout campus in order to 
register the large amount of people who will be studying for classes on Monday. 
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Other Voter Registration Locations 
 

Classroom Storms 
 

During your summer preparation you gathered a list of all of the university’s classes and organized them 
by time and the amount of students enrolled. With this information you can organize “classroom storms” 
where you send volunteers to the beginning of these classes to get permission from the professors to 
register the class to vote during the first 5 minutes.  
 
Bus Stops 
 

Bus Stops can be rewarding voter registration locations during certain times of the day. If you already 
have all of your primary and secondary voter registration locations staffed, then you can send volunteers 
with clipboards to bus stops to register students to vote and to recruit new volunteers. The most beneficial 
aspect of these locations is that the students aren’t able to go anywhere until a bus arrives so are likely to 
register to simply pass the time.  
 
Tailgates 
 

Football tailgates can be effective places for voter registration and volunteer recruitment, but you must 
start early in the day due to the attendees being intoxicated. These events tend to have mixed results. 
Having volunteers walk around the tailgates tend to be more effective than setting up a set location 
because you are exposed to a larger group of people.  
 
Concerts 
 

Most universities will hold concerts/festivals throughout the year. These events attract a large segment of 
the student body and can be productive voter registration events. During your summer preparation you 
will have mapped out when and where these events will be occurring on campus so you can work with the 
people who are holding the event to set-up voter registration tables at the entrance of the event. If you are 
unable to get tables approved, you can have your volunteers work the line to register voters.  
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Get-Out-The-Vote 
 

Developing a strong, efficient GOTEV strategy is one of the most demanding tasks of the entire campaign 
for your organization. At this point in the campaign there will only be about a month left and hopefully 
you will have registered thousands of students to vote at your campus. During your summer preparation 
you developed a calendar that mapped out your organizations day-to-day activities, and you will need to 
do the same for GOTV. To see an example of a GOTEV calendar turn to page 112.  
 

Lobbying for Early Voting 
 

If early voting is an option in your state your campaign will need to prepare to fight for on-campus early 
voting. You should be thinking well before hand how to best accomplish this in collaboration with your 
local community. One of the first things you will need to do is figure out who you need to target because 
this is going to essential when developing your strategy.   
 

It’s important that you build a student coalition around this issue, as you will be more successful if it is a 
campus-wide initiative. It’s important to include a wide variety of student organizations as well as faculty 
in this coalition, as it’s important to have a diverse group of representatives lobbying local officials for 
on-campus early voting. These groups can include, but aren’t limited to, issue advocacy groups, 
multicultural organizations, and artistic organizations. It’s also important to include the College 
Republicans because the coalition needs to be bi-partisan.  
 

While lobbying for on-campus early voting it’s important to develop a marketing strategy for your 
coalition. In order to make sure that both the student body and the local community are aware of your 
lobbying efforts it’s important that the marketing strategy include no less than three LTE’s to both the 
student paper and local community paper with at least one published every two weeks to ensure that 
awareness is being raised. Part of this strategy will also rely on establishing contacts at these papers.  
 

Voter Registration Locations 
 

Beginning the day early voting begins in your community you will turn all of your voter registration 
locations into early vote visibility locations. At these locations your volunteers will pass out quarter sheet 
flyers that list early voting locations, hours, and “early vote shuttle” schedules. Attached to these flyers 
will be literature for local, state, and national Democratic candidates. During this time you should be 
passing out enough flyers for 10% of your student body. Additionally, you will continue recruiting 
volunteers for GOTV events.  
 

Early Voting Shuttles 
 

The canvass director will need to appoint one of their top volunteers to coordinate with local campaigns to 
develop an “early voting shuttle” program. The appointed volunteer will need to recruit several volunteers 
with cars and develop a schedule where “early vote shuttle” drivers can pick up groups of early voters 
from set locations across campus to go vote and be brought back to where they where they were picked 
up.  
 
Canvasses and Phone Banks 
 

The canvass, dorm, and greek directors will develop canvassing and phone bank schedules so that they 
can knock on the entirety of their turf several times before Election Day. During these canvasses, 
volunteers should not only be getting people to vote, but they should also be recruiting individuals to 
volunteer for GOTV events.  
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Club Outreach 
 

The student organization director will coordinate with student groups for “march to the polls” events 
where everyone will meet up at a set location and walk to early voting together. These events should be 
made as fun and lighthearted events where local musicians or street dancers accompany the group of 
voters. Additionally, the club outreach director should have campaign buttons, stickers, etc. for people 
who come out to vote so that the people they pass know what the group is doing.  
 

Election Day 
 

Election Day is where all of your hard work begins to pay off. In preparation you should schedule 
volunteers for shifts throughout the day for canvassing, campaigning at the polls, and any other activities 
you have planned for the day. On Election Day you should have your initial volunteers meet up an hour 
before the polls in order to organize for the day’s events. People who are campaigning at the polls should 
be there at least 10 minutes before they open.  
 

Target High Traffic Areas 
 

All of these locations are to be staffed throughout the day 
starting at 8 am until voting ends. All tables should be 
decorated with signs and balloons to draw attention to them, 
and should have literature about local, state, and national 
Democratic candidates with flyers telling people where they 
can vote attached to them. These tables should also have 
laptops with wireless internet in case problems occur, or you 
need to look up someone’s voting location.  
 

Voting Locations 
 

Volunteers should be staffed at all voting locations to 
campaign for local Democratic candidates and to watch out for 
potential problems such as voter intimidation and students 
being turned way from the polls. All of these volunteers should 
have cell phones in case they need to reach the campaign 
headquarters.  
 

Canvasses and Phone Banks 
 

The canvass, dorm, and greek directors will organize 
canvasses, phone banks, and classroom storms throughout 
Election Day in order to get students to the polls. These efforts 
should be coordinated with local campaigns and party officials 
and should be organized so that the campaign get knock and 
call through the entirety of their turf.  
 
Comfort Team 
 

The canvass director will appoint one of their top volunteers who will recruit approximately 10 
individuals who have access to cars that can pick up food, drink, blankets, and anything else that may be 
needed at polling locations throughout the day. These individuals must be able to be reached at all times. 
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Organizing a College Campus During a Non-Election Year 
 

Organizing a student organization during a non-election year presents its own unique set of challenges. 
Unlike election years, off years tend to lack a sense of urgency to the majority of college students, which 
makes it harder to recruit volunteers for issue advocacy campaigns. To college students signature drives 
don’t have the same appeal as a candidate’s race. Because of this issue advocacy campaigns on college 
campuses can be extremely difficult to pull off. Instead, a way to recruit volunteers and create goodwill 
within your community is through public service. Establishing public service campaigns where you 
volunteer with and aid local non-profit organizations is also the best way to establish issue advocacy 
campaigns on campus because local non-profits will fill the role of a candidate’s campaign.  
 

Transitioning Public Service Campaigns to Issue Advocacy 
 

Developing a philanthropic cause within your organization establishes a strong relationship with the 
community beyond the walls of your university. This relationship is beneficial to both you and the 
community as your members will allow local non-profits to strengthen their volunteer bases and you will 
be able to cultivate relationships that will allow you to build a donor base for your organization and begin 
preparing for the next election. This is especially important if you are located in a more conservative part 
of the country where there usually isn’t a strong gubernatorial or congressional campaign. 
 

Food Drives 
 

Collaborating with other student organizations and local non-profits to hold a food drive on campus and 
within the community at-large is a great way to give back to your community. These campaigns let you 
put your campaign skills to use. For these campaigns you can design a field plan modeled off of your 
campaign field plan and you will find that you will have incredible results. By canvassing the community 
to collect food and monetary donations you will raise awareness about the hunger problems that afflict 
your community and the country as a whole. 
 

Community Kitchens 
 

Volunteering at local community kitchens that feed the homeless is a great way to give back to your 
community and to keep your organization active. Community kitchens are in constant need of volunteers 
and will be eager to build a relationship with your organization. This allows for you to continue building 
ties within the community.  
 

Issue Advocacy 
 

All of these volunteer campaigns can be transitioned into your issue advocacy campaigns for the year. 
While organizing these events you want to hold true to what you used during the election year. While 
preparing for an issue advocacy campaign look back at what worked during the past election and what 
didn’t and adjust your past plan accordingly.  
 

Remember, that you need to develop detailed roles for your directors and need to have a solid presence on 
campus. Your organization needs to keep in mind that it is harder to develop a massive issue advocacy 
campaign. However, if you develop a field plan that focuses on face-to-face interaction and a constant 
media presence like you did during the past election then you will be able carry out a well organized 
issues campaign.  
 
 


